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1. Introduction  

The series of Country Explorations on Memorialisation as Related to Transitional Justice 

Processes was elaborated collaboratively as part of the Asia Exchange Meeting ‘Memory for 

Change’, which was held in Bangkok, Thailand in November 2014. It consists of seven 

concise overview documents, each referring to one of the participating countries in the 

Exchange. The Country Explorations provide a contextual overview as well as an analysis of 

initiatives that find themselves in the realm of memorialisation and transitional justice in 

each country. They also offer ideas for ways forward concerning the enhancement of local, 

regional and international engagement on the subject. The Country Explorations feed into 

the comparative sections of the Asia Exchange Report. Different relevant initiatives and 

situations touched upon in the Exchange report are explained here in more detail.  

2. History and Background 

The archipelago of what currently makes up Indonesia was a fragmented assemblage of 

different empires before it became colonised for three and a half centuries. At the beginning 

of the twentieth century the Dutch claimed administrative authority over the entire country. 

As a result, Indonesian society has developed into several social groups based on ethnicity, 

religion and ideology. A transmigration policy was introduced by the Dutch and continued by 

the Indonesian governments after independence, which moved people from densely 

populated areas of Indonesia to less populous areas. This policy created great tensions - 

native populations feared ‘Javanisation’ and ‘Islamisation’ and these fears strengthened 

separatist movements and communal violence.1 The internalised superior culture of the 

Javanese disharmonised the relationship among citizens after Indonesian independence in 

1945, and even more so under President Suharto’s 32 year ‘New Order’2 dictatorship until 

1998. President Sukarno’s3 establishment of the Pancasila (the five principles)4 were meant 

to unite the country, but were exploited by Suharto's successor government to justify its 

repressive actions and to condemn its opponents as ‘anti-Pancasila’. Most of the profits of 

the natural resource exploitation in certain parts of the archipelago, such as Aceh and 

Papua, went to Java-based elites and multinational companies. This has caused native 

populations to protest, demanding more autonomy over their natural resources. The 

government’s reaction to this has always been repression and human rights violations, a 

situation that is continuing today.  

                                                           
1
 Hardjono, J. (1989). The Indonesian transmigration program in historical perspective. International migration 

26:427-439. 
2
 Suharto used this term to contrast his rule with that of his predecessor. Later the term became synonymous 

with the Suharto years. 
3
 Sukarno was president from 1945 until 1967. Since 1965 Suharto gradually stripped Sukarno’s presidential 

power until he was placed under house arrest in March 1967. 
4
 1. Belief in the one and only God; 2. Just and civilised humanity; 3. The unity of Indonesia; 4. Democracy guided 

by the inner wisdom in the unanimity arising out of deliberations amongst representatives; 5. Social justice for all 
of the people of Indonesia. 
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From 1965 to 1967, extensive human rights violations were committed by the military, led 

by Suharto, and their proxies, against those accused of being communists and their 

supporters. The conflict is well known as G-30S-PKI (G: Gerakan/Movement, 30S: 30 

September, PKI: Partai Komunis Indonesia/Indonesian Communist Party). The term G-30S-

PKI is used as government propaganda for branding PKI as the trigger and perpetrator of 

human rights violations. In some areas the army organised civilian groups and local militias, 

while in other areas communal vigilante action preceded the army’s actions. Between 

500,000 and one million people accused of being communist or leftist group members were 

estimated to have been killed. The Pancasila Youth, one of the paramilitary movements, has 

played an important role in Suharto’s coup. They continue to play this role today, defending 

violations committed during that period and intimidating opponents. The New Order regime 

imprisoned more than 1.7 million people without trial, including writers, artists, poets, 

teachers, and ordinary citizens, routinely subjecting them to illegal detention, torture, and ill 

treatment. The gradual releasing of these prisoners started in the late 1970s, but many of 

them served more than a decade in prison. Even after release, they were closely monitored 

and required to regularly report to the authorities. Their civil and political rights have never 

been restored.5 

Suharto strengthened and centralised his grip on power, implementing policies supporting 

privatisation, natural resource extraction and foreign investment, with brutal suppression by 

the military of any dissenting voices (such as labour, environmental or land activists). 

Suharto created the illusion of a democratic system, under which he was re-elected for six 

consecutive terms. However, security forces committed systematic and extensive human 

rights violations on civil populations in operations against independence movements in 

Timor-Leste, Aceh and Papua. At a later stage Indonesia was confronted with the outbreak 

of violent ethnic conflicts in Sampit (Kalimantan), Maluku, and Poso (Sulawesi) as well.  

