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JEMMA PURDEY

Describing kekerasan
Some observations on writing about violence in

Indonesia after the New Order

[T]he truth can never be full enough (Minow 2000:241).

[T]o respond to ongoing killings of unarmed civilians,
political terrorism, envirortmental devastation or avoid-
able mass starvation by treating them as no more than
texts to be read as writerly is ethically questionable to say
the least (Heryanto 1995:33).

The authoritarian regime and its leader are gone and the structures that main-
tained his power are weakened, but in post-New Order Indonesia violent
conflict has become more frequent and more varied.1 It is no longer sufficient
to explain the violence in the terms used by the regime and others during
its rule. Scholars, human rights workers, and victims increasingly recognize
the plurality of truths about violent conflict (Stoler 2002). State truths, 'media
reality', and the 'factual' and 'moral' truths told by human rights organiza-
tions are all in tension (Sai Siew Min forthcoming; Ignatieff 1996). The contin-
uing and escalating violence after the end of the New Order indicates that the
'roots' of the violence also lie outside the New Order (Schulte Nordholt 2002).
During the New Order, explanations could be located within an authoritarian
system that sponsored violence as a problem-solving method. Today, links
between the actors involved in the conflicts in Ambon, West Kalimantan,
and even Aceh, and the state elite in Jakarta cannot be made so easily. In a

1 I would like to thank Henk Schulte Nordholt, Charles Coppel, and Robert Cribb for their
comments on earlier drafts of this article, and Freek Colombijn and Gerry van Klinken for their
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Volkenkunde, and Australian Research Council sponsored my research in Leiden.
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190 Jemma Purdey

moving account presented to an audience in Melbourne in July 2000, Suraiya
Kamaruzzaman from Flower Aceh expressed the complexity of unravelling
the 'truth' about violent conflict.2 She spoke of the terror gripping the people
of Aceh every day as they struggle to make sense of a conflict in which they
have become pawns. The truth about the violence, she told the audience, has
been monopolized by both the Tentara Nasional Indonesia (TNI, National
Army of Indonesia) and the armed Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (GAM, Free Aceh
Movement), leaving no space for victims to teil their story. In the same forum,
Hilmar Farid of the Tim Relawan untuk Kemanusiaan (TRuK, Volunteer
Team for Humanity) demanded that victims be given a central place in the
search for understanding and resolving violence, because, he emphasized,
the 'events of violence are not just in particular points of time, they have a
great influence on the social structure of the community' (Farid 2000).

This analysis is not concerned with locating the origins of violence in
Indonesia, its motives, its actors and victims. Nor is it concerned with com-
paring violence in Indonesia with violence elsewhere to identify what is
'unique' and what can be described as 'universal'. My concern here is to
reflect on the approaches to studies of violence taken by publications which
themselves seek to achieve all or some of these things. What techniques or
theories are they engaging and from what sources do they draw evidence?
How conscious are these scholars of reflecting on their methods and their roles
as authors of these histories? We need to ask what 'violence' in Indonesia is
being written about in these publications. Can we identify particular empha-
sis on more gruesome, spectacular, or internationally significant examples of
violence over other forms that are less overt? Or does scholarship also exam-
ine violence that takes place in a more daily and private context?

The writing to date on violence in Indonesia comprises a vast and rich col-
lection of narratives of that violence and critiques of the way it has been repre-
sented. A great variety of incidents from across the archipelago, in particular
of mass or collective violence, has been documented and analysed.3 A new
wave of academie interest has emerged in the study of violence in Indonesia
in recent years, particularly since the end of the New Order, reflecting not only
a rise in the frequency of violence in Indonesia, but also a new way of looking
at it.4 Recent scholarship about violence and what is increasingly intra-com-
munity (often called 'horizontal') violence has asked some different questions

2 Kamaruzzaman 2000. Flower Aceh is a women's organization based in Aceh.
3 I would argue that this is in contrast to Pandey's observation about violence in the history
of India appearing as an 'absence'. However, his argument that the history of violence is 'always
about context' rather than the 'moment of violence' resonates in the scholarship on violence in
Indonesia (Pandey 1997:1).
4 Anderson 2001; Wessel and Wimhöfer 2001; Colombijn and Lindblad 2002; Coppel forth-
coming. On Poso, see Rohde 2001.
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from studies in the past.5 Instead of asking simply 'What happened?' and
'Why?', researchere of violence are asking, as Paul Brass advocates, 'Who is
writing this "history"?', 'What does it teil us about this society?'; also 'How
do we deal with the suffering?' and even 'Can we ever find the truth about an
event of mass violence?' These questions, and others like them, form a highly
challenging investigation that goes to the heart of some fundamental issues in
history writing, truth telling, and fact-finding.

The range of approaches to this subject reveals the plurality of perspectives
in studying violence in a society like Indonesia, as in other modern nation-
states. Publications from 1999 until today, including those edited by Wessel and
Wimhöfer (2000), Anderson (2001), Colombijn and Lindblad (2002), Hüsken
and De Jonge (2002), and Coppel (forthcoming), offer critiques of the generali-
ties commonly stated about this 'violence'. They come from the Netherlands,
the United States, Germany, and Australia, with contributions from scholars of
many nationalities, but mostly from these four countries. With the exception of
a few entries, particularly in Coppel, there is little writing by Indonesian schol-
ars. These are all collections of new research, with the exception of Anderson's
book, which is a collection of reprinted articles from the journal Indonesia.
Wimhöfer and Wessel's was the first of these books to be published and, like
Anderson's and Hüsken's publications, is concerned with the violence of the
New Order and during the time of its leadership. The Coppel book brings a
perspective from the victims of violence and their supporters, which is differ-
ent from the others, while Colombijn and Lindblad make clear their editorial
intention in the title of their book, The roots of violence.

The articles within these volumes cover a great range of incidents in
various locations, thereby making clear the variety and also sophistication
of violent methods used in Indonesia by the state, its agents, and the public.
They offer different perspectives regarding the origins of violence, sometimes
seeing it as a legacy of the New Order, sometimes as more deeply rooted in
Indonesia's colonial and pre-colonial history,6 presenting the great range of
'violences' in Indonesia's recent history from mob lynching to state-sponsored
militia violence. Another theme these publications have in common is the way
geography has guided decisions about what violence is included. They are,
at least in part, motivated by the desire to represent violence from across the
archipelago - from Aceh to Irian Jaya, and places in between. This represen-
tation generally serves to enhance consideration of violence in Indonesia as
both national and specific to the nation. At the same time, though the violence

5 Brass 1997; Minow 1998; Das et al. 2001; Das et al. 2000; Fridman 2000; Schulte Nordholt
2002; Van der Veer 1997.
6 Peluso forthcoming; Chauvel forthcoming; Van Klinken forthcoming. For an attempt at this
in Indonesian, see Pradadimara 2002; Siahaan 1998.
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occurring in Indonesia is increasingly between citizens for reasons of local
ethnic, religious, or cultural animosity and associated economie and political
rivalries - most writers, both inside and outside Indonesia, are reluctant to
undertake a cultural analysis of violence. What are the local impressions and
motives for the violent events that are in some cases carried out by communi-
ties, individuals, and also the state and its agents?

Das (1990), Das et al. (2001), Spyer (2002) and others have explained that
writing stories about violence as a narrative or as a critique necessarily raises
the rights of victims, access to perpetrators, and the problem of perpetuat-
ing the violence. The morality of the writer, what Das calls his or her 'world
view', as well as of those involved in the violence and its representation is
always present. But do writers in these recent publications reveal this moral-
ity to the reader?7 Writers of recent violence in Indonesia think deeply about
their subject and about the techniques they employ, yet why hasn't a wider
discussion been undertaken about how to write about violence? This articles
makes a preliminary attempt to do so.

What do we mean by violence?

Recent publications on violence in Indonesia have recognized the plural-
ity of potential categories of violence and of the ways these stories can be
told. They have variously termed their subjects 'army violence', 'communal
violence', 'political violence', 'violence against women', 'violence on the
periphery', 'state violence', and 'generalized violence'. Some of the catego-
ries used are interchangeable, only the tag being different, and they also
have in common their search for terms that set one form of violence apart
from other forms, while also grouping them together in a single volume.
Moreover, the 'violence' studied in these publications includes deadly vio-
lence as well as violence against property. Obviously the way we choose to
label violence will influence the outcomes delivered. For example, Cribb
(2002b :227) argues that the use of the term military violence for the mas-
sacres in East Timor allowed it to be dismissed as 'the evil work of an evil
empire'. He points out that as a consequence, scholars and observers have
looked for reasons for the violence in intentional state policy and in this way
the focus is diverted from the military's own 'sub-culture of violence' (Cribb
2002b:235). In the same way, using the term communal violence in referring
to the civil conflict in Maluku pushes aside local political explanations.

