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The Memory Landscapes of “1965” in Semarang
Martijn Eickhoffa, Donny Danardonob, Tjahjono Rahardjob and Hotmauli Sidabalokb

aNIOD, Amsterdam, The Netherlands; bUnika Soegijapranata, Semarang, Indonesia

ABSTRACT
This article focuses on the formation of memory in relation to the
mass violence of the years 1965/68 in Semarang. This port city
offers a unique opportunity for studying both the violence of
1965/68 and its long-term effects from a local to a global level.
Once nicknamed the “red city” and famous for its Chinese
community, the events of “1965” deeply affected the city. Many
(alleged) communists from Semarang were sent to prison camps
in other parts of Indonesia, while many members of the Chinese
community sought refuge abroad. As a result, the mass violence
in Semarang continues to reverberate not only in the city, but also
throughout and beyond Indonesia. The article is based on the
results of two workshops in Semarang, during which a group of
Indonesian students studied the memory landscapes of “1965” by
combining oral history with site observations. The central question
is how the memory of violence, shaped primarily by everyday
interaction and communication, relates on the one hand to the
urban space in which the violence largely took place, and on the
other hand to the official state narratives that deliberately created
memory gaps regarding this violence. We focus on three sites
representative of different aspects of the mass violence of the
years 1965/68 in Semarang: the Sarekat Islam building, the
Mangkang mass grave and the Chinese Karang Turi school.
Scrutinizing these three sites has taught us that people in
Semarang make sense of “1965” through stories and activities
that, while interacting with the official narratives, include the
missing and the dead. Communism might have been “crushed”
with success, but the Indonesian state clearly failed to eradicate
the memory of state-supported anti-communist violence.
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The Memory Landscapes of “1965” in Semarang

The year 1965 marks a crucial turning point in Indonesian history. The kidnapping and
killing of a group of generals by the left-wing 30 September Movement on 1 October
was followed by waves of mass violence directed against Indonesian communists. About
half a million people were killed, and perhaps another million and a half were detained
without trial.1 The violence paved the way for a military regime headed by President
Suharto, known as the New Order. In the official Indonesian history writing of this era,
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the actual acts of violence during 1965 and the following years, alongside the role played in
them by the military, generally went unmentioned. When these topics were touched upon,
it was only in passing and in euphemistic terms such as “crushing communism.”2

Despite the regime change of 1998—or the fall of Suharto—historical culture in Indo-
nesia is still strongly conditioned by the official state perspectives on “1965” developed
during the New Order era.3 However, although such narratives were codified by official
institutions, memories of these events in Indonesian society are not monolithic. An intri-
guing example in this respect is the nostalgic 2007 history book, Semarang City, a
Glance into the Past, by Jongkie Tio. This book contains a brief and richly illustrated over-
view of the history of the city of Semarang in colonial and post-colonial times. The author
uses the word “incident” to refer to 1965, and states: “many factories and buildings were
burned, bringing the economy into recession.”4 The reduction of the mass violence to an
incident could be understood as a reference to the official state narrative. However, stating
that the incident led to an economic recession in itself opposes this same narrative, which
tends to stress the economic malaise of the pre-New Order years. What is more, on the
same page, we see a picture showing a Chinese shop (actually owned by the author’s
father5) in flames. The sentence is, therefore, above all a subtle way of writing anti-
Chinese violence, which officially remains unacknowledged, into the history of the city
of Semarang. Yet other types of violence and other victim groups still go unmentioned.

This article is dedicated to the formation of memory in relation to the mass violence of
the years 1965/68 in Semarang. We focus on the broad spectrum of violence that, along-
side harassment, intimidation, incarceration, sexual crimes and killing, also includes the
damaging, looting and confiscation of property and the defaming, discrediting, dehuma-
nizing and displacing of (groups of) people. It is generally acknowledged that these acts of
violence have a taboo status in Indonesian society and as a result are understudied,
especially on the local level. The relevant archival materials are often difficult to trace or
inaccessible to historians. This article, with its focus on memory, aims to help break this
deadlock. The central question is how memory, shaped primarily by everyday interaction
and communication, relates on the one hand to the urban space in which the violence
largely took place, and on the other to the official state narratives that deliberately
aimed to create memory gaps regarding this violence.6 Following Baskara T. Wardaya
SJ, we see memory as a relational phenomenon in which narratives—through time and
space—dynamically connect individuals, groups/organizations and events.7 Inspired by
Michael Rothberg, we also understand memory as a multidirectional phenomenon that,
despite moments of competition, is primarily the outcome of dialogical exchanges of nar-
ratives.8 The concept of “memory landscapes” connects these approaches to the formation
of memory (as relational and multidirectional) and emphasizes the importance of the
spatial dimension. This article will show that in these landscapes, sites play a crucial role
in evoking, shaping, communicating or controlling memories.

