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Abstract
In the aftermath of the 1965 killings, Suharto’s New Order regime in Indonesia initiated a 
series of policies and ideological programs that sought to turn the Southeast Asian nation into 
an “integral state.” The family unit then became institutionalized and idealized as an object 
providing the state with the necessary discursive language to maintain then-president Suharto’s  
three-decade long rule. His regime, however, continued to demonize hundreds of thousands 
of former political detainees, denying their families access to basic rights. Branded as having 
come from “unclean environments,” the descendants of the Suharto regime’s political detainees 
continue to face discrimination even after the New Order’s end in 1998. Nevertheless, in the 
years following reformasi (“reformation”), Indonesia’s increased democratic space provided an 
opportunity for the voices of former political detainees and their children to emerge. This paper 
will utilize biographies and oral historical records to understand how the family provided a 
cocoon-like environment, allowing alternative or discordant narratives to form and coalesce. 
The author aims to show how the New Order’s repressive policies affected these families with 
one generation passing onto the next its “tainted DNA.” The author posits that given the lack of 
a public sphere in discussing the most momentous event in Indonesia, it is the private sphere 
of the family instead that would serve as an outpost of memory, reminding Indonesia of its 

“original sin.” It is hoped that this paper would be able to showcase the ability of the narratives 
from below to sow the seeds of historical and generational reconciliation.
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INTRODUCTION

In this paper, I will be analyzing the narratives of descendants of those imprisoned or 
killed due to their alleged affiliation with the Partai Komunis Indonesia (“Communist 
Party of Indonesia”) or PKI in the killings of 1965. Since the fall of Suharto and 
his New Order regime, the sociopolitical environment in Indonesia became more 
tolerant of increasingly varied interpretations of its past. Academic books, as well 
as writings by those victimized by the New Order regime, began occupying spaces 
in many large bookstores, prompted in part by a growth in independent publishers. 
Joshua Oppenheimer’s twin documentaries on the merciless protagonists of the 
1965 killings also became available for popular viewing, demystifying the state’s 
narrative of the armed forces saving the nation from communism.

 With Indonesia’s growing body of “scar literature”1 on the 1965 killings, there 
has been a steadily increasing number of memoirs and oral historical records of 
people directly affected by the circumstances of 1965. Still, there is much less in 
terms of their descendants. Understanding their plight is no less significant given 
that they too shared the “stain” of coming from “unclean environments,” which 
remained with the eks-tapol (“former political prisoners”). 

Therefore, by highlighting their stories, I aim at analyzing how this “stain” 
implicates them and becomes embodied through their memories of the preceding 
generation. I also highlight how these instances of embodied remembering are 
produced through state-sanctioned stigmatization and violent visual propaganda 
within the “private sphere” of the family. This research will look closely at a range 
of texts comprised of personal essays written by these descendants, as well as a 
memoir of a general’s daughter whose father was allegedly murdered by those 
with ties to the PKI. It includes a set of voices that showcases how each of these 
individuals, despite their backgrounds, is united through memories of trauma and 
loss. 

Finally, this research hopes to provide an understanding on how memory is 
passed from one generation to the next by highlighting the strategies utilized in 
overcoming the legacies of the violent past. It takes inspiration from Southeast 
Asian Studies scholar Mary Zurbuchen’s conceptualization of “historical memory,” 
which “embraces not only fixed texts or other emerging “sites of memory,” but also 
processes of configuring memory, moments when the past can be reshaped and 
outcomes remain unresolved” (8).



Leong / Speaking Across the Lines� 8

Kritika Kultura 37 (2021): 8–026� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

SETTING THE STAGE

The events that transpired from 30 September to 1 October 1965 would come to 
define the nature of the Indonesian state for the next three decades. Following the 
killings of seven military officers by a group of left-wing soldiers said to be aligned 
with the PKI, a young general Suharto then initiated a nationwide campaign 
against the party. This was done on the pretense that the PKI and the soldiers were 
attempting a coup to end President Sukarno’s leadership. After banning the PKI, 
the military together with bands of armed anti-PKI mobs then proceeded to hunt 
down, incarcerate, or physically eliminate anyone with even the most tenuous of 
ties to the PKI. The toll amounted to between 500,000 to 1,000,000 disappeared 
and with many more incarcerated in places of detention as well as several penal 
colonies. Indonesia’s “white-terror” did not end until the middle of 1966 and, by 
then, the archipelagic nation’s socioeconomic landscape was irreversibly changed. 
With the newly minted President Suharto at its helm, the regime was renamed 
the New Order to differentiate itself from Sukarno’s “old order.” Building up a 
neoliberal economic structure in pursuit of development, the New Order initiated 
changes that would fundamentally alter the very nature of culture, society, and 
even education in Indonesia. 

Over three decades, Suharto sought to guide Indonesia’s floating masses, 
posing as the father of development towards greater economic growth without any 
correlating form of political liberalization. Even after his downfall in 1998 following 
the Asian Financial Crisis, Suharto’s New Order superstructure continued to exert 
an influence on Indonesian life. For the survivors of the 1965 pogroms, many of 
whom spent more than a decade in detention, the fall of Suharto and the election of 
Abdurrahman Wahid as the republic’s fourth president gave them a sense of hope. 
Despite the last batch of political prisoners being released in 1979, many continued 
to live with the stigma of being eks-tapol. 