There is a danger that a term or theoretical frame can produce an oversim-
plified understanding of an event of violence. Is there a way of using terms

7 Cribb, 2002a; 'Exploring the meaning of reconciliation', The Jakarta Post, 22-6-2000.
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that bind types of violence together in themes, and at the same time allowing
for the particularities of each case to be recognized? Of the potential cat-
egories that have been identified, the most useful terms might be 'collective
violence', 'state violence', and 'criminal violence' as a way to account for the
majority of incidents. In this way we could examine violence against ethnic
Chinese alongside violence between Christians and Muslims, for example. Of
course there will be differences in location, communities, motives and so on,
but within a particular temporal frame such conflicts or events could usefully
be compared. Such an approach could lead scholars to a better understanding
of the commonalities as well as the differences between the instances of vio-
lence. Comparative studies are lacking in this field and violence scholarship
in general would benefit greatly from them. Similarly, would it be effective
to make comparative studies of a type of violence in Indonesia with vio-
lence of the same type elsewhere, such as ethnic conflict in Nigeria, India or
Malaysia? In a world of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, global
Communications, and media, many forms of violence played out locally have
an international component to them. For example, the Bali bombings have
been linked to Al Qaeda and the attack on the World Trade Towers. Similarly,
Christian-Muslim violence in Ambon has been linked with other groups in
Southeast Asia. The rapes of mostly ethnic Chinese women in May 1998 led
to diplomatic outcry from China and Taiwan as well as other governments
and interest groups around the world. The conflicts in West Papua and Aceh
have obvious and overt international resonances and implications. However,
as Lindblad and Colombijn (2002:8) remind us, comparative studies may also
bring problems related to the fact that 'violence, like every other concept, is a
cultural construct varying in meaning from place to place'.

Publications on violence in Indonesia demonstrate that a case-based
approach does not mean that the particularity of forms of violence is over-
looked. Brubaker and Laitin (1998) argue that such an approach is acceptable
so long as we see the incidents and forms of violence as 'a set of separate
instances' which can be compared rather than seen as a 'single processual
whole'. The connection between forms of violence in Indonesia, which have
taken place within a discrete period of time, is undeniable. The editors of
these publications would have asked, can we study one form of violence in
Indonesia without consideration of others? In comparing separate incidents
of varying types of violence - gendered violence in Aceh, Muslim-Christian
violence in Ambon, Malay-Dayak violence in Kalimantan, and TNI-backed
militia violence in East Timor - we are struck by the similarities between
these communities. They possess a similar understanding of their vulner-
ability and the uncertainties of life.8 There is a prevailing belief in violence

8 Thanks to Henk Schulte Nordholt for this point. See Appadurai 1996:155, 203.
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as a means for settling disputes, subjugating the Other, and demonstfating
power. In order to understand how individuals and communities get to a
point where violence is a 'normal' response, Das et al. (2001:8) argue that
those writing about violence need to understand 'the implications for our
subjects of living with violence every day: There is a slow erosion through
which connections between generations [...] or the loss of trust in one's
world happen in the shadow of violence'. The scholarship so f ar on violence
in Indonesia, in all its forms, has more than anything else demonstrated the
'nation-wide' appreciation of the utility and acceptability of violence in par-
ticular situations without the expectation of punishment. Furthermore, writ-
ers are largely in agreement about the applicability of a theory of a 'culture
of fear' within Indonesia, which has facilitated many more forms of violence
than state violence; as Anderson (2001:18) writes, 'violence in twenty-first
century Indonesia has never been a legitimate monopoly of the state'. The
violent potential in civil society - through ethnic groups, 'official gangsters',
middle classes, villagers and corporations - is equally significant. Clearly this
potential exists in any society, but the brutality and institutionalized nature
of violence by the New Order state has largely dominated approaches to the
study of violence in recent times.

Scholars of mass or collective violence in South Asia and elsewhere,
including Das but also others such as Spencer (1992), Brass (1996, 1997),
Pandey (1997), Kakar (1996) and Van der Veer (1997), provide an instructive
comparison for the work to this point on Indonesia. These scholars remind us
that our search for the 'truth' or a 'true story' about violence will always be
fragmented. Are we categorizing violence in a way that is leaving it open for
future questioning? Do the terms 'state violence' and 'ethnic and religious vio-
lence' or, alternatively, 'vertical' and 'horizontal' violence adequately describe
these events ? Have we reached a point yet when these terms are crystallized
or are they still malleable? The language of the New Order is still used today
by media, government, and scholars alike to explain violence. Using terminol-
ogy like preman (thug), pihak tertentu (third party), and provokator (provoca-
teur) helps to neutralize these events in public memory by presenting always
elusive and faceless perpetrators. Led by the state, this discourse constitutes
a part of what many scholars explain as the rhetoric of institutionalized state
violence in Indonesia (Lindsey forthcoming; Drexler forthcoming).

A great deal of the work on violence in Indonesia recognizes the com-
plexity of identity, and particularly its application in times of conflict. Yet
over time, particular interpretations of a violent event and of the identities
involved crystallize and are taken for granted both by societies and scholars.
Das (1990:306) describes such a situation as the point at which the study of
violence falls victim to the 'tyranny of the norm'. Das uses 'norms' in this
case to mean the acceptance of a particular way of looking at and under-
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standing violence that is no longer challenged. What are the norms accepted
by scholars with respect to violence in Indonesia? How does this impact on
how we study violence? At what point could the 'everyday' nature of vio-
lence influence choices made about what is worthy of being reported in the
news media (Spyer 2002) and also what is worthy of being studied?

Truth, testimony and science

How do you write about violence?

The historian may decipher those emotions on the texts, monuments, artefacts and
ruins he finds. But the modern historian writes dispassionately [...]. And he thinks
that if emotions focus the mind, they also limit it. There is an opacity to emotions;
they cloud the mind such that it does not see things in their whóle context. (Lingis
2000:14-5.)

'doing justice' and 'doing history' are related activities (Maier 2000:271).

Pandey (1977:10) asked about mass violence in Bhagalpur, India, in October
1989: 'How do we write the history of such an event?'. Like the fact-finding
team Pandey worked with in Bhagalpur, social scientists and government
agencies seek to equip themselves with 'information' about the 'facts' of
an event of mass violence. The focus is on numbers of dead or raped, the
triggering incident, the pattern of events. This is an important process for
potential legal prosecutions in the future. However, as the experience of the
fact-finding team established to investigate the May 1998 violence in Jakarta
and other Indonesian cities shows (Purdey 2002), their reports too are subjec-
tive accounts. Brass (1997:8) also argues that 'No academie accounts of riots I
have read are f ree of subjectivity'. How do we write about an event of mass
violence in which there is a multitude of competing 'truths'? With what tools
do we, as researchers, separate these 'histories'? What terms should we use
to describe this violence?

. In writing the stories of violent events, the tension between writing a
fact-based history and what Das (1990:15) reminds us are 'alternative inter-
pretations' is always present, and the representations and interpretations of
violent events comprise a highly contested discursive space.9 Brass (1996:1)
stresses the importance of the 'struggle to control the meaning of violence'
scholars, journalists and politicians engage in. He describes this struggle as a
serious political act. For a scholar of violence the danger lies in being too pre-
scriptive, in setting precedents as to how events should be categorized in the

9 See the debate regarding the historiography of the Holocaust in Friedlander 1994.
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future and therefore what solutions should be sought. It is for this reason that
he advises: 'Above all, we should resist absolutely any single causal expla-
nation or consensus on the causes and courses of riotous and other violent
events' (Brass 1996:46). Das cautions, however, that this task is an extremely
difficult one because 'As stories are layered upon other stories, the categories
of history and myth collapse into each other' (Das et al. 2001:7). At the edge
of this debate is the observation that extreme violence is almost unrepresent-
able (Maier 2000:274) due to its subjectivity and horror. Yet the acceptance of
such a statement results in violence simply being left out of history (Pandey
2001:45), which is unacceptable.