The 1998 Asian financial crisis led to extensive civil discontent. In May 1998, members of the 

military shot and killed four students at an anti-government demonstration at Jakarta’s 

Trisakti University, provoking larger and more violent demonstrations in Jakarta as well as in 

Solo and other cities. Gross Human Rights Violations (GHRV) have victimised not only the 

protesters (who were mostly students), but also certain ethnic groups as a way to threaten 

civil society, raising fears that real chaos could ensue if they oppose the government. After 

the massive protests, Suharto resigned. His ouster started the ‘Reformasi’ era, with a more 

open and liberal political-social environment and a transition to a more democratic society. 

However, real reform never occurred: after 16 years of so-called political restructuring, the 

power of the Indonesian military is still intact. In fact, the military has been the main 

obstacle in the attempts to democratise Indonesia, blocking efforts of those in favour of 

upholding the rule of law, instating civilian control over the military, reforming law 

enforcement, eradicating corruption and establishing human rights and justice. Official 

investigations into violations, the law enforcement of suspects’ arrests, and reconciliation 

between conflicting groups have not seriously been conducted by state authorities. 

                                                           
5
 KontraS & ICTJ, (2002) Derailed: Transitional Justice in Indonesia Since the Fall of Soeharto, available at: 

https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Kontras-Indonesia-Derailed-Report-2011-English_0.pdf.  

https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Kontras-Indonesia-Derailed-Report-2011-English_0.pdf
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3. Transitional Justice Mechanisms 

A 2011 International Centre for Transitional Justice (ICTJ) and KontraS (Commission for ‘the 

Disappeared’ and Victims of Violence) report on transitional justice in Indonesia6 describes 

three periods of transitional justice processes. Firstly, an initial hopeful period of political 

reform (1998-2000), with the Indonesian National Commission on Human Rights (hereafter 

the Commission) conducting an investigation into crimes against humanity in Timor-Leste 

that produced unprecedented findings implicating senior members of the security forces. In 

addition, it introduced a number of important laws. A second period (2001-2006) was 

characterised by compromised mechanisms, failed prosecutions and a Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) law annulled by the Constitutional Court. A third period 

(2007-2011) saw the return to the political stage of disgraced former members of the 

security forces and lack of any commitment on the part of the government to work on 

accountability for mass crimes. 

In July 2012, the Commission launched a report on the systematic and widespread crimes 

against humanity, which had occurred from 1956 until 1966. This landmark report is based 

on the results of an investigation conducted in four regions between 2008 and 2012 

(Maumere, Maluku, South Sumatra and North Sumatra) and the collection of 349 

statements by witnesses and survivors. These crimes are defined as crimes against humanity 

according to Law No. 26/2000 on Human Rights Courts juncto article 7 of the Rome Statute. 

The Commission acknowledged that the victims were targeted for their alleged ties with the 

PKI, recognising the Indonesian state as the mastermind of the crimes, underlining that 

‘these events are the result of a state policy to exterminate members and sympathisers of 

the PKI, which was deemed to have conducted resistance against the state.’7  

The Commission recommended a follow-up criminal investigation by the Attorney General 

(AG) and the establishment of an ad hoc human rights court to try the alleged perpetrators. 

They also recommended the establishment by the government of a non-judicial TRC as 

stipulated in Law No. 26/2000 on Human Rights Court. However, the Commission’s report 

was rejected by the AG, who argued that the findings were insufficient and the evidence not 

collected in a proper, legal way. The government, represented by the Coordinating Minister 

of Political, Legal and Security Affairs, Djoko Suyanto, also rejected the evidence presented, 

adding that the 1965 mass killings were justified as they were aimed at ‘saving the country’.8 

Likewise, 23 civil society groups, including Ansor (the youth wing of the largest Muslim mass 

organisation) and the Nahdhlatul Ulama (NU), which played a key role in the killings, also 

rejected the report, affirming their continuing determination to protect Indonesians from a 

‘communist atheist threat’.9 

 

                                                           
6
 Ibid. 

7
 Unofficial translation of the Statement by KOMNAS HAM (National Commission for Human Rights)on the results 

of its investigation into grave violation of human rights during the events of 1965-1966. See: 
http://www.etan.org/action/SaySorry/Komnas%20HAM%201965%20TAPOL%20translation.pdf 
8
 The Jakarta Post, 1 October 2012. 