In 2000, Abdurrahman apologized in his capacity as the leader of Nahdlatul 
Ulama, one of the largest Islamic organizations in Indonesia, for the wrongdoings 
his organization had perpetrated on these eks-tapol. While controversial, the 
apology nonetheless accorded Indonesia’s nascent democracy the needed space to 
bring the memory of the killings into the public sphere. A slew of confessionals on 
the events of 1965 then emerged, followed by public truth-telling sessions. 

Filmmaker Joshua Oppenheimer’s groundbreaking twin documentaries further 
added to the cacophony, providing audiences a never-before-seen perspective into 
the lives of both survivors and perpetrators.2 But of greater interest to this paper 
are the narratives of those stained and implicated by the policies enacted by the 
New Order State.3
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Over the decades, the descendants have produced works that should, I 
believe, carry equal strength when compared with the writings of the eks-tapol 
directly affected by the violence of 1965. One of them includes Ribka Tjiptjaning 
Proletariyati’s defiantly named autobiography Aku Bangga Jadi Anak PKI (I Am 
Proud to Be a PKI Child), which chronicles her involvement in formal politics. Her 
activism was a direct challenge to the stigma of having come from tidak bersih 
linkungan (“unclean environment”), a category meant for those whose parents had 
been affiliated with the PKI. 

Aside from Proletariyati’s autobiography, the loosening of the New Order’s 
bindings has also allowed for more significant efforts towards historical restitution. 
One such early attempt at second-generation narratives include Usaha Untuk 
Tetap Mengenang: Kisah-Kisah Anak-Anak Korban Peristiwa ’65 (Struggle to 
Always Remember: The Stories of the Children of the Victims of ’65) edited by Saleh 
Abdullah and, more recently, Soe Tjen Marching’s book entitled The End of Silence: 
Accounts of the 1965 Genocide in Indonesia. Nonetheless, Marching states that 
“most of my respondents had to negotiate with their own families before they were 
able to reveal the truth about the family histories” (35). She adds that this fear of 
speaking out was “internalised, psychologically embedded and personalised” (35).

In the early 1980s, the state initiated a policy in which screenings were carried 
out to ascertain whether individuals came from such backgrounds. Government 
ministers until now also continue to harp on a “latent danger” of the PKI’s return 
should the state as well as the Indonesian society not remain vigilant. I posit that 
much of the latent danger discourse is to create a continuing paranoiac environment 
ritualized by an event the state celebrates annually as the Hari Kesaktian Pancasila.4

Nonetheless, much of this fear also lies in an organic interpretation of the nature 
of the PKI’s threat where these descendants are considered “sleepers” carrying a 
deadly DNA strand that upon activation seeks the destruction of the Indonesian 
state. Referred to as “organicism,” this strain of thought has been part of Indonesia’s 
ideological superstructure even during colonial times. In the New Order period, 
David Bourchier states that the ruler and the ruled were entangled in a system 
reflecting a traditional Javanese village where hierarchically Suharto was the father 
and all other parts merely serving their roles in deference to him (1). Anything 
inimical to the schema is therefore considered aberrant and dangerous.

Given that the family is considered the key administrative unit within the 
New Order’s organic state, it also became the main ideological battleground.5 

An obsession with the traditional nuclear family is a trait shared with other 
conservative Southeast Asian regimes based on alleged immutable Confucian or 
Asian values.6 According to sociologist Teo You Yenn, “the family looms large in 
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the state’s imagination of what contemporary Singapore society is and ought to be” 
(338). Teo adds that the traditional nuclear family is often the starting point for any 
form of an imagined community given that it “is critical to society—‘an anchor’—is 
in turn, situated in the nation’s development narrative” (338) But as a disciplinary 
tool, “family policies provide rhythm, logic and boundaries” (351). 

In Indonesia, “the family principle allowed Suharto’s regime to constitute what 
counts as an appropriate and moral family” and this principle ultimately allows 
for the “control of the population through representation” (Newberry 406). Thus, 
that representation lies in the creation of the other, an unclean environment of 
which “typical” Javanese families should fear to tread. But for those coming from or 
affiliated with unclean environments, they had to carry on bearing the burden of a 
permanent stigma. According to Andrew A. Conroe, “the ‘Communist subversion’ 
and ‘treachery’ of which their parents were accused was presented by the New 
Order state as a hereditary taint,” which made them “equally suspect in the eyes of 
the state and much of New Order society” (200).

Further restrictions on their choice of careers also made them ineligible “for 
jobs such as teachers, clergy, journalists, civil servants, parliamentarians and 
performers, occupations which give them an audible voice in the public sphere” 
(200). Given the “internal exile” these families had to suffer, the private sphere 
of the family was perhaps the only environment in which the taboo stories of the 
eks-tapol and their descendants could find firmament. However, as Conroe notes, 
how the experiences of the eks-tapol are related to their children is often shrouded 
in silence even as they share their experiences with researchers or human rights 
organizations outside of the family. Nonetheless one of his eks-tapol interlocutors 
states while unspoken, he believes that, “his children will acquire the necessary 
information about the past through a kind of osmosis, without narration” (205). The 
nature of mass violence disrupts how the younger generation of these PKI families 
understands the past. Due to an inability to contextualize the violence—or simply 
the belief that younger generations should be spared from its effects—descriptions, 
narratives, and stories of their experiences, therefore, become painfully absent.