This latter approach is not the one Indonesianists have taken. In fact some
would argue that the recent escalation in interest in violence among scholars
has placed violence at the centre of Indonesia's history.10 This prompts some
to ask, is there anything else but violence in Indonesia? In general terms these
publications treat their subject with great caution and thorough research.
Are the authors conscious of their role in the struggle to control its meaning?
Many of these publications address the control exerted by the New Order
and the colonial administration over the meaning of violence. See, for exam-
ple, Schulte Nordholt (2002), Elson (2002), and Sciortino and Smyth (2002)
on the myth of harmony within the Indonesian family. At the same time,
reflection on these authors' own work, or on that of truth-seeking bodies like
nongovernmental organizations, is limited.

As scholars, we are aware of the dangers of attempting a single explana-
tion of violence, but conscious at the same time of resisting the urge to only
provide critiques of 'histories' of the violence, rather than 'writing' them. The
publications so far on violence in Indonesia have appreciated this difficulty.
As all good history writing should, the authors have been conscious of the
importance of representations of violence, with many articles picking out
the motives behind the stories of violence or the myths constructed around
them. So how can we write these histories while being aware of the limits of
our sources, the influence of our own morality, and the existence of particular
constructions around a particular incident of violence? Brass (1996:46) advis-
es: 'We might listen to all the interpretations of violence, especially those on
site who have seen it [the violence], participated in it, or somehow been close
to it'. Then the question becomes, is it possible to perceive and to retell what
happened in a case of violence? In practical terms it is almost impossible to
retrieve all these interpretations. This is a predicament faced by any histori-
an; however, the 'truth' about violence is arguably further complicated by the
suffering it creates (Anderson 1999; Schulte Nordholte 2002). In many cases it
is very difficult to reach those closest to the site of violence. They are often the

10 Thanks to Gerry van Klinken for raising this point.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:12:10PM
via free access



Describing kekerasan 197

most difficult to access. Victims and perpetrators alike have myriad reasons
for choosing to conceal their identities and experiences. While we may try,
and in some cases succeed, to gather these experiences with the intention to
discredit at least some of the potential stories, mostly the outcome is a 'pro-
visional truth' of violent events (Heryanto 1999).

Pandey (1997:18-9) argues that analysis of violence based upon the 'larger
forces of history' is, on its own, unacceptable. He urges historians and social
scientists to continue to provide the necessary 'grand narratives' of violence,
but also to 'pay closer attention to the moment of violence and try in some
way to represent it in their writings' because, among other things, '[t]he scars
of such experience. are evident' in the construction of history and construc-
tions of the Other in societies. They are also apparent in widely accepted ways
of behaving toward those deemed 'enemy' or 'outsider' (Pandey 1997:19).

Writing grand narratives is essential in the work on violence in Indonesia,
but it is arguably not what Pandey would label sanitized violence. In The roots
of violence contributors look for threads and agents of violence in Indonesian
society running through colonial and post-colonial Indonesia, and uncover
many. At the same time they do not discount the specificity of this history,
which is not simply a consequence of 'larger forces' including coloniza-
tion or decolonization but also of uniquely local conditions. Colombijn and
Lindblad's book explicitly seeks to counter what they see as a dearth of his-
tory in other analyses in favour of studies of the 'events' without context. Yet
what of the 'moment of violence'? And of what Pandey (1997:18-9) and Das
(1990:15) have described as the emotion, the suffering, and the agency of 'the
people'? In scholarship on recent violence in Indonesia these moments are
largely absent.

In his edited collection, The Indonesian killings of 1965-1966, Robert Cribb
(1990) ends his introduction by reflecting on previous writings on the kill-
ings. He points out that, in each case, either the analysis lacked understand-
ing of the pervasive structural nature of the national in relation to the killings,
or local, personal, and cultural explanations were overlooked. Arguably,
Cribb's observation of the difficulty scholars of the killings have reconciling
the national and the local remains in writing about 'violence' in Indonesia, in
all its forms, until today. Yet there are some differences. Unlike scholarship a
decade ago, the area of analysis focusing on the structural and institutional
dimensions of violence is now vast. In most recent writing about violence
in Indonesia, including not only first information reports from government
bodies and nongovernmental organizations, and media commentary, but
also academie research both in and outside Indonesia, the sources for con-
flict are still sought in the processes of the state and its authority. This is of
course an extremely important part of the explanation and it is not disputed.
Moreover, recent publications, each in their own way, have also sought to
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examine the local narratives of violence in some cases while recognizing the
national scope of its character and frequency, but this approach is limited.
The agency and responsibility of individuals or members of 'the crowd'
involved in carrying out violence in Indonesia remains unexplored with
few exceptions. These include Braten, Van Dijk, Colombijn, and Siegel, to be
discussed below.

To paraphrase Spencer's observations (1992:273) about 'communal' vio-
lence in India: the state may use violence, but this does not mean the state
controls violence. We need to know more about the perpetrators of violence;
as Das suggests, we need to understand 'the moral and ethical processes
and judgments of those who participated' (Das et al. 2001:16-7). With regard
to violence in Indonesia, it is not enough to look to the centre for agency. In
publications that have focused mostly on violence during the New Order (as
these have), this type of analysis is dominant - perhaps with good reason.
However, there are also very good examples of attempts to look elsewhere
for agency. Studies by Ryter (2001), Lindsey (forthcoming), Schulte Nordholt
(2002) and others in these recent publications have pointed to the role of
thugs and criminal gangs both as pseudo-agents of the state and as local
systems of extortion, crime, and violence for their own ends and with long
histories. It remains most difficult, however, to include the world views of
perpetrators of violence, especially mass violence, in these 'histories'.

First, where do we find these people and how do we entice them to talk?
In the cases where perpetrators of community violence have spoken to
researchere, they have done so due to the absence of a threat of prosecution,
or even out of pride and a sense of the righteousness of their actions. The 'for-
eign' status of non-Indonesian researchers can sometimes aid and sometimes
hinder the investigation. On the one hand, recounting such stories to an out-
sider may be seen as without threat, but on the other hand it could be seen
as an intrusion into what is local business. Of course, once the perpetrators
choose to teil of their experiences, their stories will be enhanced and altered
depending on the occasion of the retelling and the audience. How then can
we understand the perpetrators or, for that matter, victims and victim-per-
petrators? Spencer suggests we begin by understanding the places they live
and by challenging stereotypes. Braten's access (2002) to perpetrators was the
exception rather than the rule in studies on violence in Indonesia; therefore
there is a need for an alternative. Van Dijk and Colombijn (2002) attempt to
understand the motives of participants in mob justice and other communal
violence in order to dispel conspiracy theories through explaining both the
historical continuity of these practices and the codes of behaviour that are
often well known to those participating.

In 1992 Spencer (1992:276) wrote that 'a quite new kind of social practice'
had emerged in relation to survivors of violence and their testimony. He
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described it as a process 'in which victim and analyst participate in a thera-
peutic conversation', allowing the victim to restore some sense of meaning
to her world, while the analyst is provided with an interpretation that chal-
lenges other, mostly 'official' versions. Is this a process writers of violence in
Indonesia have engaged in? So far, published work on survivors or victims
of violence and suffering remains marginal to the pursuit of 'facts' and a
nominal 'truth' about violence in Indonesia. After May 1998 such attempts
were met with further violence, including threats and real violence against
those assisting the victims of rape and, it is suspected, rape victims them-
selves who were involved in a process of reporting these crimes (Heryanto
1999; Lochore 2000). The threats and attacks were aimed at frightening into
silence these victims and those who came to their aid, and in this they were
largely successful. Victims who had previously been prepared to report their
experiences to police or other groups chose not to do so. In scholarship out-
side Indonesia, with few exceptions, the voices of victims have not yet been
given the focus they deserve, as a source of necessary information for pros-
ecuting perpetrators and most importantly, following the May 1998 rapes,
for affirming their experience. Das (1990:307) writes, 'It is in the production
of a new kind of evidence, whose documentation would compensate for the
unexplained "residues" of rational history-writing, that the survivor proved
crucial'. But she also offers an explanation for the limits on the part of social
scientists to call on the 'victim's tale':

I am suggesting [...] that the conceptual structures of our disciplines - social sci-
ence, jurisprudence, medicine - lead to a professional transformation of suffering
which robs the victim of her voice and distances us from the immediacy of her
experience [...] only the voice of the expert becomes embodied (Das 1995:175).

This observation cannot, however, mean abandoning science and theory in
our studies in favour of moral forces, but rather finding a way to bring them
both to bear on our subject. Finding this balance is the main challenge facing
scholars of violence in Indonesia now and in the future.