9
 The Jakarta Post, 15 & 16 August 2012. 
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During the 2013 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) meeting in 

Geneva, the UN Human Rights Council made a recommendation to set up a joint 

investigation team to review and follow up on the Commission’s findings of the 1965 crimes 

against humanity. 10  From the government’s reactions, it is clear that the domestic 

mechanisms used to act on the recommendations of the Commission’s 2012 report are 

completely inadequate and show a lack of political will. 

With President Jokowi entering office in October 2014, promising to deal with past human 

rights violations during his election campaign, there was hope for change. Recent 

developments have shown however that the space for Jokowi to move on these issues is 

very limited and that the military and its supporters continue to play a role at the highest 

levels. There is a need for continuous pressure to ensure that institutional reforms and 

ratification of international instruments are more than just a cosmetic approach of ‘ticking 

the boxes’. At the same time, the old dogma of communist and atheist threats to the 

nation’s unity are so interwoven into the social fabric of society due to efficient propaganda 

and paramilitary movements spreading fear, that different or complementary approaches to 

seeking TJRNR are needed, especially at the societal level. Memorialisation as an interactive 

bottom-up tool could play a role in exploring the root causes of the violence and the 

functioning of a repressive state that cuts off any attempt of challenging the status quo of a 

powerful elite.  

4. Memorialisation Initiatives 

Memorialisation in Indonesia has mainly been used as propaganda by the state; most of the 

official state memorialisation initiatives stem from the Suharto regime, and are still in place. 

These consist of books and school curricula, and many monuments and statues for the so-

called heroes of independence and anti-communist fighters. The Pancasila Sakti Museum 

(Holy Pancasila Museum) in Jakarta is set up to recall the dedication of revolutionary heroes 

who fought for Indonesia’s ideology, Pancasila, and to defend Indonesia against ‘bad 

communism influences’. The Lubang Buaya Museum (Crocodile’s Pit) in Jakarta shows the 

site where seven army officers were killed on 1 October 1965, which was seen as part of a 

coup attempt by the PKI (see figure 1). This is used to show the cruelty of the communists. 

However, there are serious doubts about who killed the officers. Up until quite recently, a 

propaganda film on the G-30S-PKI betrayal was aired on national television every 30 

September, to remind people that the PKI was their enemy. 

Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) and victims’ organisations have also implemented a 

number of memorialisation initiatives. First of all there is an ongoing process of 

documenting cases of human rights violations, especially on the 1965 and 1998 periods of 

violence. Books have been published about the impunity of human rights violators, such as 

Pulangkan Mereka: Merangkai Ingatan Penghilangan Paksa di Indonesia (Bring Them Home: 

Memory Recollection of Enforced Disappearance in Indonesia) and Tahun Yang Tak Pernah 

                                                           
10

 The Jakarta Post, 30 September, 2013. 
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Berakhir, Memahami Pengalaman Korban ‘65: Esai-Esai Sejarah Lisan (Never Ending Year, 

Understanding ’65 Victims experiences: Oral History Essay). 

 

 

Figure 1: Lubang Buaya (Crocodile’s Pit) Museum, Jakarta, an anti-communist propaganda tool.  
(Source: vickafarahdiba.blogspot) 

 

The Coalition for Justice and Truth, consisting of 47 organisations, held a campaign on ‘The 

Year of Truth’ (2013-2014) in which they organised public hearings in five provinces, and at 

the national level in Jakarta. The outcomes of these hearings were published in a report 

launched in October 2014. A Human Rights Museum was set up in Aceh in 2011, with a 

photo exhibition showing the violations. It also functions as a Human Rights School.  

Another museum was set up in Malang, the Omah Munir (Munir’s House), in memory of the 

human rights activist and founder of KontraS, who was poisoned on the state-owned Garuda 

plane on his flight to Amsterdam in 2004. The museum does not aim to glorify Munir but 

instead places him in the context of the human rights struggles of the 1990s, leading up to 

Suharto’s ousting in 1998, and Munir’s tragically shortened role in human rights campaigns 

up to 2004. In recent years, with the political space gradually opening up for people to dare 

initiate these activities, more epigraphs and small monuments were set up to commemorate 

victims (see figure 2).  

CSOs also use audio-visual materials to shed light on different periods and different 

locations of human rights abuses, such as the documentary film on Aceh Kameng Gampoeng 

Nyang Keunong Geulawa and the film Jembatan Bacem, which is about the river that was 

used to slaughter people in 1965.  