Nonetheless, in memory studies scholar Marianne Hirsch’s description of 
postmemory, she states that the transmission of these remembrances is not 
necessarily limited to speech or even words. What Hirsch describes as inherited 
memory can be transferred as in an osmosis to those closest to these eks-tapol. 
Even without expression, through the “language of family, the language of the body: 
non-verbal and non-cognitive acts of transfer occur most clearly within a familial 
space, often in the form of symptoms” (Hirsch 112).
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CASES IN POINT

In the interest of my paper, I have chosen to compare three case studies. The first 
two are taken from an anthology of writings entitled Cahaya Mata Sang Pewaris: 
Kisah Nyata Anak-Cucu Korban Tragedi ’65 (Light in the Eyes of the Descendants: 
Real Stories of the Grandchildren of the Victims of the ’65 Tragedy) edited by Putu 
Oka Sukanta, himself a former political detainee. In the former, I feature an 
autobiography and a biography from the island of Bali. I explicitly chose these 
two because of the nature of violence in Bali during the killings of 1965, where the 
atrocities were carried out in closely knit communal environments leading to deep 
scars seared onto the protagonists. 

I then proceed to compare these two cases with that of Nani Nurrachman Sutojo’s 
Kenangan Tak Terucap: Saya, Ayah, Dan Tragedi 1965 (Unspoken Memories: Me, 
My Father and the 1965 Tragedy) because her autobiography is based on her life as 
a child of the “winning side” at the cost of her father’s death, allegedly in the hands 
of PKI-inspired troops. 

In doing so I aim to draw out the commonalities shared between the children 
of former political prisoners and national icons as they attempt to recontextualize 
their family histories after having been absorbed into the greater national narrative. 
I aim to show how these descendants regardless of ideological inclination or even 

“level of victimhood” can call upon a private sphere in disassociating themselves 
from it. To do so, my research follows Carol Kidron’s cue to engage in a “closer 
examination” of “the way in which everyday taken for granted mnemonic practises 
are constituted, sustained and intergenerationally transmitted to create the silent 
yet no less living presence of the past” (“Toward an Ethnography” 8). 

BODY OF FEAR

In a project which took several years, an anthology of writings by the descendants 
of eks-tapol was released in 2016. It was edited by an eks-tapol himself who was 
incarcerated for ten years given his involvement with the PKI-affiliated cultural 
organization Lekra or Lembaga Kebudayaan Rakyat (“The People’s Cultural 
Association”). Putu Oka Sukanta, an accomplished writer and poet from Bali, states 
in the anthology’s introduction that: 

those in power have made their his-story, so now it’s our turn for our-my story of which is 
also of equal value in our understanding of Indonesia’s historical journey if not the world. 
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His-story and my-story are like two sides of the same coin but together make meaning of 
an indivisible unity. (vi)

He adds that the primary reason behind the project is to ask: What have the 
second- or even third-generation descendants inherited from the eks-tapol? 
According to Sukanta,

not only has their older generation passed on to the younger ones the state’s legacy of 
oppression but also major life lessons from their parents. These true stories, written 
in the most honest way, have given them these critical lessons . . . Through a sense of 
tenacity and perseverance they have come to see their suffering as markers of pride and 
achievement. (vi)

Their writings, however, reveal that the process of authorship was cathartic as it 
was a way to discover the hidden stories within their own families. The writers 
were able to own the past by gaining deeper insight into the nature of their parents’ 
suffering and also to understand their afflictions. 

One particularly striking story within the anthology is one where a son recounts 
how he “fell in love” with the history of 1965 due to a psychological condition 
his mother suffered from (Willyana 124). In the chapter entitled “How the 1965 
Tragedy Gifted Me with Silence,” I. Wayan Willyana explains that “if we were to 
speak about my childhood with my mother, there is only one word to describe it 
which is ‘silence’” (126). He adds that:

because of the environment of silence caused by my mother, it then became the catalyst 
as to why I became so fascinated by with the history of 1965. That event grew to become 
a demon which inhabited my mothers’ body and that its name is ‘New Order trauma’ . . . 
it was because of this demon, that when I was small, I would hate my mother, believing 
that she was an embarrassment, even though she had worked so hard to raise me. (126) 

Describing his mother’s condition as a wound, Willyana explains that the slightest 
of sounds would send her into a rage. Since “who you were born to is not a choice, 
my mother was born with psychological and mental conditions and this stayed 
with her from the time of her birth until she had me” (126). Any kind of sound or 
noise whose source could not be ascertained would trigger off

panic attacks, anxiety and finally causing her to run amok, like a caged animal about 
to be slaughtered by human beings, going in circles around the house screaming. She 
would then fall to the ground, unconscious, with her tongue sticking out, hair dishevelled, 
drenched in cold sweat and salivating. (127)
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Once after Willyana accidentally kicked a wall, his mother was once again triggered, 
prompting her to drag him out of the house kicking and screaming only to have her 
almost immediately apologizing for what she had done. One particularly traumatic 
incident occurred when Willyana: 

woke up to get a glass of water. I tripped over something because it was dark and the 
glass fell from my hands shattering on the floor. This, of course, woke my mother sending 
her into another one of her episodes. This time she held one of those shards to my neck, 
threatening to kill me and then herself. My father came and grabbed me taking me away 
while she continued with her pattern of behaviour . . . at that moment I wondered if she 
was truly my mother. (129) 