Science: theories and agency

The search for 'scientific' methodology necessary for studying violence,
particularly mass violence, in a way which considers 'suffering' and locates
'the people' within this history is ongoing. Existing theories of mass violence
that focus on frustration leading to aggression and a linear progression from
prejudice to precipitating incident, demand a level of 'inevitability' in their
analysis that is deemed by many to be unacceptable. Various scholars of
riotous violence (Horowitz 2001; Brass 1996; Wieviorka 1995) take issue with
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the theory that accumulated tensions are 'ignited by a spark' and flare into
violence. Brass, among others, maintains that arguments that accuse exploita-
tion and economie competition of causing racist hostility and violence serve
to justify it and in effect fail to cast any blame.11 This could also be said about
behaviour deemed blasphemous or 'illegal'. In turn, explanations based
on competition and race make public- violence a kind of understandable
response to a particular set of conditions.

Alternatively, Brass supports a theory of violence with a focus on identifi-
cation of agency and responsibility, particularly in riots, but his argument can
be applied to mass or communal or 'spontaneous' violence more generally.
He seeks to recognize 'intentionality' in order to understand the 'endemic'
nature of violence in certain places. Moreover, he seeks to acknowledge who
controls representations of the violence. Localized hostilities cannot trans-
form into greater violent activity, such as riots, without some organizational
structure. Together with Wieviorka (1995:67-8), Brass advocates examination
of the role of the state and other organizations including militant groups, reli-
gious groups, politicians, businessmen, and academies in violence. He labels
these 'institutionalised riot systems', in which actors - 'riot specialists', 'riot
engineers', and 'fire tenders' - exist for the sole purpose of indring or pre-
venting violence (Brass 1996:12-6). While uncovering the 'roots' of violence
and exposing its perpetrators may appear to be methodologically opposed
tasks, Wieviorka's and Brass's search for agency and responsibility takes
them in both directions.

This approach challenges traditional sequences for violence like that
developed by Allport (1954:57-63), which represent a continuüm of social
antagonism, to precipitating incident, to violence. While Allport theorizes
that the presence of a crowd of people on a beach on a hot and idle Sunday
afternoon is enough to trigger violence (given other predisposing conditions
are in place), Brass views as crucial the presence of a third party who acts as
fire tender or fire dowser. Arguably, just as the selection of a victim is never
random, the choice of time and place is well planned as well.

Both Wieviorka and Brass embrace a utilitarian view of violence by argu-
ing that 'violence is seen (by the perpetrator) as a means to a certain end'
(Wieviorka 1995:69). Wieviorka recognizes that violence may emerge as a
result of displaced and direct frustration and as a consequence of a social or
political crisis, particularly when a society enters a period of transition. These
approaches to mass violence as functional or utilitarian also sit well along-
side Bourdieu's theory of 'habitus' (1990) as a means for describing how and
why societies behave the way they do. Brass's fire tenders and riot engineers

11 On the 'massa' and lack of agency, see Siegel 2001b:77; on 'mob justice' and the 'repertoire
of the crowd', see Colombijn 2002.
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rely on a crowd who possess a repertoire of actions that they might easily
(indeed, as Bourdieu would argue, unconsciously) engage in at particular
times against certain targets. The people are often acting in a marmer that is
imitative of previous viólence, fuelled by rumour and imbued with a sense
of impunity (Horowitz 2001:5). For this reason, in researching incidents of
mass viólence it is imperative to ask, as Fearon and Laitin, Siegel (1986:232-
54) and Sidel (2001) have, 'why do publics follow?' The next step is to push
this inquiry in a different direction: 'Are the "followers" really following after
all?' (Fearon and Laitin 2000:846). Who has agency? This sort of approach to
the study of viólence in Indonesia would prove useful in bridging the gap
between analysis of viólence as politically motivated and structural, and
analysis that seeks to understand the role of perpetrators and social and cul-
tural forces in the viólence.

Work such as Siegel's examination (2001a) of the massa and Colombijn's
(2002) and Braten's (2002) studies of 'lynching' or 'mob justice' in Indonesia
explore these themes, but in general, analysis of the viólence in New Order
and post-New Order Indonesia has looked to the centre for culprits. Finding
someone to blame for the viólence remains a priority (Last 2000:325). In most
cases where the 'local' is considered, perpetrators continue to be identified as
being from 'outside' or are, like Brass's fire tenders or preman and provoca-
teurs, violence-making agents.12 More needs to be done, however, to explore
the emotions and compulsions that exist among members of the crowds who
participate in viólence. Listening to.the stories of victims and survivors may
provide an indirect route to this, until now, elusive understanding. A balance
between this approach and Brass's state-focused one is desirable, although
not necessarily achievable, as Das et al. (2001:16) explain: 'if we constrain
agency in an explanatory framing so fully that no individual persons are
to blame, then ethical responsibility cannot be assigned. Make everything
agency, and local moral worlds lose the sense of powerful social constraints
that organise collective experience.'

Sources: first information reports and the media

Difficulties existed in uncovering the logic and facts iri order to find the way to
evidence which was more specific. Apart from this, from a moral angle, it was
certairüy difficult to find answers as to why people would plan and organise a riot
that would claim so many victims. (Joint Fact-Finding Team 1998:164.)

12 See a growing body of work on the 'culture' of militia and 'youth' groups (jago) in
Indonesia. See Cribb 2002a; Ryter 2001; Van Dijk 2002.
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Elsewhere I have described the processes, politics, and outcomes of the Tim
Gabungan Pencari Fakta QFFT, Joint Fact-Finding Team) report on the May
1998 violence (Purdey 2002) as a demonstration of the subjectivity of truth
about an event of mass violence, particularly one involving the state. Sai Siew
Min (forthcoming) has also cririqued the 'moral truth' produced by a human
rights group in Jakarta. These reports are typically filled with statistics about
the numbers of dead, buildings destroyed, and women raped, as well as tes-
timonials. This is the first stage of classification and categorization of the vio-
lence and its victims, and possibly also of the motives for the violence. These
reports also constitute, as Pandey sees it; 'a form of remembrance' for the dead
by carefully documenting each individual. Spencer (1992:275) suggests this
urge to document is also highly charged by moral compulsion. He describes
his own experience as a scholar in Sri Lanka at the time of the 1983 riots, say-
ing that 'my desire to find out "what actually happened" was complemented
by a sudden sense of moral loneliness'. He goes on to explain that this was
because none of his Sinhalese friends feit the way he did about the violence. It
was his compulsion to 'rebut the distorted representation of the world' during
a time of disorder, as he saw it, that can be considered its moral component.

As my study of the report produced by the JFFT into the May 1998 vio-
lence shows and as we have seen countless times in Indonesia, the fate of
such reports is rarely to be used as a tooi for bringing perpetrators to justice
or even for delivering compensation to victims. Rather, in more recent times,
the reports produced by 'official teams' and human rights and victims groups
in Indonesia, such as these, have been directed to an international audience
in an effort to attract support to pressure the Indonesian government, but
also to attract assistance for victims from outside sources (Siapno 2002). First
information reports are also taken up by academie researchers and comprise
an important part of their information from the site of violence. One of the
areas of 'truth' closed off after the JFFT report was the testimonials and
accounts of victims and their guardians as a consequence of a concerted cam-
paign by the media and some groups in society, including religious groups,
to frighten and defame victims (Stanley Adi Prasetyo forthcoming).

Media reportage as a source of information, 'facts', and analysis of inci-
dents of violence is also highly problematic. During the New Order this prob-
lem was linked to control of information and promotion of a particular story
with regard to violence and, in particular, the suppression of news about vio-
lence with so-called SARA (suku, agama, ras, antar golongan: ethnic group, reli-
gion, race, intergroup relations) tendencies. Therefore, journalistic methods
were in many cases lazy and complacent. Quotes were obtained from senior
security officials and members of local and national governments, which
were simply reported without challenge. After the end of the New Order,
although legally freer and without these same restraints from the state, the
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media are now faced with a different set of problems. These include regular
opposition from some groups within society against publications reporting
material which they do not approve. Another factor is the rapid multiplica-
tion of publications with varying standards of journalism and the continued
prevalence of 'jurnalisme omongan', or talking journalism, as a hangover from
the New Order. Stanley Adi Prasetyo (forthcoming), journalist and leader of
Aliansi Jurnalisme Indonesia (AJI), describes this method:

[E] ach time there is an uprising or violent e vent, forces sent to calm the situation are
asked for confirmation by joumalists, and are always quick to reply that 'the situ-
ation is once again safe, calm and under control'. In reality what this often meant
was that the uprising remained beyond their control. This was the situation before
the ballot in East Timor. Whenever it was confirmed that the Indonesian Armed
Forces (ABRI) had committed human rights abuses or engaged in shootings, the
Department of Foreign Affairs assured joumalists that the sources were false.