In this article, we discuss some of the results of two workshops in Semarang, during
which a group of Indonesian students studied the memory landscapes of “1965” by com-
bining oral history (interviews with “survivors”9 and former bystanders) with site obser-
vations (how did sites transform and what do people—in particular contemporary
“users”—remember, do or refrain from doing there?). The workshops formed part of a col-
laborative project between the Department of Environmental and Urban Studies of the
Universitas Katolik Soegijapranata (UNIKA) in Semarang, NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust
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and Genocide Studies in Amsterdam, Radboud University Nijmegen (RUN) and software
development firm LAB1100.10 The article also includes some additional interviews with
former Chinese inhabitants of Semarang who migrated to the Netherlands in the after-
math of the 1965/68 violence.11

As exploring memory landscapes implies co-creating them, a constant reflection on the
research process, its social impact and our own position in it was an integral part of the
project. In the context of the state-enforced amnesia with respect to the mass violence
of 1965/68, we expected a city—as a spatial unit—to be an excellent starting point for
exploring memory landscapes. During the workshops, we used twenty interviews to
create a digital research environment that soon contained 102 organizations, twenty-
four events, fifty-seven persons and thirty-six sites. These can be regarded as nodal
points in the memory landscapes of “1965.” In particular, it was the sites, or the spatial
nodal points, that enabled us to “enter” the memory landscapes of “1965” and, although
the information was generally fragmented, to start understanding the internal connections
between the different nodal points in relation to official state narratives. The sites allowed
us to trace “trajectories” of mass violence: from the displacement of people from their
homes, to their imprisonment, exploitation, torture, killing and/or burial, and their
migration as refugees or survivors.12 Moreover, the related infrastructure produced an
insight into local “coalitions of violence,” which saw the—often temporary—participation
of a variety of social groups.13 To put it another way, soon after our project started, Semar-
ang turned out to be geographically marked by an officially forgotten network of places of
(organized) mob violence, (temporary) detention, interrogation and mass burial connected
not just to many comparable sites in Java and elsewhere in Indonesia, but, via transnational
Chinese diaspora networks, to other parts of the world including the Netherlands.14 Some
of the sites involved in Semarang have undergone major transformations since 1965/68,
whereas others, for various reasons, seem to have been left untouched for decades.15

After its inclusion in our project, one site—the Mangkang mass grave—became the
object of more intense public and media interest and was turned, through rituals and
material interventions, into a site of reconciliation by human rights activists.

For this article, we have selected three spatial nodal points in the memory landscapes of
“1965” that representdifferent aspects of themass violenceof theyears 1965/68 inSemarang:
the Sarekat Islam building that, from its construction in 1919, was a centre for political, edu-
cational and religious activities; the Mangkangmass grave near Semarang, where, according
to local lore, between twenty-four and forty bodies of murdered communists are buried; and
the Chinese Karang Turi school that became the object ofmob violence in 1965 andwas sub-
sequently turned into a temporary prisonnamedGaok camp. In 1966, this propertywas partly
restituted to the school board and could again be used for teaching.16 The sites were men-
tioned in the interviews with survivors, while contemporary users also told stories about
them.Altogether, thesehelpus to increaseour understandingof theway inwhich, in contem-
porary Semarang, “1965”—via a network of connected and interacting narratives and prac-
tices—continues to reverberate through everyday life. The memory landscapes they co-
constitute are, to quote Katharina Schramm, no fixed “memory container,”17 but something
intrinsically messy that is thus continuously experienced, contested, worked and re-worked
by people, including ourselves as researchers.18 As such, the three chosen sites also allow
us to trace and analyse the mechanisms of the Indonesian state’s official narrative as an
implicit model of memory, which aims to influence what people can recall or do.19
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We start this article with a brief historical overview of the mass violence that took place
in Indonesia during what has often been called the “tragedy of 1965,”20 and introduce
some important academic discussions and developments in Indonesian civil society. We
then turn to the city of Semarang and describe the course of events there in the years
1965/66. Next, we elaborate on the three selected spatial nodal points in the memory land-
scapes of “1965.” Finally, we discuss the role memory landscapes do or can play in grass-
roots-level reconciliation initiatives.

Indonesia in 1965

The anti-communist violence, or more accurately anti-leftist violence, started in 1965 after
a group of army officers and a few leaders of the communist party (PKI) abducted and mur-
dered six generals and a lieutenant of the Indonesian army. By doing so, this group
claimed to have prevented a military coup against President Sukarno. Soon afterwards,
General Suharto took control of the army and, aided by a pervasive anti-communist pro-
paganda campaign, blamed the killing of the generals on the PKI and its mass organiz-
ations.21 Subsequently, a terror campaign targeted not only communists but also
adherents of President Sukarno, leftists in general, members of peasant groups and
labour unions and adherents of indigenous (non-Islamic) religions.22 Although the mass
killings were not directed against the ethnic Chinese per se, they were also targeted.23

At least half a million people were killed during these campaigns. The violence lasted
until 1968 and paved the way for the “New Order,” under which a million and a half
people were detained without trial while their relatives lost their civil rights.24

Since the collapse of Suharto’s dictatorship in 1998, the new democratic government
has brought about considerable change in Indonesian society. Nonetheless, with regard
to “1965,” impunity continues to rule and there has been no successful central effort to
organize transitional justice.25 Those responsible for the “Indonesian massacres”—as
they are termed by Robert Cribb26—were not prosecuted and their victims were not reha-
bilitated. Yet there have been small but significant signs of change. In the years following
his election in 1999, President Abdurrahman Wahid publicly apologized for the killings of
alleged communists committed by members of the Islamic mass organization Nahdlatul
Ulama.27 Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and local grassroots organizations
began collecting interviews, and survivors started publishing memoirs and organizing
themselves into semi-official bodies.28 Meanwhile, the violence of “1965” has also
become the subject of representation in popular culture and media. However, anti-com-
munist paramilitary groups occasionally disrupt public gatherings—like the screenings
of documentaries on 1965—in a violent way, protesting against the rehabilitation of sur-
vivors and their families.29