During the events of 1965, almost the entire nation was engulfed in the violence 
and bloodletting. However, the violence was especially pronounced in central, 
eastern Java as well as Bali (Cribb 3). The anti-PKI campaign in central Java was 
more drawn out given the deep presence of the PKI in the area. Agrarian reforms 
initiated by the PKI created schisms between peasants and landowners that, when 
mixed with intense religiopolitical factionalism, created an environment ripe for 
conflict and violence. Thus, in East Java and Bali, the violence was experienced at 
a closer level given that many suspected members of the PKI were either killed or 
arrested by neighbors, friends, and even relatives. The violence of the 1965 killings 
disrupted social relations, affecting the most basic organizational units from 
villages to even families. 

Willyana’s grandfather, his grandmother reveals, was associated with the PKI 
and this created schisms between his own family as well as the family of his 
grandmother. When his grandfather disappeared, Willyana’s grandmother was 
then forced to escape, hiding within a forest next to a river. Throughout the 
grandmother’s pregnancy until when Willyana’s mother was born, the former was 
always living in fear as every sound could have indicated the approach of roving 
bands of tameng (“butchers”) on the lookout for suspected communists. Even after 
her birth, the mother and child continued to live in fear and felt that they were 
continuously followed by “demons” (132). Willyana wonders if the tense conditions 
his grandmother was living under when she was hiding in the forest could have 
also affected his mother, absorbing fear and terror into her DNA even as she was 
in gestation. 

So from Willyana’s experiences with the loss of a grandfather to his mother’s 
condition, his inheritance is twofold: a childhood ambivalence towards his mother 
and the silence he endured due to his mother’s condition which, later on made 
him “fall in love” with the history of 1965. Is this then for Willyana akin to a form of 
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osmosis, a process of psychic absorption, as a descendant of his mother’s and his 
grandmother’s traumatic experiences? 

In Kidron’s scholarship on the Holocaust, she similarly describes the experiences 
of survivors passing on their memories through nonvocal, embodied practices, 

“which refers to a pre-reflexive or a-reflexive experience of memory, namely the 
prints of the past on the sensuous body—the imprints of pain-pleasure, the smell 
or taste of home cooking” (“Sensorial Memory” 453). 

In Willyana’s context, as a child he had to constantly maintain silence in the 
presence of his mother or it would otherwise trigger an episode. Silence was a 
survival strategy even from his own grandmother’s experience as she evaded the 
death squads roaming Balinese villages. Ironically, it is also this silence that caused 
Willyana to seek relief either in his imagination or in the company of books. This 
habit then led to the discovery of the secrets of the 1965 killings. But as we learn 
from Willyana’s experiences, the embodiment of memories is not the only way for 
these experiences to flow from one generation to another. The presence of state 
symbols also creates a sense of ambivalence between the private world of the family 
and the intrusive power of the state. Authors like Conroe and Kidron state that the 
distinction between public/private, family/state may not always be presented in a 
binary fashion but from a sensorial, embodied perspective: the children of these 
eks-tapol are not only exposed to triggers within the home, but also from the forces 
of external socialization. For instance, given Willyana’s silenced home environment, 
he would often be scolded by teachers and labelled as anak PKI (“PKI child”) for not 
being able to sing Indonesia’s national anthem. 

The New Order environment is replete with symbols of state and some of them 
overtly carry an anti-PKI message. The killings of 1965, as I have mentioned earlier 
in this article, provided the needed foundation for the restructuring of Indonesian 
society via the New Order because such edifices, both physical and nonphysical, 
were built to ensure that the regime’s organicism would be robust. Aside from 
elaborate museums and memorials dedicated to the memory of military officers 
slaughtered by the insolent PKI, the state also sponsored a film in the early 1980s 
to bring its message through cinemas and television into many Indonesian 
homes. Entitled Pengkhianatan G30S/PKI (Treachery of the G30S/PKI), the highly 
dramatized production optimizes the use of violent, blood-drenched scenes to 
instill in the minds of young school children an illogical hatred for the PKI.

Putranda, in his contribution to the anthology, reveals to his interviewer the 
overwhelming fear he undergoes every time he would watch the film:
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His fear became more intense especially when as a student, he was made to watch 
Pengkhianatan G30S/PKI. He still remembered when as school children, they were 
chaperoned to a cinema and forced to buy the tickets. The film was shown many times 
both in the cinema and through the state broadcast service, TVRI. The film frightened 
him because to him, it meant to sow hatred towards the PKI, justifying the 1965 killings 
and at the same time portraying Suharto as a hero who should rule indefinitely. (285)

Putranda states that he had never known his father, but he knew of his having been 
murdered by the tameng7 death squads because of his attempts at pushing through 
agrarian policies conceived by the PKI. His father, Putranda was told, was murdered 
after having been dragged out and shot by the death squads. After the government 
announced that it would root out the PKI at all levels, he was afraid that the same 
would happen to him. What made him especially fearful was the possibility that 
his identity as a child of a PKI member would be revealed. The film and all forms of 
propaganda the New Order state spewed out made him believe that the campaign 
of hatred had not yet ended and that there would be a new tameng targeting him: 

