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SOLO, THE SPIRIT OF JAVA 

 

  

1. Context 
Surakarta, known as Solo City, is in the Central Java Province of Indonesia. The city is a "melting 
pot" of ethnic (Arab, China, India, etc.) and religious (Muslims, Christians, Buddhist, Hindu, etc.) 
diversity. In this unique society, the people live in harmony. 

Solo is known as the center of traditional Javanese culture and heritage. It is the only area where 
traditional weddings are still celebrated. The true uniqueness of Solo is how well preserved and 
diffused Javanese heritage is in the daily life of citizens. Yearly, over 20 major events take place to 
celebrate Javanese culture.  

Ten years ago, the city’s main problem was the poorly managed traditional markets and street 
vendors, in addition to insufficient or insecure jobs, loss of public space, and low quality of basic 
service provision.  

http://www.agenda21culture.net/index.php/fr/newa21c-fra/new-a21c-fra
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The overall development policy of the city is towards building a society for people where they have 
proper education, good health, food sufficiency, and an ideal place for living, achieved through 
tourism, culture, sport, trade, and service. Resulting from this, culture became more visible in Solo 
and activities centred on culture soared as people widely accepted and supported initiatives.  

THE INITIATIVE AIMS TO REVIVE THE IMAGE OF SOLO AS A CULTURAL CITY 
AND THE CENTRE OF CULTURE AND ARTS IN INDONESIA BY CONSERVING 
JAVANESE CULTURAL ASSETS, BOTH TANGIBLE AND INTANGIBLE.  

2. Solo and culture 
Solo’s cultural policies, since the launch of the “Solo, the spirit of Java” in 2007, have been widely 
oriented towards education and efforts to integrate culture in every aspect of public life.  

Solo also encourages informal expressions of art and culture, by supporting street artists and various 
cultural communities, or dedicating public spaces for free cultural expression and performances. 
Aside from intangible cultural assets, Solo works on protecting tangible cultural heritage. Over 200 
properties have been identified and placed under Cultural Property national law. The strength of 
Solo’s cultural policies is to focus on ensuring that culture remains in the daily life of people. 
Moreover, Solo has worked to boost its national and international recognition as a centre of culture 
and traditional arts hoping to attract visitors.  

The cultural policies in Solo correspond to the call for commitment of local governments to Agenda 
21 for culture (A21C), and demonstrate the actions that Solo is already implementing. Solo’s cultural 
branding influences aspects of local governance beyond the culture department. This can be seen in 
the following aspects of the initiative:  

• Participatory Decision-making and Building Inclusive Society through Culture  
through multi-agency cooperation and public participation. Various departments and citizens 
are deeply involved in its development.  
With the understanding that A21C promotes inclusive societies, these policies have shown 
that the benefits arising from these have ‘multiplier effects’ that spread positive results to the 
population. Furthermore, democratic governance and public participation in decision-making 
are a priority.  
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• Educating Citizens to Culture and citizenship through formal and informal ways is 
embedded in Solo’s cultural policy. It is perceived to have long-term, positive consequences 
across different sectors and elements of the society. 

• Integrating Culture and Environment through the Eco Cultural City program. Solo created 
a city-development program that combines culture and environment, recognizing the close 
links between environment protection and cultural preservation. 

• Culture is not destined to elite but is the social cement of society. Access to culture is a 
basic Human Right, as it plays such an important role in social cohesion and human 
development. While Solo has its share of a troubled history of social protests and past 
economic instability, the beginning of the project is now associated with change and 
prosperity, with at its core, integrating culture in all aspects of the city. 

3. Objectives and implementation of the project 
1.1. Main goal 
The initiative aims to revive the image of Solo as a cultural city, and the centre of culture and arts in 
Indonesia. It encompasses a mix of policies, projects and other initiatives of the local government, 
which aim to conserve Javanese cultural assets, both tangible and intangible. 