 



 

 

 
8 |Indonesia: an Exploration 

 
 

 

Figure 2: Jembatan Bacem Epigraph (The bridge was the location where many people were killed and thrown 

into the river during the 1965 persecutions). (Source: Institute for Policy Research and Advocacy). 

 

An internationally produced film by Joshua Oppenheimer and co-directed by anonymous 

Indonesians, The Act of Killing, re-enacts the killing scenes of 1965 by the real perpetrators, 

with Anwar Congo as one of the death-squad leaders. In the film, the perpetrators, including 

members of paramilitary groups, admit their cruelty during mass killings of communists as 

well as violence aimed at the ethnic Chinese. They also acknowledged that they used 

government propaganda to depict ‘the bad communist’. The film has drawn international 

attention to the issue of impunity in Indonesia, and has also triggered reflections on the role 

of foreign support of the crimes committed in the Cold War era. Initially the film was banned 

in Indonesia and only screened by CSOs and other NGOs. Gradually these small-scale 

showings led to an enormous societal demand, and the Commission has showed interest in 

exhibiting it as an effective advocacy tool.  

A second film by Oppenheimer, The Look of Silence (see figure 3) is a sequel to The Act of 

Killing. This second film takes the perspective of a man whose brother was killed during the 

violence that took place in 1965, and looks into the effects it had on him and his family. In 

the film, the man confronts the perpetrators who killed his brother. In both films the blatant 

acts of impunity are shocking. The Look of Silence first received official support from the 

Commission, which made public screenings possible (this had not been possible with the 

first film). Public screenings however ran aground when self-proclaimed groups of anti-

communists decided to break up the gatherings. In the raids’ aftermath, local police asked 

the Film Censorship Institute (LSF) to deliver its verdict on the legal status of the 

documentary. The answer, in the form of a letter, was outright condemnation. The ‘LSF’s 

characterization of the documentary as sympathetic to the Indonesian Communist Party’11  

shows that the party still uses the old dogma to polarise and maintain control. The 

censorship however only created more publicity for the film, both at the national and 

international levels. 

                                                           
11

 The Jakarta Globe, 9 January 2015 
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Figure 3: Film poster for ‘The Look of Silence’. (Source: Cinephil). 
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5. Lessons Learned and Good Practices 

Trying to break the culture of silence and the culture of impunity in Indonesia has proven to 

be an enormous struggle. The geographical constraints and the well-organised repression 

make it difficult to reach out to victims in remote areas and to provide security to victims 

that are willing to testify or to tell their story.  

The social movement that led to the ousting of Suharto was a success, but a high price was 

paid. After the initial hope that the Reformasi would really change Indonesia’s political 

situation, it has been clear that the culture of impunity is deeply entrenched in society 

(something that Oppenheimer’s films clearly brings to light) and that economic interests 

(local and foreign) and perpetrators of grand human rights violations are still governing 

Indonesia behind the scenes. The use of dogmatic anti-communism rhetoric continues to 

manipulate and polarise the population that often has limited access to information. 

Extremist religious groups add more fuel to social tensions. It is clear that human rights 

documentation alone is not enough to tackle impunity – a bottom-up transformation of 

society is needed to complement the human rights work at the national level. 

An example of good practice of informing people about human rights violators through 

social media has been the successful campaign #MenolakLupa (#AgainstForget) (see figure 

4). This raises awareness about the background of human rights violations of the 

presidential candidate, former General Prabowo Subianto, who ended up losing the 

elections in 2014. Making more use of digital tools can be a way of reaching more people, 

although the economic conditions in especially the remote areas of the country might be an 

obstacle to this strategy.  

 

 

Figure 4: An image from the social media campaign #AgainstForget. (Source: Twitter). 
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6. Ways Forward 

The groups that were present at the Exchange created a thorough strategy to overcome 

obstacles towards Truth, Justice, Reparation, and Non-Recurrence (TJRNR). To counter 

polarisation they propose more engagement and a broader dialogue with different actors in 

the community, including local authorities and members of the security apparatus. The 

group was interested in the work on intergenerational dialogue and attempts to bring 

victims and perpetrators (of low ranks) together, as presented by the Cambodian 

participants. It is important to develop a concrete project for this, taking into account the 

specific context of each location, the careful process and long-term follow-up that is needed, 

and the security situation of victims (and perpetrators).  