Because of this fear, he confessed to hiding his identity, beginning with his uncle 
disallowing him to use his father’s name in school report cards and diplomas. This 
meant that he had to erase his father’s name from the family tree anytime he dealt with 
officialdom. When he became a civil servant, he also had to hide his father’s name. (285)

Even after the end of the New Order era and the subsequent flourishing of 
counter-narratives to Suharto’s hegemonic discourse, Putranda continued to hide 
his genealogy. According to him, the New Order continued to live through new 
tameng-like groups, bringing films like Pengkhianatan G30S/PKI to the fore. Thus, 
hints and traces of the New Order continued to exist, pushing its imagery into the 
hearts and minds of post-Suharto generation audiences, replicating its DNA in a 
new environment.8

The film, as historian Michael G. Vann states, became a part of the “nation’s 
social memory” (217). This was done, according to another Indonesianist, by 
making its bid “for the sympathy of its audience not so much through the appeals 
to the national interest as through repetitive affirmation of the sanctity of the family 
and of children, which is violated by the in-human and un-Indonesian actions 
of the PKI and its supporters” (Foulcher 113). The film was designed to inflame 
religious sentiments by depicting PKI-affiliated troops raiding and killing Muslims 
in a mosque and then stepping on the al-Qur’an. This is followed by an especially 
violent scene where one of the generals and his family is slaughtered by the same 
roving band of murderous soldiers. This fit well with the New Order’s organic state 
schema that, through its propaganda, attempted to convince the citizens that the 
PKI sought to harm the traditional values of the larger Indonesian family. Thus, 
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Indonesians were made to believe that they were living through a national trauma 
induced by the PKI. In turn, its people had to remain vigilant in the face of the PKI’s 
return and to monitor those coming from unclean environments closely. 

Biological tropes of the nation as a family or as a biological unit vulnerable 
to injuries is often used to justify national levels of healing for nation-building 
purposes (Wilson). This strategy was used extensively in South Africa as the country 
transitioned out of apartheid. To minimize conflict and animosity among the 
races in South Africa, leaders such as Nelson Mandela and Bishop Desmond Tutu 
encouraged truth-telling sessions for both the victims as well as the perpetrators of 
human rights violations in an attempt to heal their society. In the Indonesian case, 
the erosion of civil liberties and human rights violations were the price to be paid 
for the state to remain vigilant in its protection of the nation from the PKI. 

While the New Order state is over, its DNA, however, lies dormant waiting to 
be triggered whenever any alleged challenge is posed to Indonesian values (Platt 
et al. 7). Thus, with the disappearance of the PKI, new threats are to be found in 
liberalism and homosexuality. In his work on Russia, James V. Wertsch states that 
such DNA strands “are cookie-cutter plots or storylines that can be used to generate 
multiple specific narratives. As such they function in the role of the underlying 
codes suggested by DNA metaphors” (175). 

For the families of these eks-tapol, this DNA’s iteration through propaganda 
films and mob violence naturally causes them to relive the nightmare of the New 
Order regime, fearing its possible return. Similar fearful reactions can be found in 
societies with comparable experiences of mass violence. After a coup that ended 
the socialist government of Salvador Allende in 1973, Chile underwent a 17-year-
long military dictatorship under Augusto Pinochet, which imprisoned, tortured, 
and murdered thousands of dissidents.9 Hundreds of thousands of Chileans were 
forced into exile by the murderous regime. 

To understand how the families, the victims of the Pinochet period, dealt with 
trauma, Daniela Jara employs the theoretical concept, “psycho-geography,” through 
which the children learned to “internalise dislocation between private memory 
and public memory, between what can be said and what should be silenced or 
masked in front of others” (17). These children had to frame their identities through 
treading a fine line between an outside world intent on stigmatizing them as part 
of a “Marxist cancer” and the intimacy of family stories mired in suffering. Such 
conditions give rise to what Jara refers to as gray zone, which:

deviates from the official memory of past atrocities, springing instead from complex 
experiences of ambivalence. These are neither militant nor victimised memories; rather 
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than articulating forms of martyrdom and heroism, they reveal the effect of violence on 
subjective and inter-subjective life. (2) 

But where Chile and Indonesia diverge is the level of political acknowledgement over 
the state’s human rights violations. After Pinochet stepped down, Chile gradually 
afforded greater recognition to the plight of its political victims. Indonesia, on the 
other hand, continues to exist in a “fantasy land” haunted by Suharto-era propaganda 
films and the constant fear of a phantom latent communism. Nonetheless, with 
Indonesia’s democratic transition, large swathes of gray zones continue to reveal 
themselves, providing ample opportunities for different narratives to erode the 
New Order regime’s DNA.

 One such revelation comes from Nani Nurrachman Sutojo. Her memoir, Saya, 
Ayah, Dan Tragedi 1965 (Me, My Father and the 1965 Tragedy), tells of a rupture 
caused by the disappearance of her father. But unlike the previous stories of the 
descendants of former communists, Nurrachman’s father’s arrest was not even 
due to him being a suspected communist or even a dissident but because he was 
a military officer. Sutojo Suswomihardjo was one of the seven military officers 
allegedly murdered by PKI or coup plotters on the night of 30 September 1965—
the very same incident that would come to define the modern Indonesian state. A 
general of the Indonesian army, Sutojo was closely connected to the higher echelons 
of power and thus more exposed to the rough and tumble of Indonesian politics. 