As Stanley Adi Prasetyo points out, although Indonesia may have experi-
enced much violence in its recent history, the Indonesian media are relatively
inexperienced in reporting it, especially for cases related to religious, ethnic,
or intergroup conflict. As in Spyer's study of journalism in Ambon, Stanley
Adi Prasetyo concludes that self-censorship is common among national as
well as local publications. In her study, Spyer (2002) highlights joumalists for
whom this censorship is seen as a means to limiting further violence, while
Stanley Adi Prasetyo argues that others (in particular, Republika) clearly take
sides in this conflict. How do writers of violence in Indonesia account for
these influences upon what make up some of their most significant sources?

In addition to 'official' versions, unofficial histories of violent events,
including those presented in reports assembled by nongovernmental organi-
zations and independent domestic and international media reports, provide
the researcher with accessible and varied representations. Internet technol-
ogy means that individuals have the power to be heard across the globe,
uncensored and instantly. This real-time availability of material has both
positive and negative consequences for a researcher (and the victims), as
Lochore (2000), Ang (2001, 2002), and Tay (2000) discuss with respect to the
case of violence against ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. On the one hand, per-
secuted groups and individuals can speak to the world without censorship;
on the other, their suffering can be exploited and appropriated by others.
Questions have been raised about authenticity of the voice or images pre-
sented on the web, and the researcher is challenged to be more rigorous in
using these sources. At the same time, it is pertinent to examine the way these
representations can produce powerful effects and beliefs in those who read or
view them. Gaping holes still remain in the set of voices being heard about
violence in Indonesia, most particularly those of the perpetrators of violence,
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but since the late 1990s, the variety of 'truths' has greatly widened and so too
have critiques of these new voices become more varied.

The presence of large western civil society organizations and funding
agencies in Indonesia with an interest in the promotion of democracy and
democratie values including human rights has also meant that there is a
ready supply of funds to support groups within the country who work with
victims of violence and for human rights more broadly.13 In some cases, this
support has enabled these groups to send their message out to an interna-
tional constituency. It means that, unlike studies of incidents of violence in
Indonesia's past to date, more recent research involves the voices of at least
some of those most severely touched by the violence, the victims.14 Moreover,
more recent analysts of violence in Indonesia approach their subjects from
a more 'global' perspective of violence against minority groups and ethnic
violence within an authoritarian state context, attempting to draw out more
'universal' understandings as to why people resort to violence against a
particular group, or why violence is represented in a certain way, rather than
restricting the analysis to the specific - Indonesian - context.

Gendering violence: on the margins

Gender in particular has been one of these 'universal' themes and has been
applied, or perhaps more accurately laid over, many recent analyses of vio-
lence.15 Since the May 1998 violence culminating in Soeharto's resignation and
which included the rapes of around one hundred women, violence against
women has rated a higher national profile (Tan forthcoming). Not only have
state crimes against women been made public, but increasingly also domestic
violence and violence against women workers, particularly migrant workers.
Nevertheless, a report submitted to the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence
Against Women in July 2002 by the National Commission on Violence
Against Women condemned the lack of progress towards justice for victims
of domestic violence.

13 See Das et al. 2001:25-6, on the 'compulsions of politics and commerce' that inform reports
produced by media and human rights organizations alike. See Appadurai 2002:298, on globali-
zation and the media. See Siapno 2002, for a view of the negative consequences of these influ-
ences for women's activism in Indonesia.
14 A conference held in Amsterdam in June 2003 addressed some of the absence of individual
or local versions of violence from the revolutionary period.
15 Exceptions include Heryanto 1999; Lochore 2000; Tay 2000. See Coomaraswamy 1999;
Komnas Perempuan 2002.
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The ultimate result is that the cycle of impunity which exists in Indonesia applies
completely to violence against women cases, including those which occur in the
family, in the community as well as in the armed conflict areas in the form of gen-
der-based crimes against humanity (Komnas Perempuan 2002).

Since May 1998 there has also been a great deal written about domestic vio-
lence and violence against women more generally in areas of conflict, and as
migrant workers. This analysis has been restricted largely to work by female
Indonesian scholars in Indonesia, or it has been in relation to 'big news'
events such as the rapes in May 1998. Debate over the potential for further
emphasizing the 'victimhood' of women and about who has the authority
to speak for them has been prominent (Siapno 2002). The gendering of the
victims of violence comes to bear on how foreign scholars - and those within
Indonesia - perceive they may approach this subject. It can be argued that it
has been neglected because the violence is not regarded as 'political' or 'com-
munal' (but rather as private, individual and feminine).

The abstract nature of notions of 'psychological' violence also falls out-
side of the parameters of work to date on violence in Indonesia. What
about studying trauma and nonphysical suffering? (see Robben and Suarez-
Orozco 2000). This area of investigation involves a great deal of listening to
the survivors and is a different task from that carried out by most scholars
writing the histories and narratives of violent events. Studying trauma is
concerned with the aftermath but also with the 'moment of violence' Pandey
and Daniel spoke of. As writers such as Zurbuchen (2002) and Supelli (2001)
have argued, the experience of suffering is a concern of immense importance
in any process of resolution or reconciliation within the Indonesian nation.
Writing about female victims of violence in Somalia, Francesca Declich
(2001:161) argues that the experience of violence is compounded for women
victims by an 'internalisation, as opposed to externalisation, of different
forms of violent acts and the eventual expression or non-expression of vio-
lent events in public arenas'.

Is 'gendered' violence perceived as better understood by Indonesians
themselves (women), compared with other forms commonly studied such as
Christian-Muslim violence and the killing of thieves by mobs? Since the end of
the New Order there has been relatively little written by scholars of Indonesia,
or by scholars of feminist theory for that matter, on violence against women
in Indonesia. Most writing has issued from within the women's movement in
Indonesia,16 predominantly from the Komisi Nasional Anti Kekerasan terhadap
Perempuan (Komnas Perempuan, National Commission on Violence Against

16 Exceptions include Heryanto 1999; Lochore 2000; Tay 2000; Tan forthcoming; Sciortino and
Smyth 2002.
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Women) established in response to the rapes during the May 1998 violence,
and feminist publications like Jurnal Perempuan (Women's Journal). The work
carried out by women within this movement has been revolutionary in many
ways. Indeed, some of the most significant gains since 1998 in legal reform,
policy development, and responsiveness by government have been in the
area of violence against women. In its report to the UN Special Rapporteur on
Violence Against Women in August 2002, the Indonesian National Commission
on Violence Against Women outlines significant legal, structural, and institu-
tional reforms. They also detail existing problems related to migrant women
workers, state violence against women in Aceh, Maluku and Central Sulawesi,
and the implications of shariah laws for women. The diversity of contexts
and forms of violence against women outlined in this report are considerable.
Undoubtedly, there is much to be learnt from this area of activism in Indonesia,
but it is left out of the majority of studies on violence.

An observation made by Ariel Heryanto (1995:42) about the uses and
abuses of power structures in Indonesian society questions the role of vio-
lence against women:

Rather than simply exposing gruesome details of excessively vulgar violence in
post-colonies, or condemning them, one needs to rethink further how such vio-
lence can constitute a sustainable (if not acceptable) mode of power relations in
post-colonial societies.

Despite increased awareness of domestic violence in public discourse in
Indonesia in recent times, Sciortino and Smyth (2002:109) argue that access
to sources for research remains limited by 'social construction and the dis-
courses surrounding social harmony [which] prevent women from expos-
ing it, and us from appreciating its very extent'. Violence against women,
including that carried out within marriage or the family, may not have the
same macro causes and consequences as other forms of violence such as eth-
nic violence, but the impunity accorded violence within this private sphere
resonates in the public sphere. In a report written in response to the rape
of women during the May 1998 violence, the UN Special Rapporteur on
Violence Against Women, Radhika Coomaraswamy, highlights as a key issue
the failure of Indonesian law to protect women from marital rape. 'Article 285
of the Penal Code punishes rape with a maximum imprisonment of 12 years.
Marital rape is not considered a crime under the law.' (Coomaraswamy 1999.)
Isabel Marcus (1994:18) writes about domestic violence and the complicity
of the state; 'a legal system which "naturalises" violence against women in
the home, by allowing perpetrators to act without fear of punishment by the
state, is a legal system devoted to maintaining control over women'. Laws
and policies put in place by the state limit the rights of women experiencing
violence within a marriage. This analysis resonates with Heryanto's argu-
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ment about power relations in post-colonial societies influencing the private
sphere. As Susan F. Hirsch (1994:9) argues, 'Patriarchy never stands alone;
state and global politics are usually complicit too'.