Notwithstanding these developments, the official narrative of the “events of 1965,”
which portrayed the mass violence as a necessary response to communist treachery,
has remained almost uncontested in post-New Order society.30 In this narrative, the
actual acts of killing are only mentioned or shown explicitly when committed by the com-
munists, such as when they supposedly tortured the generals.31 The best-known constitu-
ents of this narrative are the museum and monument at Lubang Buaya and the movie
Pengkhianatan G30S/PKI (Treachery of G30S/PKI), all three commemorating the “commu-
nist” violence perpetrated against the generals.32 Roosa’s study of three different versions
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of the official narrative—the press reports of late 1965 and early 1966 in the army news-
papers Berita Yudha and Angkatan Bersendjata, the writings of Nugroho Notosusanto in his
capacity as director of the Armed Forces History Centre dating from the years 1965 to
1975, and the so-called “White Book” published by the state secretariat’s office in 1994
—has shown that the actual killings of communists generally go unmentioned. It is
stated that the communist party was “destroyed” and that this was done “down to its
roots,” but these authors refrain from telling the reader in what manner the party was
“destroyed”; when they do provide such information, they contradict themselves. Roosa,
therefore, speaks not only of different silences but also of connected claims to objective
truth that have become tangled up.33

The official silencing also seems to have affected international academia, or at least
scholars of mass violence and genocide. Despite their scope and significance, academics
have only recently started to study the massacres in Indonesia of this period in a systema-
tic or comparative way.34 In 2014, the Dutch sociologist and specialist in genocide studies,
Abram de Swaan, though without ignoring the role of the military, characterized the
extreme violence as a mega pogrom, given its (seemingly) spontaneous and participatory
character.35 Other scholars, like Douglas Kammen and Katharine McGregor, stress the role
of the military, their specialized militias, detention centres, staging of public “spontaneity”
and the role of political and religious groups in the mass violence.36 These two perspec-
tives reflect opposing political positions that, as such, date to the early 1970s: the
leftist-liberal version generally emphasizes the manipulation of the masses by the military,
whereas right-wing interpretations stress the role of the people themselves, who were out-
raged and wanted to take revenge against the PKI for its treasonous coup attempt and did
not understand why President Sukarno did not ban the party.37 In order to move past
these two, partly overlapping perspectives, in 2010 Christian Gerlach introduced the
concept of “coalitions for violence,” which involved a variety of social groups and insti-
tutions, and varying political visions for the future of Indonesia.38 This concept allows us
to develop a more balanced understanding of the local “agents” of the violence and
how it started and evolved in the different parts of Bali, Java, Sumatra and the outer
islands.

Communism and “1965” in Semarang and Indonesia

Semarang is a port city on the northern coast of the island of Java. It is the capital and
largest city of the province of Central Java. In late colonial times, the city—then part of
the Dutch East Indies—was known as a modern place. It hosted a multi-ethnic commu-
nity—for example, there was a large Chinese minority living in the town—and had a
vibrant cultural, religious and political life.39 Famous in this respect is the meeting in
1920 during which the Indische Sociaal-Democratische Vereeniging (ISDV/Indies Social
Democratic Association) changed its name to Perserikatan Kommunist di India (PKI); all
the board members of this new communist party were inhabitants of Semarang.40

Because of this event, Semarang has since been nicknamed kota merah (red city).
The ISDV, and later the PKI, succeeded in becoming strongly embedded in society.

According to Robert Cribb, the party was the first to acknowledge that the best way to
recruit the peasantry to communism was through nationalist organizations. For
example, since 1916, ISDV members had been successfully infiltrating the first nationalist
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mass organization in Indonesia, the Sarekat Islam (SI).41 This organization, founded in Sur-
akarta in 1911 as an Islamic commercial union consisting of many local branches, soon
became a religious and political force to be reckoned with.42 For a long time it had
been impossible to draw a sharp distinction between nationalists, Muslims and commu-
nists/Marxists in Indonesian society. People often belonged simultaneously to different
parties and organizations.43 However, after the introduction of party discipline following
the foundation of the PKI in 1920, political demarcations became more fixed.44 Nonethe-
less, members of Sarekat Islam were still permitted to belong to other political parties. The
different groups within Sarekat Islam were designated as the Sarekat Islam putih (the Isla-
mist “white” section) and Sarekat Islam merah (the Communist “red” section).45 In 1921, in
Semarang, a Sarekat Islam school was founded in the meeting room of the Sarekat Islam
building constructed in 1919.46 The school—and other branches in Salatiga and Bandung
—developed an Islamic curriculum that combined anti-colonialism with anti-capitalism. As
such, it is the example par excellence of the social and intellectual embeddedness of com-
munism during this era.