On that fateful night, Nurrachman, who was fifteen years old at the time, 
overheard a group of men in boots rushing into her house and ransacking the 
family’s belongings. Believing the men to be the praetorian guard of then-president 
Sukarno, Nurrachman states that:

as we remained on the ground, we heard the noise of our belongings being destroyed 
throughout the whole house. I was terrified, and my whole body was shaking . . . they 
were destroying and shattering objects all over the house with their rifle butts. It all 
ended so quickly. Father was taken away by a troop of soldiers who admitted to being 
from the presidential guard: Cakrabirawa. He was still wearing his batik motif pyjamas 
when he was taken away. At that moment, I had little inclination that I would never see 
him again. (66) 

While it would be more than five days before she was informed of her father’s 
fate, she states that the event of the nights before would be etched into Indonesia’s 
historical narrative: “It’s very difficult to explain what we went through for those 
first five days in October. One thing we realised is that all off a sudden our lives 
became that of the nation’s. We had been historicised into the nation’s history. 
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There was to be no separation” (67). Nurrachman was to spend the rest of her life 
trying to make a separation. 

In an especially poignant section of the book, she states that while the rest of the 
nation was intent on lionizing and nationalizing her father, she only knew of the 
terrible personal toll his murder had on the family. In many national ceremonies 
held in honor of Nurrachman’s father, she felt that while her father was so celebrated 
as a warrior few people knew him personally: “At that moment, I realised that 
everyone had a social-self presented and moulded according to societal constructs 
but also with a private side known only to the persons closest to him” (71). 

Distinguishing her father’s public image from her private memory of him, for 
Nurrachman, is an attempt at reducing the trauma of his loss by distancing her 
father from the incident itself. The last memories of her father admonishing her 
over how she had forgotten to put away his beloved typewriter was more important 
to her than the constructed public image placed in service of the state. Here she 
states that: 

despite being recognised as children of the Heroes of the Revolution, it was not able to 
fill the extraordinary sense of loneliness and emptiness we felt. I looked at it cynically 
as it brought us nothing. The single deepest emotion I had then was that of regret, a 
profound sense of it since I was not able to say sorry to him over the typewriter incident. 
(72) 

Making this demarcation between herself and the state has given her clarity in 
terms of looking at the past. This is especially so when she tries to reconcile it with 
the many questions her son has on the death of her father. One especially important 
incident involved Nurrachman’s youngest child, Nano, who confronts his mother 
with a question after watching Pengkhianatan G30S PKI, a Suharto-era propaganda 
film produced in the 1980s that all school-going children had to watch. At the 
end of the three-hour-long production, well-known for its violent and somewhat 
exaggerated depiction of the 30 September 1965 event, Nano asks: “Ma . . . What is 
a communist? Was it them who killed Eyang10 Tojo?” (90) Nurrachman herself was 
uncertain as to how to answer her precocious son. But neither could the answer be 
found in the film’s statist-inspired narrative. According to her, the 

film creates more confusion. Is this the kind information we want to pass down to our 
younger generation on the events on the 30th of September 1965? . . . The audience 
and what more the generation born after those events will probably never understand 
because its story is not complete. (91)
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As she continues to grapple with the question posed by her youngest, Nurrachman 
states the questions posed to her by her young child was a slap in her face: 

I remained silent. I was challenged into dealing with my trauma first before being able 
to answer in the most honest way possible reasons behind the incident . . . If we were to 
truly ask what or who is a true communist, it points to a person’s individuality. How is 
this to be explained? (91) 

This moment of revelation occurs precisely when faced with the difficulty of 
explaining her trauma to her own children. It betrayed an ambivalence that led to 
disassociation from the logic of the statist narrative. In her words, Nurrachman 
described the film as being “de-contextualised” (91).

It is here we find that the stories of descendants coming from “unclean” 
environments and Nurrachman’s life as a child of a national hero intersect within the 
grey zone. The New Order’s structural logic is founded on violence but is bolstered 
by the erasure of a particular kind. Therefore, it could in no way explain the reasons 
behind their personal tragedies, thus binding together the stories I present in this 
paper in a “desire to know.” Whether to investigate the reasons behind a mother’s 
demons, guilt over a denied father, or a child reconciling with a national hero, each 
factor points to efforts in contextualization. Rachel Carmen Ceasar states “war 
and conflict destroy kinship ties and sever families” (352). But is war and conflict 
capable of completely erasing these bonds? Kidron asks: “Do descendants also 
emphatically sense and engage with absent relatives? Do descendants give their 
absence form, content, and voice?” (Resurrecting Discontinued Bonds 230). 

Looking at these case studies I have presented, the simple act of writing 
an autobiography becomes an act of speaking to the past, if not the dead. In 
Nurrachman’s book, her father, while deceased, exists as a trace-like presence in 
her life. These presences become even more intense in the case of Willyana who 
was in search of his real mother—one who provides maternal comforts, because 
his was instead breaking into violent fits and threatening him with bodily harm. 
The denied father is also hovering the life of the child both as a reminder of fear 
and of guilt. 