Moreover, it is almost as though this form of violence is somehow 'unsay-
able' or 'unnarratable', at least by 'outsiders', with the result that it remains
on the margins of scholarship on violence. S. Laurel Weldon points to
the 'scholarly silence' in terms of comparative studies on violence against
women in feminist writing. This absence 'stands in contrast to the vast lit-
erature comparing govemment action in the area of social welfare or family
policy' (Weldon 2002:3). The paucity of cross-cultural studies in feminist
theory can be compared to the paucity of writing about violence against
women in the home within broader studies of violence. So far, scholars have
written about violence against women in the context of state violence, such
as sexual violence in East Timor, Aceh, or during the May 1998 violence,
but have not examined violence that takes place in the home. In contrast to
the position taken by Marais cited here, some feminist scholars, including
Weldon (2002:10), argue that violence against women 'is fruitfully analysed
as distinct' from other forms of violence (against men). This position is puz-
zling when one acknowledges that violence against women in the private
sphere, as well as the public, constirutes a violation of universal hurnan
rights (Cohen 1994). Rather, the inclusion of violence against women in more
general studies of violence - thus taking a universal approach - forces accept-
ance of the state's responsibility to protect and prosecute in these cases just as
it would in 'criminal' cases of violence (Beasley and Thomas 1994).

The issue of where to place 'violence against women' is a debate raging
within feminist scholarship; similarly, the question arises where to place 'vio-
lence against women', within the study of 'violence in Indonesia'. The point
is raised here deliberately to stir response and further debate.

Victims, actors, audience

Among many in Indonesia the importance of listening to victims was keenly
recognized and articulated immediately following the end of the New Order
(Zurbuchen 2002). Leksono Supelli stressed in 1999:

[T]o remember, to convey the truth about painful events is an important prerequi-
site in order to heal individual victims, also in order to give restitution to the social
order which was caused by these events to be in disarray.

Yet, more than four years later, can it be said that this process of hearing
individuals has been able to take place? Judge Richard Goldstone (1998:x)
of the Constitutional Court of South Africa, who conducted the Truth and
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Reconciliation Commission, remarked that there are no tidy endings follow-
ing mass violence. However, while the process in South Africa may not have
provided complete satisfaction, it allowed the nation to move forward. The
responses to 'official' reports such as the Joint Fact-Finding Team report after
the riots in May 1998; after the killings of student demonstrations at Semanggi
in Jakarta on 13 November 1998 and also one year later (known as Semanggi
II); and the ad hoc trials conducted for the killings that accompanied the East
Timor referendum demonstrate that in Indonesia the healing process has
not been permitted to commence. While victims groups and human rights
organizations have facilitated some healing processes, the Indonesian state
has not begun a recognition of its crimes against humanity.

So far, work in the area of testimony has been the sole domain of victims
groups and human rights organizations. Where are the contributions from
scholars providing this 'raw data', accounts of the suffering of victims, in
addition to the 'facts' of the event? It is here that we often find ourselves, as
social scientists, stumbling over the 'conceptual structures of our disciplines'.
It is imperative that this gap in the scholarship be filled. The subjectivity of
these stories, coloured as they are by trauma, ongoing fears, and the distance
of time, understandably causes some doubt about their validity as 'truth'.
Yet, the alternative to not hearing the stories of suffering means limiting our
potential to understand (Das 1995:175). Martha Minow (1998:1) highlights
the possibility that such horror might be perpetuated for its victims if their
memories are rejected.

Analyses of testimonies presented by victims of violence are representa-
tions located in a cultural specificity and understanding of what is 'normal'
about violence and the desire of survivors to return to 'everyday' life. It is
perhaps here that we often find ourselves, as social scientists, facing a chal-
lenge. With a few exceptions, scholars in recent publications on violence in
Indonesia have not featured oral histories or testimonials from victims and
their perpetrators. In order to ensure that we may hear the range of voices
upon which to base our 'provisional truths' it is crucial that they are included
in our studies.

When considering why scholars of Indonesia have been drawn to violence
as a subject after the end of the New Order, Nils Bubandt (2001:229) hypoth-
esizes: 'The focus on violence is, one might argue, in this context an expression
of the human and social sciences rising to the challenge of making themselves
useful in providing acceptable explanations to a politically defined problem'.
Clifford Geertz (2000:37) reminds us that social science does not exist simply
in order to 'discover the hidden wires with which to manipulate cardboard
persons'. Applied to the study of violence, this encourages us to recognize
that the events we describe involve people who suffer greatly and who expe-
rience emotions we ourselves may not fully comprehend. Scholars writing
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about violence in Indonesia are emotionally connected to their subject. The
fact that recent publications include contributions from Indonesianists from
a range of disciplines and areas of interest testifies to the urge generally feit
to share something of what Indonesians have been going through and, by
understanding it, perhaps contribute to its resolution. This emotion is related
to the dynamic of post-New Order Indonesia giving the opportunity to schol-
ars to condemn what they saw as the cruel remnants of New Order rule. The
morality of the writer is therefore a key factor in these studies.

Yet, while this moral imperative exists for western scholars, most of the
writing has deliberately avoided the question Bubandt (2000) bravely asks
in his writing on the violence in Maluku: 'How do we use a concept of "cul-
ture" without essentialising or homogenising it?' Freek Colombijn (2001) in
part answers this question by expressing a widely held cautiousness among
scholars, a concern that we do not want to fuel a belief that there is some-
thing unique about violence in Indonesia, or that Indonesians have an innate
propensity to be violent.

Modernity, morality and the local

[T]he need to document the event, to fïnd out what actually happened, is a reflection
of a serious imperative which is at once theoretical and moral (Spencer 1992:263).

Ultimately, the question of collective violence, and of writing (and speaking)
about it, is a question that has both moral and political consequences (Pandey
2001:175).

Anthropologists Schmidt and Schröder (2001) and Appadurai theorize gen-
erally about the study of violence that the challenge is to fold the local into
the national. This has also been noted in the Indonesian context by scholars
including Cribb (1990), and Colombijn and Lindblad (2002). We cannot under-
stand the imagining of violence without putting it into its greater context.

The challenge is to capture the frenzy of ethnic violence without reducing it to
the banal and universal core of inner, primordial sentiments [...] the sentiments
of ethnic violence [...] make sense only within large-scale formations of ideology,
imagination and discipline (Appardurai 1996:149).

The local reveals particularities in the symbolism, timing, and enactment of
violence which the broader grand narrative of the violence cannot provide
(Taussig 2002). Achille Mbembe's description of the structures and institu-
tions of authoritarian or colonial forces as institutions of violence which are
then 'inscribed' upon their subjects is extremely powerful for understanding

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:12:10PM
via free access



210 ]emma Purdey

violence in post-Soeharto Indonesia. Mbembe (2001:175) advises us to recog-
nize the prevalence of state or authoritarian violence, even after it is gone:

The violence insinuates itself into the economy, domestic life, language and con-
sciousness. It does more than penetrate every space: it pursues the colonized even
in sleep and dream. It produces a culture; it is a cultural praxis.

All this might be called the spirit of violence. This spirit makes the violence
omnipresent.

Recent publications have made great progress in uncovering the pervasive-
ness of violence in Indonesia. They have exposed the historical structures,
agents, processes, and politics at the local and national levels. However,
examination of the more 'abstract' concept of a 'spirit of violence' proposed
by Mbembe continues to be limited. What is preventing this type of investi-
gation in the study of violence in Indonesia?

