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Abstract
This paper contributes to a growing field of literature on Cold War culture by comparing struggles
over memory in Indonesia and Malaysia of anti-communist repressions. It demonstrates the
enduring legacies of the Cold War in these neighbouring countries where the war overlapped
directly with experiences of colonization and decolonization. I show how and why anti-
communism in both countries became a core foundation of both Malaysian and Indonesian
nationalism and related religious identification and how this largely explains successive govern-
ments’ attempts to memorialize and defend these repressions. I argue that recent attempts by both
survivors of the repression and younger Indonesians and Malaysians to reexamine the history of
the political left or experiences of repression constitute important efforts to rethink the post-
colonial predicaments of both countries in different ways.
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In 2005, the Malaysian filmmaker Amir Muhammad released a film about Indonesia called The
Year of Living Vicariously, which explored how Indonesians had begun to reconcile with the
violence of the military-dominated New Order regime (1966–1998). The film was inspired by
Muhammad’s work behind the scenes on the Indonesian film Gie by Riri Riza, which told the story
of the ethnic Chinese student activist Soe Hok Gie who eventually spoke out against the 1965 mass
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killings and detentions of alleged communists.1 Amir Muhammad’s film juxtaposed footage of the
filming of Gie together with interviews with Indonesians on the set about contemporary Indonesia
and about the anti-communist repression. Muhammad was struck by Indonesian efforts to re-
evaluate this violence alongside the historical amnesia he observed in Malaysia concerning the
Malayan Communist Party (MCP) (McKay, 2010). He went on to make two exploratory films
about the history of the MCP.

Despite the contrast that Muhammad saw between a supposed Indonesian reckoning with the
1965 anti-communist violence and the lack of re-examination of the history of Malayan Emer-
gency, there are in fact many similarities in the dynamics of remembrance of both struggles.
Successive Indonesian and Malaysian governments have continued to celebrate or commemorate
these repressions as necessary for the salvation of the nation from the threat of communism. In both
countries from the late 1990s onwards, former leftists and younger activists began to produce new
narratives about these pasts that have met with strong state and societal resistance. This paper
provides an analysis of these trends and their significance.

By tracing and comparing the evolution of memory discourses concerning these anti-
communist repressions in Malaysia and Indonesia, I aim to better understand the legacies of the
Cold War. As Heonik Kwong has argued we need to critically rethink different experiences of the
Cold War rather than continuing to view the Cold War through the lens of ‘a single encompassing
geopolitical order’ (Kwong, 2010: 7). Further to this Kwong pushes scholars in the field of Cold
War culture to move beyond the idea of this as an imaginary war and to be more aware of, for
example, the uses of ‘naked violence and political terror as well as rhetorical or cultural symbolic
instruments’ in anti-communist politics in the wider postcolonial world (Kwong, 2010: 10). The
two repressions under consideration here involve these precise characteristics of extreme violence,
political terror as well as enduring rhetorical and cultural stigmatization of those branded
‘communist’.

These were very different conflicts on vastly different scales, but there are some commonalities
and connections between them. In Malaya, the British together with the local police and home
guards fought against the MCP in a drawn out armed struggle known as the Emergency (1948–
1960) that claimed 11,000 lives. Here there were mass detentions and deportations to China of tens
of thousands of ethnic Chinese, and forced relocations of half a million people into organized
communities for surveillance called ‘new villages’. In neighbouring Indonesia between 1965 and
1968, the army and anti-communist coalitions killed approximately half a million largely unarmed
Indonesians from the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI- Partai Komunis Indonesia) and the
broader political left, and imprisoned approximately 600,000 people for varying periods of time
without trial in prisons and penal colonies. Both sets of events are analogous, having taken place in
the global context of the Cold War, as well as in the on-going economic, military and political
decolonization of each country. The result was the same for their respective communist parties:
outright interdiction and elimination by the authorities. Moreover, the periods of the repressions
from 1940 to 1960 encompassed intense and contested processes of national self-definition that led
to the emergence of Malaysia and the consolidation of Indonesia as a nation-state. This meant that
these Cold War struggles profoundly affected the national identity of the two emerging nations.