Kidron states that “despite the one-sided nature of the relationship, engagement 
with the dead may thus be reconceptualised as intimate and emotive intense. By 
remaining ‘significant others, we dialogue with’ . . . the dead function as role models 
for the living, thereby reconstituting the selves of the living” (234). To that end, 
Willyana states:
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my love of 1965’s history will never be erased. My love grows from the faith that if that 
part of history is not yet finished or never dealt with, it is akin to my love for my mother, 
which is something that can never be buried. If there are those who think it should be 
buried, I believe it should be dug up again. (134) 

While Putranda, the son of the disappeared father, states that: 

it would seem that I shouldn’t care about 1965 because the effects of that event felt by 
everyone else is that they just don’t care about it. But my instincts push me not to give 
up in being critical on how this nation approaches both its environment and humanity. 
That’s why I work on this theme. (Kusuma 291)

But for Nurrachman, she states that she is already at journey’s end. She speaks 
of a breakthrough moment in 2000 when she was invited to a forum organized 
by students in Belgium to meet with fellow victims, most of which were in exile 
because of the events of 1965. Nurrachman states:

The only other reason why I went is because I was invited by students . . . who truly wanted 
to understand the events from the perspective of those involved. I thought of them as 
being critical, objective without placing the victims into ‘winner’, ‘loser’ categories . . . 
What is there to be afraid of if we came to meet one to one? Aren’t we all just humans? 
(99)

Since then, Nurrachman has been involved in more similar meetings. The most 
significant breakthrough on the 1965 killings took place when the Indonesian 
National Human Rights Commission organized a two-day symposium in April 
2016, inviting speakers that included victims. The event, however, attracted the 
attention of anti-PKI activists and right-wing groups who protested the meeting. 

A mirror anti-PKI forum followed later in June that year with a former general 
claiming knowledge of an attempt by the Communist Party’s to revive itself.11 This 
is part of an ominous pattern emerging over the past few years where government 
functionaries and prominent politicians harped on the issue, even forcing President 
Joko Widodo to engage with it.12 The New Order’s phantasm and its use by political 
groups shows its evergreen utility in capturing the Indonesian imagination.

While the New Order’s DNA remains, there is a growing sense of community 
among political prisoners and their descendants in remaking and recontextualizing 
their lives. What is even more interesting are the emerging intersecting lines as the 
nation slowly moves away from its New Order past. Most of these works have been 
put together or, at the very least, have been inspired by groups that have transcended 
the categories Nurrachman had spoken about earlier. Taking advantage of the 
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reasonably liberal publishing environment in Indonesia, various victim support 
groups have found ways to inscribe new ‘webs of significance’ in place of those 
broken by the structural violence of the New Order (Geertz 5). This breakage also 
indicates that citizens who are part of the polis have been categorically denied their 
place under the sun (as in the case of the murdered and the disappeared and their 
descendants). But as Veena Das and Arthur Kleinman state, “the polis implies the 
capacity to speak for oneself politically—to be able to find voice in community with 
other voices” (4). Therefore, their writings should not be merely seen as therapy 
but as powerful reminders of everything incomplete and ambivalent in Indonesia’s 
national identity. 

Comparing Argentina and South Africa, Kerry Bystrom (143) claims that the 
narration of private family stories was central to the “constitution of the democratic 
public spheres” in both countries (139). The narratological characteristics of 
this body of literature allow victims of human rights violations to “investigate 
and reconfigure their genealogies” (149). But, more importantly, within it lies a 
narrative element that allows suffering family members as well as victims of human 
rights violations to become “powerful moral agents, vested with authority both to 
construct new (and publicly accepted) versions of the past and to denounce the 
failures of the democratic regimes” (143). As such, these narratives will then carve 
out what she terms as a “socio-civic story space” (143).

In terms of Indonesia, I posit that such stories can change the sociopolitical 
landscape through the emasculation of an Indonesian national identity dependent 
on strongmen and paranoiac fears. Their stories could then be used as building 
blocks of a different way of reimagining an Indonesia that exorcises the ghosts of 
its past. 

However, Kidron warns of many anthropologists of genocide taking on “a moral 
and political mission, as the anthropologist-turned-activist serves to liberate 
trauma victims from the ‘shadows of silence’” (“Toward an Ethnography” 8). Doing 
so accordingly causes the researcher to miss the forest for the trees in terms of 
understanding the intricacies of how these memories are formed and passed on to 
the next generation. This paper has shown this in terms of the case studies chosen. 
Nevertheless, it also emphasizes and shows how these descendants are able to go 
beyond their pained inheritance. 

In the research conducted by Leslie Dwyer she points to how the violence of 1965 
disrupted the kinship ties amongst families in Bali. She states that many Balinese 
perpetrators continue to live among their victims, in close-knit communities, 
where “tainted” families were bereft of male relatives or heirs. This was shown in 
Putranda’s story. For women survivors, they faced greater challenges in a patriarchal 
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society where, as victims of sexual violence, they were labelled “PKI women” thus 
deviant in the context of Indonesia’s family values. However, one fascinating detail 
to note is the similarity between Willyana’s mother and the Ibu Ari described in 
Dwyer’s research. While Willyana’s mother was a descendant, Ibu Ari was a direct 
victim. She was sexually abused by the very man responsible for the death of her 
male relatives. Despite these challenges, she rose to the position of a ritual healer 
helping others in search of lost relatives.13 Thus, my research can be expanded to 
analyze how victims and their descendants can, as mentioned earlier, become 
moral agents. 