From her work on the study of violence in India, Das (1990:28) advises us
to locate analysis of mass violence somewhere between an understanding of
the individuals involved in this violence as running amok fuelled by ethnic
and religious hatreds and controlled by puppeteers, and assigning blame
to the individual to the extent that we lose sense of the 'powerful social
constraints that organise collective experience'. She believes in a study of
violence that exposes the 'world views of participants and crowds'. Das rec-
ommends a local contextualization of mass violence, suggesting that we give
attention to the role of repetition, location, and time of the incident of mass
violence; to identify the signature left by each event. Such an investigation
may reveal a pattern of sorts.17 The labelling of certain times of year, such as
religious holidays or anniversaries of previous incidents of violence, as 'high
risk' dates, and the naming of certain places (sacred or not) that are 'marked'
by violence, is relevant to the study of violence in Indonesia. Even though
they may be translated and acted upon in the local setting, the way in which
state law-and-order agencies 'mark' or represent a particular time or place as
'dangerous' or 'prone' to violence - for example when Chinese New Year and
Lebaran or Idul Fitri (end of fasting month) coincide - means that these dis-
courses are often self-fulfilling. Subsequent ineffective efforts by state agen-
cies to protect members of particular groups from violence may also be inter-
preted as a demonstration of solidarity with the group against whom they
were asked to use force, and so 'Local arguments become transmuted as they
are reinterpreted in terms of national political differences; national political
events become the occasion for local disturbances' (Spencer 1992:271). The
notion of a struggle over symbolic and temporal space also relates to the idea

17 See also Van der Veer 1996. He argues that riots and rituals are linked in the construction
of communal identities in public space. See also Chaturvedi and Chaturvedi 1996.
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that the memory of violence itself perpetuates violence (Peluso forthcoming).
'Memories' of violence provide the context, a set of behavioural patterns or
habitus, necessary to perform these acts.

In their writing on violence in India, Mehta and Chatterji (2001:203) call
on scholars to avoid a situation in which 'The writing of communal riots is
predictive'. In recent publications on violence in Indonesia, so f ar, such an
outcome is being avoided by attempts to focus on the particularities of the
violence. The agency of the 'crowds' involved in violence and the motives for
violence are sought out (Sidel 2001). Scholars acknowledge that 'Indonesians
in general view the use of violence as legitimate under certain circumstances'
(Colombijn and Lindblad 2002:15). This is a point made by a resident of
Gresik, East Java, Imam Riyanto, after the violence in May 1998 directed
against the ethnic Chinese minority in Indonesia:

If the government does not solve the economie crisis, the next time the riots will
be even worse [...]. Even so, while people would take things and burn the shops,
we wouldn't actually hurt the Chinese. (New York Times, 25-5-1998.)

Imam's comment reveals what he perceives as the 'limits' of anti-Chinése
violence. It shows how this form of violence, the looting and burning of
Chinese-owned shops, was carried out with the perception that it was not
actually hurting ethnic Chinese. Memories of this type of violence taking
place in times of economie and social stress, and the impunity attached to it,
means that it is likely to be replicated.

A discussion of 'moral order' and what is 'normal' with respect to violence
is culturally specific, but it is a challenge that western scholars need to bring
to bear on our own understandings and interpretations of what we deern to
be outside the limits of our own 'world/moral order'. Some scholars have
brought us closer to this understanding with regard to Indonesia. In Eldar
Braten's study (2002) of incidents of mass violence, or nonviolence, in a village
in East Java, we are brought face to face with the perpetrators and their own
'retellings' of the violence they have carried out. Braten (2002:27) characterizes
'violence' in this Javanese village as intrinsically connected to 'the construc-
tions of humanity adopted' by the community. Crucial to this construction
are notions of 'insider' and 'outsider', where outsiders are seen as wrong-
doers and violators of community standards of behaviour. Violence by the
community against these wrongdoers is therefore considered legitimate in a
situation when the perpetrator does not show a willingness to submit to the
community and admit to the crime. In its perception, these members of the
community have fallen outside what is considered human. Braten (2002:30)
argues therefore that while the state established structures for violence - as
exemplified by Petrus (penembakan misterius, mysterious killings) - and the
legitimation of violence in certain situations, it was the people who were fun-
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damentally in control of how 'violence' was used or 'managed'. About India,
Spencer (1992:273) similarly observes:

Blaming the politicians or blaming the state may satisfy a quite natural desire to
identify culprits, but it does not in itself explain what actually happens. Politicians
may seek to use violence but it does not mean that they control it.

Siegel's study of the killings of witches or dukun santet in East Java in 1999
argues further that members of the 'massa' are well aware of the protection
offered them by this label. Under the New Order the notion of the unformed
'massa' or mob came to mean, as Siegel (2001b:46) argues, 'decomposed peo-
ple, by which I mean "the people" deprived of all their moral sense, without
goals and without form'. This assessment is less complex than that formu-
lated by Braten, in which the community of Batasan, East Java, constructed a
moral world managed by them, in which violence is permissible under par-
ticular conditions. Like Braten's study, writings by scholars on mob justice
and lynching (Colombijn 2002; Van Dijk 2002; Schulte Nordholt 2002; Sidel
2001) reveal that there is indeed a sense of righteousness or perceived moral-
ity in the mob actions. It is with this clear sense of their actions as correct that
people involved in lynchings, ninja killings, or whatever name is given to
these acts, will report en masse to the police, each claiming they delivered the
fatal blow (Herriman forthcoming). These scholars go some way to following
Das's suggestion to exposé the moral worlds of those involved in violence,
or, to use Sidel's phrase (2001), 'moral economy', but for the most part this is
an area of research that scholars of violence in Indonesia have been unable to
access, particularly in more volatile contexts.

Braten's study and others like it cause us to ponder more deeply precisely
what is 'normal, everyday life' or what Indonesians perceive as being so, in
Indonesia today and at the time of the violent events we record (Spyer 2002).
Like Pandey's insistence on acknowledging the work of 'regular citizens' in
the violence of the Partition in new versions of that history, the 'history' of vio-
lence in Indonesia needs to include the local and the individual, and the cul-
tural, together with analysis of the political conditions that lead to violence.

Understanding the 'normal' or 'cultural': interpretations inside Indonesia

It is normal for the people to see and experience violence and this means that they
no longer consider violence to be wrong. The people even cohsider that violence is
one of the ways to resolve a problem. (Solidaritas Nusa Bangsa 2000:37.)

After the bomb attacks in Bali on a busy tourist strip in October 2002, which
killed 202 people, mostly foreigners, prominent Indonesian commentators
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described these acts, and the responses to them in Indonesia, as symptomatic
of an illness within Indonesian society, moral depravity and lack of humanity
as a consequence of an oppressive past. Franz Magnis Suseno, a professor at
Jakarta's Driyarkara School of Philosophy, told The Jakarta Post:

I'm concerned that decades of ruthlessness and humiliation of human beings, and
traditions to isolate parts of the nation from the rest of it have left scars on the
body of this nation. Scars in the sense that the people have become unmoved and
lack sensitivity. Spontaneous outrage against violence and injustice is no longer
visible unless it has something to do with ourselves. This is an indication of a
weakness in our moral culture. (Nafik and Wahyumi 2002b.)

In this interview Suseno makes an assumption about the 'body of the nation'
which is so scarred by 'decades' of oppression and which has made 'it'
unfeeling, unhuman.

The description of the current state of the 'body of the nation' once
again absolves 'the nation' from responsibility for violence. This situation is
because, Suseno explains, 'The people are sick. They are confused and lack
vision after years of having been oppressed. There are no exemplary figures
who are able to help them escape this problem.' (Nafik and Wahyuni 2002b;
see also Cornelis Lay 2001.) The view presented is of a 'nation' not unlike
Pandey's 'passive victim' (2001:62), that is, a product of colonialism or some
other system of institutional oppression. Today, when many scholars within
and outside Indonesia are working to recover its stories of violence while
Indonesia's institutions of transitional democracy remain weak, comments
like these from Suseno and others need examination. Quoted in a recent
news article, Azyumardi Azra, Rector of the Universitas Islam Negeri (UIN,
State Islamic University), posed the question,'A man suspected of stealing a
chicken is set ablaze. How can that be?' His response: 'Our society is suffer-
ing from schizophrenia and hypocrisy'.18 This comment was made alongside
others saying that Indonesia was 'mentally ill' and 'has suffered a heavy
stroke and needs intensive care'. The metaphor of a sick nation with scars
on its body and its mind left from old wounds is commonly used. Politically
such responses mean that the reasons for the violence can be conveniently
located in the past and also as external to 'the nation' in any form.

[A] few years ago our nation Indonesia (was) beautiful [...]. But suddenly we cre-
ated riots and violence indicating that there was something wrong in the journey
of everyday life in this nation [...] riots with SARA tendencies do not fit with
forms of traditional violence in local cultures. But rather, this may be a part of
global issues. (Soehardi 2001:24-5.)