1. For commentary on the film Gie, see Jakarta Post (2005). For more on Soe Hok Gie, see Maxwell
(1997).
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The countries are further linked by other events and commonalities. President Sukarno, for
example, rallied Indonesians to mobilize to oppose the formation of the new nation-state of
Malaysia. He initiated a military campaign against the latter in 1963. This campaign became
known as Confrontation and it was still underway when the Indonesian army began its attack on the
PKI. Further to this, from the late 1960s until the late 1990s, due to the army led repression in
Indonesia, the Indonesian government joined the Malaysian government in becoming an author-
itarian anti-communist regime that endorsed open markets. Western governments encouraged and
supported both regimes. They celebrated the Indonesian repression as a victory in the regional
struggle against communism and welcomed the new access to the Indonesian markets after 1965.
In both countries there was an increased emphasis on Islamic values from the 1970s onwards, due
to religious revival.

Remembrance of the repressions has been central to the national story of each country, yet they
have rarely been compared. To date, most studies pertaining to memory of the 1965–1968 anti-
communist violence in Indonesia focus on national, local or individual practices of remembrance.2

Studies of memory and the Malayan Emergency similarly focus on the national or individual
dimensions of this case with little comparison to, or consideration of, cross-referencing to
remembrance of other Cold War struggles.3 By comparing memory practices in both countries we
might learn more about the specific dynamics of global anti-communism.

In this paper I consider official memory originating from the state including commemoration,
monuments and rituals as well as ‘vernacular memory’ originating from civil society, which
includes contestation of official memory (Gluck, 2007). In comparing these modes of memory
across two countries I am particularly interested in thinking about Michael Rothberg’s claims
concerning the multi-directional nature of memory, whereby there is a referencing or shared
language in memory struggles across time and space (Rothberg, 2009: 3–5). He acknowledges that
it is difficult to establish instances of direct borrowing, but encourages a new attentiveness to
comparisons in memory struggles that recognizes differences, but at that same time is alert to the
productive dimensions of comparison (Rothberg, 2009: 21). Astrid Erll similarly suggests that
scholars should examine the multidimensional movement of memory involving, amongst other
things, ‘repertoires of stories and scripts’ that travel across diverse contexts and become ‘localized’
(Erll, 2011: 14). In this paper I examine the similarities in memory traditions in these two cases of
remembrance and what kinds of channels anti-communism was produced through. I take up Erll’s
idea of scripts more broadly to think about the ‘Cold War scripts’ that framed local representations
of these particular conflicts as they occurred, and subsequently as they were memorialized.

This paper contributes to a growing field of literature on Cold War culture by comparing
struggles over memory in Indonesia and Malaysia of anti-communist repressions. Beginning with a
discussion of the events, I reflect on the colonial and global genealogy of anti-communism in both
countries and its connection to decolonization struggles. I consider the similarities in state versions
of these events such as: the emphasis on an internal enemy, on communist barbarism and/or ter-
rorism and on Malay or military heroes; the delegitimization of the political struggles of each party
and an emphasis on the repressions as national and religious salvation. I argue that anti-
communism in both countries was central to efforts to define these new nations both to local

2. For just a few examples of a focus on national, local and individual memory see Dwyer and Santikarma
(2007); Heryanto (2006); Pohlman (2008); Purwadi (2003).

3. Blackburn and Hack (2012); Khoo (2010); Stockwell (2006); Tan (2012).
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populations and to the broader world. I then turn to examining why narratives concerning these
struggles persisted long past the commonly accepted end of the Cold War in 1989. This is related to
the use of anti-communist ideology as an instrument of control as well as a means of legitimizing
key groups in society.