 

With regard to the security of victims, the group plans to provide a safe place for victims to 

speak out and to work with local psychosocial services. Other plans include setting up 

schools and learning homes for victim’s groups in ten provinces with the aim to empower 

victims. At the national level the participants are planning a lobby for a comprehensive 

reparations programme that is not connected to court convictions and which goes beyond 

monetary compensation. The lobbying is aimed at creating social programmes that promote 

health, education and sustainable livelihoods. Civil society groups will already start with the 

creation of sites to honour victims, but such social programmes should be part of the 

reparations scheme as well. 

Cambodia has also set an example for Indonesia by promoting the archive system of DC-

Cam. Human rights groups have done a lot of work on archiving and documenting cases but 

acknowledge that the coordination of work by different groups needs improvement. The 

participants will aim to better coordinate the data management among different civil society 

groups and produce solid joint reports on past atrocities. The work of human rights groups 

would benefit from the support of the international community, and for them to pressure 

the Indonesian authorities to implement ratified conventions.  

They also plan to increase the use of digital tools for archiving and outreach, implementing 

these through the creation of an ‘Online Virtual Museum’. AJAR and IKOHI plan to work on 

creating a digital narrative and documentation project. To gather this information in the 

communities they will use Participatory Action Research Tools to engage communities and 

empower victims and their communities.  

The damaging propaganda that took place in schools for many years should be replaced by 

curricula that truthfully reflect Indonesia’s history in order to counter the dominant anti-

communism and anti-Pancasila narrative. Some human rights groups have access to schools 

to deliver training on human rights, which might be an important first step in painting a 

broader picture of the past. To really reach all the corners of the archipelago, a lot of 

resources are needed to put this strategy into full practice. It is important to increase the 

engagement of youth in all programmes, since they play a crucial role in genuinely 

transforming Indonesia’s society. 
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In November 2015 the IPT ’65 is scheduled to take place in The Hague. The IPT is set up to 

address the culture of impunity in Indonesia and to break down the vicious cycle of denial, 

distortion, taboo and secrecy. Firstly, it will give a voice to the victims. Secondly, the Tribunal 

will provide a public record of the crimes against humanity committed after 1 October 

1965.12 This will be another important tool in breaking the silence, both concerning national 

and international responsibility. It should also serve to promote reflection on and 

reinvigorate the search for accountability of the crimes committed due to Cold War 

geopolitics. The challenge will be to bring the results of the work to the local level and to 

ensure impact at the societal level as well. Education and dialogue projects are necessary to 

achieve this. 

 

  

                                                           
12

 IPT 1965, “The price of impunity; the scope of the International People’s Tribunal 1965”, 2005, available at: 
http://1965tribunal.org/about/concept-note-on-international-peoples-tribunal-on-crimes-against-humanity-in-
indonesia-1965/. 
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Acronyms 

AG = Attorney General  

AJAR = Asian Justice and Rights 

CSO(s) = Civil Society Organisation(s)  

GHRV = Gross Human Rights Violations 

GP Ansor = Gerakan Pemuda Ansor 

G-30S-PKI = G: Gerakan/Movement, 30S: 30 September, PKI: Partai Komunis 

Indonesia/Indonesian Communist Party  

ICCPR = International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights  

IKOHI = Indonesian Association of Families of the Disappeared  

Imparsial = Indonesian Human Rights Monitor  

IPT ’65 = International People’s Tribunal ’65 

KKPK = Elsam/Coalition of Justice Revealing 

KontraS = Commission for “the Disappeared” and Victims of Violence  

LSF = Film Censorship Institute  

Napas = National Papua Solidarity  

NU = Nahdhlatul Ulama  

PKI = Partai Komunis Indonesia/Indonesian Communist Party  

TRC = Truth and Reconciliation Commission  

TJRNR = Truth, Justice, Reparation, and Non-Recurrence  
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Impunity Watch (IW) is a Netherlands-based, international non-profit 

organisation seeking to promote accountability for atrocities in 

countries emerging from a violent past. IW produces research-based 

policy advice concerning processes intended to enforce victims’ rights 

to truth, justice, reparation and non-recurrence (TJRNR). IW works 

closely with civil society organisations in countries emerging from 

armed conflict and repression to increase their influence on the 

creation and implementation of related policies. IW runs Country 

Programmes in Guatemala and Burundi, while also undertaking specific 

and comparative research in other conflict-affected countries on 

particular aspects of impunity.  

 

 This publication has been made 

possible by 

 

 

 

 
 

              

 

 