THE OVERALL DEVELOPMENT POLICY OF THE CITY IS TOWARDS BUILDING 
A SOCIETY FOR PEOPLE WHERE THEY HAVE PROPER EDUCATION, GOOD 
HEALTH, FOOD SUFFICIENCY AND AN IDEAL PLACE FOR LIVING, ACHIEVED 
THROUGH TOURISM, CULTURE, SPORT, TRADE AND SERVICE.  

1.2. Key steps 
Solo collaborates with government offices, NGOs, and civil society groups within the city and with 
national and international actors to create the brand. Local artists’ communities are also being heard 
to take into account their needs and requests. Through its cultural policy, the city aspires to be part of 
an international network of inspiring cities. 

The main governmental partnerships are with the Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 
Indonesian Ministry of Education and Culture. The Ministry of Tourism also supports the policy 
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through promotion of events for instance. In that spirit, Solo also joined the international organization 
United Cities and Local Governments Asia Pacific (UCLG–ASPAC), to learn through exchange of 
practices and cooperation with members. 

The cultural regulations and projects implemented by Solo have affected all levels of the population, 
and generally, have delivered benefits in different forms. Beyond this, youth and children of Solo are 
also first-hand beneficiary of cultural efforts. By raising awareness and introducing them early on to 
traditional performing arts, children become a medium to educate the whole population.  

THROUGH ITS CULTURAL POLICY, THE CITY ASPIRES TO BE PART OF AN 
INTERNATIONAL NETWORK OF INSPIRING CITIES.  

4. Impacts 
1.1. Direct impacts  
Impacts on the local government 
The project generated revenue for the city through increased tourism and better management of the 
more than 25 traditional markets. This profit allowed the city to grow its number of civil servants in all 
departments, especially in the culture department. It enabled a virtuous cycle of stable. 
Consequently, this has translated to improvement of public services, contributed to developing 
cultural infrastructures and programs, and strengthened local government capacity and collaboration. 

Impact on culture and local cultural actors of the city/territory 
The policy contributed to the recognition and preservation of various forms or expressions of art and 
culture, previously not on the spotlight and therefore at risk of being weakened. Traditional cultural 
performers (theatre, dance, music) and artisans, as well as street artists are highly valued and 
supported by the city’s policy. 

Impact on the territory and its population 
In terms of tangible impact, the restoration and revitalization of some public spaces and other 
infrastructure (markets, park, government buildings, etc.) have been patronized by the citizens and 
made the city more active and engaging. This includes the preservation of heritage buildings and 
structures such as the palaces, as well as venues for performances. The policy also contributed to 
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economic growth in the city through tourism, the organisation of international cultural events and 
other activities (increasing revenue and using this to improve public service).  

1.2. Transversal impacts  
Harder to measure in quantitative terms is the social impacts, but positive assessment prevails owing 
to the public acceptance and appreciation of the policies. This is evidence to the city encouraging 
citizens to uphold their cultural and human right of expression. Through good maintenance of 
heritage sites and revitalisation of green areas, the city encouraged better “eco awareness” amongst 
its citizens, who are now more inclined to respect and protect their environmental heritage. The 
renovation of the numerous traditional markets, into clean and hygienic facilities also improved health 
standards. 

THROUGH GOOD MAINTENANCE OF HERITAGE SITES AND REVITALISATION 
OF GREEN AREAS, THE CITY INDIRECTLY ENCOURAGED BETTER “ECO-
AWARNESS” AMONG ITS CITIZENS, WHO ARE NOW MORE INCLINED TO 
RESPECT AND PROTECT THE INTEGRITY OF THEIR ENVIRONMENTAL 
HERITAGE.  

5. Further information 
The city of Solo was a nominated candidate for the second 'UCLG International Award – Mexico City 
– Culture 21' (January – May 2016). The awards jury produced a final report in June 2016 and asked 
the UCLG Committee on Culture to promote this project as a practical example for the 
implementation of Agenda 21 for Culture. 

This factsheet was put together by Eny Tiyasni Susana, Head of Culture and Tourism Department, 
Central Java, Indonesia.  
Contact: disbudpar (at) surakarta.go.id 

Main website: www.surakarta.go.id 1 
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