In the last section of the paper I examine recent attempts by both survivors of the repression and
younger Indonesians and Malaysian to re-examine the history of the political left or experiences of
repression. I argue that they constitute important efforts to rethink the postcolonial predicaments
of both countries in different ways. These trends are a product of new political openness, the
desire of former leftists to challenge negative images of themselves and a curiosity amongst
younger generations to know more about how these repressions shaped their countries. In both
countries this trend is related to a desire for political change including an end to ethnic or com-
munal based politics in Malaysia and claims for historical justice and an end to continuing military
impunity for human rights crimes in Indonesia. There is also some recognition that addressing this
past may be a way of reasserting an alternative national identity. Through this comparative analysis
of memory struggles in two neighbouring countries the paper offers new insights in the dynamics
of the global Cold War.

Decolonization and Cold War scripts: The war against the Malayan
Communist Party and the destruction of the Indonesian
Communist Party

In Malaya from 1948 to 1960, the British together with a predominately ethnic Malay police force,
home guards and other Commonwealth troops fought an on-going war against the Malayan
Communist Party. The so-called ‘Emergency’ began shortly after the murder of three European
planters in the state of Perak, an action that the MCP claimed it did not endorse. During the conflict
the MCP operated largely in the jungles and attacked rubber estates and tin mines to try to disrupt
the economy and put pressure on the British (Stockwell, 2006: note 6, at p. 281). After the killing of
the British High Commissioner Sir Henry Gurney in 1952, the violence of the British-led campaign
intensified under the leadership of Sir Gerald Templer (Kheng, 2009: 137–138). British-Malay
forces resettled suspect populations (approximately 25% of Malaya’s ethnic Chinese) into ‘new
villages’ in an attempt to thwart the supply of food and information to guerillas, and detained
suspected MCP members for indefinite periods with only a small number of people receiving a trial
(Stockwell, 2006: note 6, at pp. 281, 288).

British discourses concerning the MCP were shaped by the emerging Cold War. By the late
1940s, the US had shifted to a foreign policy of intervention, or containment, in countries where
there was a communist threat. In this context the British government knew how it could best frame
the Emergency so as to elicit external – namely American – support for its campaign against the
MCP. Early in the campaign, the British shifted from using the term ‘bandits’ to the carefully
chosen term ‘Communist terrorists’ to refer to the MCP, so as to deny the MCP political legiti-
macy, to depict it as weak and desperate, and to project to the outside world, especially the United
States, that this was a struggle against communism rather than a colonial war (Deery, 2003:
240–246). Despite the British insistence that the communists were terrorists, the MCP played
a part in hastening independence. When peace talks with the MCP failed in 1955, and they returned
to armed struggle, the British were, for example, more willing thereafter to listen to Malay
demands for independence.
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Following independence in 1957 with the Emergency still unresolved, the Malayan Prime
Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman floated the idea of a larger Federation of Malaysia including
Singapore and the Borneo territories of Brunei, Sabah and Sarawak. Demonstrating the centrality
of anti-communism to this project he stated that he hoped the Federation would stem the ‘com-
munist menace’ in the region (Rahman, 1965). During the Indonesian independence war, the Dutch
similarly used the threat of communism to garner US support for reclaiming the former empire of
the Netherlands East Indies, but this backfired. In the same year that the Malayan Emergency broke
out, leftist troops in the Indonesian army staged a revolt in the city of Madiun, East Java, in protest
against a plan to demobilize them from the Republican army. When the Republican government
reacted harshly by directing the Indonesian army to kill the leaders of the movement and the
Communist Party without trial, US support for the new Republic increased dramatically (Gouda,
2002: 277–300). Following the struggle there were ongoing memory wars in the 1950s and early
1960s over how Madiun should be interpreted. Whereas the army and Islamic groups wanted to
remember this event as a communist revolt, the Communist Party wanted to remember it as a
national tragedy due to the summary executions of its leaders (McGregor, 2008). At stake in this
memory war was a larger struggle over how to position Indonesia in the world.