In the early 1920s, in colonial circles, there was considerable fear of communist demon-
strations or strikes.47 As a result of the restrictive colonial policies directed against commun-
ism, Sarekat Islam schools like that in Semarang were soon closed.48 At the end of 1926 and
the beginning of 1927, there were uprisings in Java and West Sumatra. In Semarang,
however, there was no rebellion, because the local authorities had been informed of the
plans in advance.49 The Dutch colonial authorities adopted severe repressive measures.
Thirteen thousand people were arrested; some were executed for their participation in
murders and 5,000 others were placed under preventive detention. Eventually, 4,500
people were found guilty and imprisoned, while 1,300 were exiled to New Guinea.50

From then onwards, many Indonesian nationalists continued to adhere to anti-colonialism,
but they connected it less with the international framework of Islam or communism.51 In
the 1930s, the nationalist movement was nonetheless suppressed by the colonial state.52

After the decolonization of Indonesia—Sukarno proclaimed independence in 1945 and
the Dutch, after a colonial war, formally recognized Indonesian independence in 1949—
the communist party gained a new and powerful position in society. During the Indone-
sian revolution, this position was complicated by the fear of leading nationalists that the
revolution might fall into the hands of the PKI; likewise, communists believed that the
nationalists would never share power with them unless faced with the threat (or the
use) of force.53 After PKI troops took over the city of Madiun (Java) in 1948, the tensions
escalated into a genuine violent conflict.54 For Sukarno and the republican government,
this Madiun uprising was a “stab in the back” while they were fighting the Dutch. After
thirteen days, the republican troops managed to seize the city; prominent PKI leaders
were arrested and some were executed.55 For the United States, this so-called “Madiun
affair”—the communist uprising and its repression by republican troops—was evidence
that Sukarno was a reliable ally against the communist threat.56 However, the PKI was
not formally banned and after the Dutch started their second “Police Action” in 1948,
members of the PKI were invited to join the fighting again and consequently rehabili-
tated.57 In the 1950s, under Dipa Nusantara Aidit’s leadership, the PKI successfully
began to build up a mass base in Indonesian society. It promoted a national front that
aimed to free Indonesia from international “economic colonialism” and the influence of
the country’s feudal elites.58
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In the former heart of the colonial administration in Semarang, the Tugu Muda monu-
ment, inaugurated in 1953 by Sukarno, commemorates the Indonesian revolution and
some events that took place in Semarang in 1945. In nationalist fashion, it specifically com-
memorates the five-day battle from 14–19 October 1945 in Semarang between “the Indo-
nesian youth” (young Indonesian freedom fighters) and a Japanese battalion, led by Major
Kido.59 The monument stresses Indonesian unity and does not mention the specific role
and position of the communists.60 As such, it is very much in keeping with the first
version of the Pancasila ideology, developed by Sukarno in 1945. He introduced this
concept during a speech, thenceforth known as Lahirnya Pancasila (the birth of Pancasila).
An independent Indonesia would be neither an Islamic nor a secular state, but a Pancasila
state. According to Sukarno, Pancasila—literally meaning five pillars—comprised five
leading principles: Indonesian nationalism, internationalism/humanitarianism, democracy,
social welfare and monotheism.61 Yet Robert Cribb and Colin Brown state that the Panca-
sila was created as a “non-ideology,” a device that aimed “to suspend the conflict between
deeply antagonistic ideologies.”62

Nonetheless, ideological conflicts continued to exist in Indonesian society. From 1957—
during the so-called era of guided democracy—President Sukarno therefore developed
the Nasakom ideology, an acronym for nasionalisme (nationalism), agama (religion) and
komunisme (communism).63 It aimed to balance—or appease—the three main factions
in Indonesian politics: the (nationalist) army, Islamic groups and the communists. It not
only reflected the ideals Sukarno had developed in the 1920s and early 1930s, but also
helped to reduce the power of the Indonesian army.64 It was in this political context
that the PKI developed into the world’s largest non-ruling communist party, with 3.5
million members. More than fifteen million people were members of affiliated organiz-
ations, such as BTI (Barisan Tani Indonesia/Indonesian Peasants’ Front), SOBSI (Sentral
Organisasi Buruh Seluruh Indonesia/All-Indonesian Labour Union), the Pemuda Rakjat
(People’s Youth) and Gerwani (Gerakan Wanita Indonesia/Indonesian Women’s
Movement).65

Before 1965, the communist party was present in the public space of Semarang in many
ways. There was, for example, a building called Gedung Rakyat Indonesia Semarang (GRIS/
Building of the Indonesian People in Semarang),66 where communist cultural activities
took place, while communist organizations were based in the Sarekat Islam building. In
1965, Semarang, like other cities in Central Java, witnessed some violent events related
to the coup in Jakarta. The day after 30 September, Colonel Suherman, the provincial
chief of army intelligence in Semarang, proclaimed himself commander of the rebel
troops in Semarang. With their help, he occupied the city’s radio station.67 However,
Semarang was the first city to fall. When Suherman’s troops were informed of the
failure of the coup in Jakarta, the authority of their leader dwindled rapidly. On the
morning of 2 October, Semarang was re-occupied by loyalist troops without any vio-
lence.68 However, two weeks later, on 17 October, the RPKAD (Resimen Para Komando
Angkatan Darat/Army Para-Commando Regiment) landed in Semarang, arresting 1,000 lef-
tists that same evening, and started moving its troops from there to other parts of Java,
initiating violence. Three days later in Semarang, mobs started to attack Chinese-owned
properties, shops and PKI offices.69 During the following months, the PKI was
“crushed”—to use official post-1965 New Order language—and in 1966 the party was offi-
cially banned. In Semarang and its vicinity, (temporary) detention centres were set up and
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used next to existing prisons. Well-known detention sites included the Gaok camp (in the
former Karang Turi school), the Karimata camp, the Plantungan camp, the Ambarawa
prison, the Mlaten prison and the Bulu prison.70 A private house in Jalan dr. Tjipto was
also used as an interrogation centre.71