18 Nafik and Wahyuni 2002a. For a sophisticated analysis regarding the origins of violence,
see Azyumardi Azra 2002.
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Explanations of the pervasive violence in Indonesia as an illness experienced
by the 'nation' as a whole presents a normative and generalized view which
excludes, once again, the individual from this history. Victim, perpetrator,
bystander are rolled into one. The assessment of individuals and their actions
is medical rather than political, judicial, or social; and, instead of seeking a
solution through the law or through social policy, a medical solution is sought.
Thus, language used to refer to violence has implications for the marmer in
which it is resolved, and the level of responsibility taken by the perpetrators.

This analysis is disturbing in the context of Pandey's critique of approach-
es to 'remembering the Partition', which censor the recovery of memory.
Unlike Last's interpretation (2000:325) of the will among many in Nigeria
after the war to 'draw a line under the past' as a path to reconciliation of
sorts, the descriptions used by scholars of Partition and those cited above
in Indonesia return us to the past. The people, or the 'massa', are portrayed
once more as

innocent masses who [...] have no will of their own, from whom anything may be
prized out and in whose heads, apparently, anything may be planted; who have
in addition to the 'frenzy', 'insanity' and the provocation of short-sighted record-
ers of memory as possible motives for their violent actions [...] and who must be
allowed to forget so that they can return to their normal, everyday lives (Pandey
2001:62).

In Indonesia today there seems to be a powerful preoccupation with shame,
particularly among intellectuals and the middle classes, over their often
violent history. Like Suseno and others, the editors of the journal Media
Kerja Budaya (Farid et al. 2001) have expressed their feelings of dismay that
Indonesia could be perceived as 'primitive' in view of the increasing violence
in their country. Yet, as recent publications on violence in Indonesia focus-
ing on its historical and political roots show, these acts of violence can be
described as 'consciously worked out strategy' (Appadurai 1996:145) rather
than anti-modern. During this time other prominent figures in Indonesia
have repeated this idea that 'Our nation is really a well-mannered and peace-
loving nation' (Rais 1999:75), which Cribb (1990:31) describes as 'the distract-
ing paradigm of the peaceful Javanese'. Just as foreign or western-educated
scholars must confront shortcomings in their approach to violence - emo-
tional and moral baggage, disciplinary constraints, limited access to sources
- local scholars must appreciate the influences on their own work. Shame
about their nation must not prevent scholars and public commentators from
finding more honest ways to describe violence than the distracting medical
metaphor and idealized stereotypes.

Analysis of the testimonies presented by victims of violence provides one
means of reaching beyond the local 'history' of violence to the emotions, feel-
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ings, and perceptions that accompanied it. It is alsó a representation located
in a cultural specificity and understanding of what is 'normal' or 'everyday'
with regard to violence and allows recognition of the desire of survivors
to return to everyday life.19 These narratives are essential in a process that
attempts to preclude the evolution of a notion of violence - in whatever form
- as 'normal' or everyday in Indonesian society. Adding humanity and the
individual to the story necessarily prevents normalization.

The role of the writer: truth, justice and reconciliation?

Any production of truth is reflective of an ongoing battle for power and tempo-
rary consensus (Heryanto 1999:324).

[F]or the historian, the imperative [is] of rendering as truthful an account as docu-
ments and testimonials will allow, without giving in to the temptation of closure.
Closure in this case would represent an obvious avoidance of what remains inde-
terminate, elusive and opaque. (Friedlander 1994:261.)

The violence in Indonesia since the late 1990s can be explained by the struc-
tures which have supported its use as a general problem-solving as well as
offensive tooi, and by the established 'cultures' of violence in local communi-
ties across the nation. Also crucial is the culture of impunity within Indonesia
for these acts of violence, whether carried out by the state and its agents, or
by citizens against other citizens. Threat of prosecution or punishment under
the law does not deter violence. In fact, the ineffectuality of the law in bring-
ing perpetrators to justice has arguably led people to seek their own forms
of retributive justice. Of course not all Indonesians engage in violence, and
not all communities are violent. Certain elements must be present in com-
munities that prevent violence either in a passive or active marmer. We also
need to study cases where violence does not happen. What are the processes
already in place that preserve an absence of violence in most of the towns
and cities of Indonesia? There are a few examples in recent publications of
attempts to examine post-violence issues, including resolution and reconcili-
ation. So far, however, the focus on nonviolence within Indonesian communi-
ties as a model has not been prominent.

The task of writing about violence is difficult, as this analysis has sought
to show, not only for outsiders but for insiders as well. Author and journalist
Michael Ignatieff (1996:114) comments in an essay about truth commissions

19 For discussion of the argument for a 'cultural' approach as a supplement to a 'historical'
approach regarding the massacres in Bali, see Eklöf 2002:131-5.
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and war tribunals: 'The truth, if it is to be believed, must be authored by
those who have suffered its consequences'. While there is agreement about
the importance of this source, unless 'those who have suffered' includes
witnesses and perpetrators, it cannot stand alone as the 'truth' of incidents
of mass violence. Such explanations will also be distorted views. Rather,
the solution is to provide as many versions as possible and to approach the
subject from the widest available range of perspectives. To claim 'hatreds'
motivate people to kill each other has not been so difficult for those looking
in from the outside, but as we have seen in Indonesia in recent times it is
very hard for insiders to acknowledge such motives. Prominent figures in
Indonesia are on the whole extremely reluctant to seek explanations for vio-
lence and its place inlndonesian society other than ones that view violence
as originating from external sources.

The recent writing on violence in Indonesia has asked a broader range of
questions about these events than in the past, and sees the origins of the vio-
lence as diverse. However, scholarship continues to rely on sources like the
media and first information reports, and sufficient critique of these sources
is lacking. So far, scholarship lacks a substantial theoretical basis, due in
large part to the multi-disciplinary approach of those writing about violence
after the New Order, yet violence is not seen as simply being caused by a
certain set of conditions which are ignited by a spark, potentially at any time
and place. Scholars highlight agency, for all forms of violence in Indonesia.
It is widely agreed that the New Order state produced a situation (which
continues) that was conducive to using violence as a method for settling
disputes, asserting authority, or seeking some sort of justice in the absence
of other paths. Scholars have sought explanations by examining the state's
relationship to violence. However, it is the small but increasing body of work
on violence that focuses on local versions of violence and local motives and
perpetrators that is producing the most progressive and essential work, as
Indonesia continues on its path of transition and democratization. The devel-
opment of human rights discourses and a rule of law in Indonesia will need
to consider the conditions for local recourse to justice and understandings of
morality and hümanity that go with it.

As a general directive for those writing about violence and suffer-
ing, Friedlander (1994:261) advises us to resist the 'temptation of closure'.
Moreover, we should see our role as writers about violence as an 'effort to
make others understand', in addition to understanding it ourselves (Taussig
2002:166). Murray Last labels historians and others who write about violence
as 'watchers'. As distinct from bystanders, watchers are witnesses of ten from
afar, and they can sometimes be traumatized by what they see. He suggests
that as well as contributing to the process of reconciliation in places like
Nigeria and Indonesia, watchers, including 'historians (such as myself) who
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dweil on the hurts of others need to also be part of the reconciliation process,
for theirs is an active part. Interpreting the past, the violence, is crucial for
reconciliation.' (Last 2000:325.) What is their view of reconciliation compared
to that of the victims and members of the community who lived through it?
And to return to a question posed at the beginning, do these communities
want to remember this past, is the ability to return to their everyday lives
sufficient 'reconciliation' for them? Last (2000:325) observes that it is often the
'watchers' who 'are more resistant to reconciliation than the victims'.

So far in Indonesia the debate on what reconciliation means has failed to
reach a point of understanding. Further, the processes of coping with trauma
and its effects on the physical, mental, social, and cultural have not been
developed. The models presented, such as the South African case, provide
a context for resolution of political violence, whether violence by the state
against its citizens or violence based on policy or ideology. With the escalat-
ing range of violence between civilians since the end of the New Order, what
started out as a lively area of debate has faded. There is no doubting that
the best reconciliation process is that which is indigenous to the community,
connected to the conceptions of justice, truth, and healing located there. In
Indonesia today these processes are under negotiation. Do they find their
basis in Islam, in western ideas of reconciliation, or something else which
is uniquely Indonesian? That said, there is support within Indonesia among
both victims and watchers for these processes to go forward. In the absence
of judicial and legal processes by which victims can seek justice and truth
about violence they and their families and communities have experienced,
and in the absence of a govemment and military regime fearful of allowing
such a process, the 'truth' of violence as it is written today, by those inside
and outside, will be critical for Indonesia's future.
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