CONCLUSION

In the beginning of my article, I highlighted the state’s strategies that aimed at tying 
Indonesian citizens closer to its version of the truth on the 1965 killings. Among 
these was the manufacturing of a narrative on the PKI’s latent danger in threatening 
Indonesia’s social fabric. But through the cracks of the New Order’s ideological 
structure, the family provides for a different kind of discourse to emerge.

The cocoon of the family, where both trauma and rebuilding occur, provides for 
restorative stories overriding the New Order’s decontextualization of Indonesian 
history. Unlike the state’s fear-mongering and its singular focus on the PKI phantasm, 
we can discern from these families a “language” consisting of embodied practices 
as well as memories, challenging the myth of demonic communists and heroic 
soldiers. Each of these case studies showcases a strong intent on making history 
their own. For these families, the events of 1965 did not stop after the killings but 
continue through a painful legacy that passes on from one generation to the next. 
However, their descendants do not remain mere victims but build on the past to 
rebuild the present. What does this mean for Indonesia? While these books are not 
considered mainstream, they are nonetheless readily available to the reading public 
through a flourishing number of independent publishing houses. 

Since official efforts at justice and/or reconciliation have stalled because of the 
potent political power of the New Order’s 1965 narrative, the presence of these 
autobiographical works offers the best chance at reconciliation in Indonesia. How 
is this so? The private realm of the family shows us how notions of victim and 
perpetrator melt away, leaving behind a sense of a common humanity. The realm 
of the family continues to yield lessons to an increasingly fractured Indonesia. It is 
with this hope that such works will increase in number so that greater research and 
analysis maybe done on them. 
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Notes

1.	 China’s “scar literature” became popular in the 1970s towards the end of the Cultural 
Revolution as a genre that reflected the suffering of individuals targeted by the regime 
for not having the “correct” background or who were not deemed to be “revolutionary” 
enough. Indonesia and China share many similarities in this respect. For more information, 
please refer to Michael Berry’s A History of Pain: Trauma in Modern Chinese Literature 
and Film.

2.	 For more information please see Joshua Oppenheimer’s The Act of Killing and The Look 
of Silence.

3.	 For those arrested following the events of 1965, they were placed in the category of tidak 
bersih lingkungan, which means “coming from an unclean environment.” After being 
released, their identity cards would carry the letters “ET,” which stands for eks-tapol 
or “former political prisoner.” This brand would follow them for their entire lives and 
would affect family members as well. For more information please see page 31 of Hersri 
Setiawan’s Kamus Gestok.

4.	 For a critical analysis of this ritual, please refer to Katherine E. McGregor’s 
“Commemoration of 1 October, “‘Hari Kesaktian Pancasila’: a Post Mortem Analysis?” in 
Asian Studies Review.

5.	 Sexuality and the role of women continue to be contested spheres within Indonesian 
society. The state in this sense has had overbearing presence here. For more information, 
please refer to Saskia E. Wieringa’s Sexual Politics in Indonesia and Julia Suryakusuma’s 
State Ibuism: The Social Construction of Womanhood in the Indonesian New Order.

6.	 In an interesting ethnography Saya S. Shiraishi draws on historical analysis as well as her 
fieldwork to show how education has played a major role in how the Indonesian citizen 
is “shaped.” Please refer to Shiraishi’s Young Heroes: The Indonesian Family in Politics.

7.	 Tameng means “shield” in Javanese but it was also used to refer to the Tameng Marhaenis 
who were the militant branch of the Indonesian Nationalist Party in Bali during the 1960s. 
For more information, please refer to Geoffrey Robinson’s The Dark Side of Paradise: 
Political Violence in Bali.

8.	 There have been efforts in contemporary times pushing for these propaganda films to 
become compulsory viewing again for younger audiences to prevent “moral degradation.” 
For more information, please see Gerindra Perintahkan Kader di Daerah Gelar Nobar 
Film G30s/PKI. This is complemented by still existent anti-PKI/Communist groups that 
occasionally break up meetings among former political detainees. For more information, 
please see Okezone News’ “Ormas FAKI Bubarkan Pertemuan Keluarga Mantan Tapol.” 

9.	 For more information, please refer to Pablo Policzer’s The Rise and Fall of Repression in 
Chile.

10.	 The term eyang in Javanese means “grandfather.”
11.	 See Anton Hermansyah’s report, “Thousands Rally in Protest of Alleged Revival of PKI.”
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12.	 See Fahreza Rizky’s “Menhan Prabowo Ingatkan Kewaspadaan Bahaya Laten Komunis.” 
13.	 Due to her traumatic experiences, Ibu Ari would experience episodes of kesurupan 

where one enters into a trance-like state. This is similar to Willyana’s mother, who would 
also “lose control.” But Ibu Ari could also “speak” to her dead brother thus earning her 
the reputation of being able to communicate with the spirits.
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