Many of the people arrested—when they survived the killings—remained in prison
until the mid to late 1970s. During those years, the pluralist Pancasila ideology, originally
developed to unite different groups in Indonesian society, started to play a different role.
In 1974, Suharto established a committee to redefine Pancasila, which became the sole,
almost sacred guiding principle for all social and political activities in Indonesia; due to
its repressive nature, it ironically became a tool for the ideological re-education of impri-
soned communists.72 Still, even after their release, former political prisoners continued to
be subjected to a range of restrictions, such as the withdrawal of the right to vote or to run
for political office; they were also often obliged to report to local authorities.73

In the historical department of the city museum of Semarang—the Museum Ronggo-
warsito—is a collection of dioramas dating from the New Order era that relate to the twen-
tieth-century history of Semarang and Central Java. Remarkably, there is only one diorama
depicting Semarang in 1965. Visitors see an anti-communist demonstration on the market
square of Pasar Johar in the centre of Semarang, next to Masjit Kauman, the old city
mosque. The diorama shows a demonstrating mob demanding that Sukarno take
revenge on the PKI for its treasonous coup attempt. One protester carries a banner with
the text “selamatkan pantjasila. UUD ’45” (Save Pancasila and the Constitution of 1945),
explicitly referring to the Pancasila ideology of 1945. Furthermore, we see two soldiers
wearing red berets, whose presence and attitude suggest that the RPKAD did control
the masses and prevent the demonstration from escalating into violence. It is a clear
example of the phenomenon described by Roosa, whereby official depictions of the
events of 1965 downplay the role of the military and fail to show the violence directed
against the (alleged) communists.

Three Spatial Nodal Points in the Memory Landscapes of “1965” in
Semarang

“Violence leaves traces,” according to Katharina Schramm.74 Our memory landscapes
workshops in Semarang, indeed, soon showed us that beneath the surface of society
the violence of “1965” was omnipresent, physically in various locations and in related
stories and practices. This section focuses on three spatial nodal points in the memory
landscapes of “1965” in Semarang: the Sarekat Islam building;75 the Mangkang mass
grave; and the Karang Turi school that became the object of mob violence and that
was subsequently turned into a temporary prison named Gaok camp.76

According to one of the interviewees, the Sarekat Islam building was used from 1955 to
1965 by the communist-affiliated workers’ union SOBSI. The interviewee had actually
worked there himself. On site, our team interviewed a man who told us that his father
saved the building from being burned down by a mob by stressing that the fire would
spread to the whole neighbourhood and that they would be better off using the building
for Islamic activities. However, they did burn all the communist books and documents and
items stored in the building. According to him, before 1965 the local people had no pro-
blems with PKI organizations. After 1965, the residents were afraid of the government and
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the military and therefore attacked the Sarekat Islam building. Our informant claimed that
about forty per cent of the people in the neighbourhood were communists, but only a few
of them stayed after 1965. “I do not know where the others went,” he told us.

Remarkably, in this story the confiscation of the Sarekat Islam building and the burning
of books and documents is remembered solely as a means of saving the building. Equally
noteworthy is the mention of neighbours who disappeared, as it reflects the gaps in the
official narratives about 1965, which speak only in an abstract way of the “crushing” of
communism “down to its roots.” The history of the building during the Sukarno years,
moreover, exemplifies how communism was integrated into Indonesian society on the
basis of the Nasakom ideology, which had its roots in anti-colonial traditions dating to
the 1920s.

The gaps in the official narratives about 1965 also explain the claim often made by our
informants that there are no mass graves in the city. However, one of our interviewees, a
former communist who used to work in the Sarekat Islam building, did at one point
mention a mass grave at a place near Semarang named Mangkang, which he sometimes
visited. We followed his directions and the mass grave turned out to be located on a
timber plantation, accessible along a dirt road. The area is owned by Perhutani, the
state forest management agency, an indirect indication that the violence was state-sanc-
tioned. At the location, the mass grave is marked by stones that indicate the position (the
head and the feet) of the bodies. In the nearby village, people told us detailed stories of a
mass shooting almost fifty years previously. Some villagers are afraid of the site. Some-
times they hear screaming voices at night that they find frightening, but they are also
afraid of being linked with communism. The first time our team went to the site, in
2013, we met a special person—the juru kunci (key holder)—who escorted visitors to
the site. This key holder told us that forty men of unknown identity were buried there
alongside one woman, who was a dalang (shadow puppeteer or wayang player). Accord-
ing to the key holder, bullets could not kill her because of her magic powers, so she was
buried alive. The victims were not from the village, but were brought from the city of
Kendal by truck. Nowadays, people bring offerings (like lipstick, incense, a small mirror
or a comb) to the dalang’s grave to ask her for good luck, or more specifically for a
lottery win. On our second visit to the site, in 2014, we spoke to a man who lived with
his family virtually next door to the mass grave. He spoke of twenty-four victims and
told us that he himself had marked the grave with stones to indicate the position of
the bodies (head and feet); this enabled the employees of Perhutani to avoid the place.
He was a medium who was able to speak with the victims at a certain time of day,
early in the morning. He had been given to understand that they were killed by the so-
called “red berets,” or RPKAD. He also knew the name of the dalang woman: Ibu
Muntia. She had been the mistress of the Bupati (regent) of Kendal, whose wife was so
jealous that she told the police that the dalang was a communist—this was not true,
but even alleged membership of the PKI was enough to justify her killing.77

The story about Ibu Muntia, combined with the practices at the location, demonstrates
that the site of the mass grave is regarded as a spiritual place by many villagers. As such, it
relates to kejawen, a Javanese religious tradition that consists of an amalgam of beliefs and
practices influenced by animism, Buddhism and Hinduism, with an admixture of Islam.78 It
is traditionally practised by the so-called abangan, those Javanese who do not live fully in
accordance with formal Islamic religious rules.79 The years before 1965 had seen
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increasing competition between more devout Muslims and abangan followers of the PKI.
From 1963 onwards, direct land reform action by PKI followers in Central and East Java trig-
gered violent responses from the Nahdlatul Ulama: political and class differences between
landowners and the landless, often PKI followers, were thus intensified by conflicts over
religious identity. One consequence was that, during the killings of 1965/66, the
abangan also became a target group. Yet the demarcations were never fixed as there
were also abangan among the perpetrators.80 In any case, since 1965 kejawen has
obviously played a pivotal role in reintegrating the site of terror into the spatial setting
in which the villagers live and work; as such, it even attracts people from other places.

The story about Ibu Muntia also has another dimension. On the one hand, it partially
adopts the official narrative on the need to “crush” communism. The dalang was killed,
though according to the story she was innocent, not a communist but the victim of a
love intrigue. The story thus seems to imply that the communist victims were indeed
guilty. The killing of Ibu Muntia, on the other hand, was not exceptional. With regard to
Central Java, Gerlach claims that as many as eighty per cent of dalangs were killed;
however, this is an overestimate not based on reliable information.81 It is important that
the PKI, in the first place, was portrayed on ametaphorical level as the “shadow puppeteer”
behind the 30 September Movement.82 On a local level, the dalangs themselves were also
depicted as artists who promoted communism. This might in some cases have been true,
since dalangs were traditionally expected to comment on contemporary affairs and pro-
blems of concern to their audience.83 But there was also an ambivalence among the com-
munists, who sometimes regarded wayang as an expression of Javanese feudal values,
which Indonesian communism aimed to disrupt.84

Given her involvement in adultery, the story of Ibu Muntia also relates indirectly to what
has recently been described as the “crisis of the sinden” in West Java. In wayang perform-
ances of the late 1950s and early 1960s in that region of Java, the popularity of the female
singer, or sinden, among audiences overshadowed that of the male puppeteer.85 The
sinden, with her singing and dancing, contested male authority and power and was
thus a channel for social change. As such, she was often seen as a danger to society
and after 1965 became an integral part of the anti-communist discourse of the New
Order.86 The image of a sinden participating in wild, uncontrolled dance parties, moreover,
reflects the image developed by the New Order regime of the Gerwani, who, according to
their anti-communist propaganda, participated in sexual perversions during the night of
30 September.87 Against this background, the story of Ibu Muntia, who was not a commu-
nist but had an affair with the Bupati of Kendal and was buried alive because her magic
powers resisted the bullets of her killers, relates in the first place to the victimhood and
agency of local abangan and their kejawen traditions, also targeted by the so-called
anti-communist violence. As such, it reveals that the New Order narrative of communism
presumed the existence of clear demarcations in society that were in fact fictional.

The third spatial nodal point we discuss in this article is a Chinese school, named Karang
Turi. This school became the object of mob violence on 20 October 1965 and was sub-
sequently turned into a temporary prison, named Gaok camp, where one of our intervie-
wees was interned temporarily. Today, the violence continues to reverberate at the
location in everyday forms of play and fascination with these events; we were told by a
parent of a former pupil that the school’s Chinese pupils habitually tell each other
horror stories about that time. For example, when they score a slam dunk when playing
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basketball, the ball may turn into the head of a beheaded Chinese. Generally, for the
Chinese inhabitants of Semarang whom we interviewed, discussing violence did not
come easily; they are accustomed to avoiding the topic. There are many, often painful,
complexities and paradoxes at work here. Anti-Chinese discrimination and violence,
whose roots go back to colonial times, had already intensified during the Sukarno era. Fur-
thermore, the Chinese community was internally divided. Although it is difficult to estab-
lish fixed lines of demarcation, we can say that, at the time, Chinese identities in Indonesia
were above all divided along the lines of citizenship, which was indicative of certain pol-
itical and cultural orientations. After the 1958 Citizenship Act, only fully implemented in
1960, there were two main categories of Chinese in Indonesia: Indonesian citizens and
foreign citizens (the latter category was further subdivided into citizens of the People’s
Republic of China and stateless Chinese).88 The violence of “1965” led to new legislation
that suppressed any expression of Chinese ethnic, cultural and religious identities and,
among other things, forced the Chinese to adopt “Indonesian” names.89 In 1965, some
Chinese actively participated, or were forced to participate, in the violence against other
Chinese.90

On the other hand, the Indonesian Chinese were also actively involved in self-defence.
Mr Bing Oei, for example, now living in the Netherlands and fourteen years old at the time,
volunteered to guard the Karang Turi school in Semarang.91 When, on 20 October 1965,
the mob—who, according to Bing Oei, mostly wore black clothes and red kerchiefs and
were members of the PNI (Partai Nasional Indonesia)—came to attack the school, he
left the site as he was unable to do anything. Because of the tense situation, the school
had already been closed. Soon afterwards, it was turned into the detention camp
known as Gaok camp, where even the head of the school, Oei Boen Kong, who taught
German and history, was interned (after being arrested in his home and forced to walk
to the former school with his hands up).92 He was interned for his connections to
Baperki, the leftist cultural-political organization, which advocated the integration of the
ethnic Chinese as a separate identity in the Indonesian nation.93 Baperki was generally
believed to be an accomplice of the PKI and “their” failed coup.94 As a result, in the first
month after the coup attempt in Java, the schools affiliated with Baperki were taken
over by the military.95 Yet the specific course of events in Semarang, in which a Chinese
elite school—founded in 1929, with deep roots in the so-called Peranakan community
of Semarang and not known for its communist sympathies—became a target of mass vio-
lence, is an indication that, at the time, the accusation of being a communist, or a Baperki
member, was actually a pretext for ethnic violence against the Chinese. Even more remark-
able is the fact that another famous Chinese school in Semarang, the Chinese-English
School (CES or Hwa-Ing Chung Shie Shiao) founded in 1916, which actually did have lean-
ings towards the China of Mao, was at least temporarily spared. Yet on 21 April 1966, after
the transfer of power to Suharto on 11 March, this school was stormed as well.96 Siswa
Santoso, now living in the Netherlands and a pupil at the time, was forced to flee the
school. He remembers the yelling from outside and the fear of his teacher, who led him
and his classmates out, when passing military figures from the RPKAD with Sten guns.
His teacher continued her lessons privately at home, but later disappeared. He still has
no information about her whereabouts.97

The gap of half a year between the storming by a mob of two different Chinese schools
—and the initial exemption from the violence of a school with links to Maoism—is a strong
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indication that this supposedly spontaneous mob violence was staged, especially since our
informant Siswa Santoso also mentions the presence of the military. At one of the other
spatial nodal points discussed in this section—the Mangkang mass grave—the military
is also referenced. The exploration of memory landscapes does not lead to a precise identi-
fication of the people or groups who joined the coalitions of violence that were initiating
and committing violence in Semarang, as memories are dynamic and might have been
influenced by later information. However, it is clear that, as far as our informants are con-
cerned, the role of the army is beyond dispute, especially since the violence started after
the arrival of the RPKAD in Semarang on 17 October. A more accurate identification of the
“partners” in the coalition of violence in Semarang, and more particularly of the hierarchies
involved, remains an important pending research question. This is even more true, as we
shall see in the next section of this article, because, although there is a growing social
space for victims and their relatives in Semarang, this is happening without the identifi-
cation of former perpetrators. One thing, at least, is clear: the depiction in the diorama
of the spontaneous anti-communist “coalition” between the people and the army at
Pasar Johar in the Museum Ronggowarsito is an obscurantist historical construct.

Making Sense of “1965” in Semarang

In the Indonesian debate over reconciliation with regard to the killings of “1965,” one
central question is whether the continued efficacy of New Order rhetoric is why many
Indonesians are unwilling or unable to participate in the necessary dialogue between
positions. Or do Indonesians have little or no knowledge of the past because they
simply see no reason why they should?98 For many of the students who participated
in our two memory landscape workshops, general curiosity played a central role. Most
had never spoken to a communist before and wondered whether it was legitimate to
ask somebody: “Were you a communist?” Some had a special interest because of the
activities of family members who belonged to the military or the presence of a mass
grave in the neighbourhood in which they grew up. Our interviewees had different
motivations for participating in the project. One stressed that talking to the younger
generation worked like obat (medicine) for her. Another participant had more ambitious
aims that could be described as “thick reconciliation” and that, alongside forgiveness,
empathy and dialogue, particularly emphasizes truth and justice.99 For him, it was
clear that reconciliation will only be possible if the Indonesian government rehabilitates
the PKI and former political prisoners (by acknowledging that they are not guilty of what
happened on 30 September 1965), restores the rights of political prisoners (the govern-
ment should return the houses, land and other properties that were confiscated) and
compensates them for what they have suffered. For him, the workshop was a small,
but important, first step.

Reconstructing the memory landscapes of Semarang in “1965” cannot be disconnected
from monitoring the reactions, discussions and events that accompany and/or are evoked
by our project. During our project, the restoration of the ruined Sarekat Islam building
began. Those responsible for the restoration describe the building as important for the
history of Semarang, but remarkably fail to publicly mention its former use by commu-
nists.100 At the same time, our project found support amongmembers of the Chinese com-
munity in Semarang and those who had left Semarang and migrated to the Netherlands.
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Those who personally experienced the violence generally endorsed our conclusion that
the ransacking of Chinese schools that functioned as places where Chinese-Indonesian tra-
ditions were transmitted was an attack on the identity of the Chinese of Semarang, in all
their diversity. Again, though, talking about it is not easy, as it seems to place them in the
position of social outsiders. They habitually describe the violence itself as a recurrent, ter-
rifying and “strange”—in the sense of perplexing—phenomenon. One of my informants
told me: “It is like a family feud: afterwards, you prefer not to talk about it anymore.”
She also pointed to the motto of the Karang Turi school: Melangkah ke Depan (Take a
step forward). For example, when in 1975 the head of the school, Oei Boen Kong, was
invited after his release to visit the Netherlands by his former pupils who had migrated
there, they did not discuss “1965” with him.101

It was above all the Mangkang mass grave—after being identified by and integrated
into the memory landscapes project—that became the object of increased public atten-
tion, eventually even leading to a public commemoration of the victims.102 In November
2014, the site was featured in a news item by the national television station Trans 7.103 That
same month, it was also mentioned in the Jakarta Post. In the article in this newspaper, the
coordinator of the Semarang Historical Activists’ Community (KPS), Rukardi Achmadi,
stressed the importance of reburying the bodies, while ignoring the New Order perspec-
tive on communists as atheists: “A decent reburial includes matters like prayers by reli-
gious leaders.”104 This suggestion can be understood as a first intercession in the
punishment of those buried anonymously in the mass grave. Denying people proper fun-
erals is, after all, a ritual of negation. Muslims require corpses to be ritually purified. On top
of this, a mass grave denies families the ability to mourn appropriately, for example by
making a pilgrimage to a grave before and after Ramadan.105 Mass graves, like that in Man-
gkang, are also crime scenes that contain material evidence of mass murder and as such
are a threat to former perpetrators and their supporters.106 Yet with their focus on bodies
and decent reburials—without mentioning the former perpetrators—the members of the
Semarang Historical Activists’ Community seemed less interested in this aspect of the
site.107 Reburial should be a humanitarian and not a political or ideological undertaking,
according to a member of this community.108 Yet things turned out differently.109 After
some of the victims were identified thanks to interviews with eyewitnesses in the follow-
ing months, a small ceremony took place at the mass grave.110 On 1 June 2015—Pancasila
Day—a small gravestone with eight names was erected. The victims were thus “released”
from enforced public amnesia and provided with an identity with the help of the nation-
alist Pancasila ideology. This procedure echoes the role played by this ideology in the
release of “communist” prisoners in the 1970s. The ceremony, which made it into an
item on CNN Indonesia, was attended by family members of the victims, students, reli-
gious leaders and local officials.111 The gravestone is co-signed by the government,
making it the first officially recognized commemorative marker of 1965, and the forestry
department has reclassified this section of forest as a grave. The stones that unofficially
marked the bodies in the mass grave have been kept in place. The foreman of the histori-
cal committee, Yunantyo Adi S., explained that talking—with military officers, city admin-
istrators, militia groups, religious leaders (Islamic, Catholic and Protestant) and local people
—had created the social space needed to erect this gravestone.112

Marking the mass grave without excavating and reburying the bodies and without
mentioning the perpetrators is obviously an acceptable, post-New Order way of relating
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to “1965” for all parties involved. At the same time, it is, paradoxically, strongly connected
to the New Order perspective on “1965” as inter-civilian mass violence in which the role of
the military was sufficiently unimportant to be ignored. Yet it should also be noted that,
fifteen years earlier, the mass grave excavation in Wonosobo showed that other groups
in society can perceive reburials as offensive.113 The (doubly) marked mass grave in Mang-
kang is, therefore, a successful example of “thin reconciliation” that aims at a degree of
peaceful co-existence, social interaction and cooperation.114

The Sarekat Islam building, the Mangkang mass grave and the Karang Turi school are
clearly situated in the gaps in the codified history of “1965,” and this is even more true of
the related missing neighbours, buried bodies and Chinese who disappeared, were impri-
soned or migrated. Scrutinizing these three spatial nodal points in the memory landscapes
of “1965” in Semaranghas taughtus that sitesplay a crucial role in evoking, shapingandcom-
municating memories. People make sense of “1965” through site-related stories and prac-
tices that, while interacting with the official narrative, include the missing and the dead.
Communism might have been successfully “crushed,” but the Indonesian state has clearly
failed to eradicate the memory of state-supported anti-communist violence. To put it
another way, the gaps in the official narrative on “1965” have not led to total public
amnesia. On the contrary, our memory landscapes project made clear to us, even within a
few days, that in everyday life—at grassroots level in the urban space of Semarang—a refer-
ence to “1965” is often, in oneway or another, connected to the questions of what is known,
what is just, what can be done or should be done. “1965” has become—to quote Berber Bev-
ernage—“a persisting past.”115 That one nodal point—the Mangkang mass grave—turned
into a place of developing thin reconciliation during our project is a case in point. Yet the
question of how this development will affect the other nodal points that constitute the
memory landscapes of “1965” in Semarang—not just other sites, but also events, organiz-
ations and persons—remains open. That this process will occur and in one way or
another, sooner or later, will impact upon the official history of “1965” is beyond dispute.
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