This struggle was settled 17 years later when the army moved against the PKI. By 1965, the
Party was in a position of strength with a membership of over 3 million, along with 20 million
members of affiliated organizations. The destruction of the PKI began after the September 30th
Movement, an armed movement that killed six military generals and one lieutenant. The army,
under the command of Major General Suharto, quickly suppressed the Movement and blamed the
action on the PKI. In order to encourage anti-communist hysteria and to pave the way for a large-
scale violent repression, the army began to spread propaganda about the Movement, emphasizing
communist barbarity, as ‘evidenced’ by the alleged mutilation of the aforesaid generals’ corpses,
and the so-called debauchery of women from the left aligned Indonesian Women’s Movement
(Gerakan Wanita Indonesia – Gerwani) by the well where the corpses had been disposed.4 The
army and religious leaders used this propaganda as well as allegations that the PKI had been
planning their own mass killings of Muslim leaders in order to frame the PKI as a national threat.
The army justified their violent actions against the PKI as a campaign to crush national traitors.

By the mid-1960s, the greatest fear of Western powers and pro-Western South East Asian
regimes was the spread of communism through the region, otherwise known as the domino theory.
Malaysian leaders were intently watching events unfold in Vietnam and Indonesia, due to their
strongly anti-communist stance. In July 1965, Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman condemned
Indonesia’s aggression in the ‘Crush Malaysia’ campaign. He lamented the rise of the PKI, which
strongly supported the campaign (Rahman, 1965: note 15, at p. 666).

As the anti-communist repression evolved in Indonesia, Malaysian newspapers and leaders
interpreted it through their own Cold War scripts. The arrests of PKI leaders in October 1965 were,
for example, reported in the Straits Times with a sense of relief that the broader region was now
becoming ‘contained’. Consistent with the language used to describe the MCP, Indonesian army
targets were simply referred to as ‘Reds’ (Straits Times, 1965a, 1965b). Perhaps based on their
experience of fighting an armed enemy or to further legitimate the violence, Malaysian reports of
the violence and killings in Indonesia during the first month of October focused on alleged PKI

4. The allegations of torture were unfounded. The autopsy report from their deaths is discussed in Anderson
(1987). For a detailed account of the gendered dimensions of this propaganda, see Wieringa (2002).
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attacks on the Indonesian army, which were minimal. There is evidence that the British and
Americans shaped the content of both regional reporting on Indonesia and the Indonesian army’s
propaganda about the PKI. During the ‘Confrontation’, the British had set up an office in Singapore
to produce propaganda against Indonesia. After September 30th, staff in this office fed anti-
communist propaganda to local papers and the Indonesian army alike because they were highly
motivated to see the end of the PKI as a means of also ending the ‘Confrontation’.5 Through this
mechanism and through American intelligence networks the British and the Americans assisted in
molding Indonesian and Malaysian Cold War scripts about the evils of the PKI. Yet these dis-
courses were also localized.

In October 1965, just as the violence in Indonesia was escalating, Prime Minister Abdul
Rahman delivered an address to Malaysians during the Hindu holiday of Deepavali, which
commemorates the destruction of demons and the victory of light over darkness. Here he described
Indonesia as ‘a wicked demon’ which had ‘brought evil influence to the region’, meaning com-
munist and possibly also Chinese communist influence. He called on fellow Malaysians, especially
those in the territories of Sabah and Sarawak, to help ‘beat off this demon’ (Straits Times, 1965c).
Through Rahman’s choice of the word ‘demon’ he equated communism with evil. He cast the
PKI’s values as antithetical to religious values and Islamic values in particular, given that Islam is
the official religion of Malaysia.

From the 1930s onwards, anti-communist discourses proliferated across the world in the United
States, Europe and throughout many decolonizing countries in Asia, Africa and the Middle East. In
the Muslim world, these discourses drew upon stories about what life was like in the Soviet Union
with an emphasis on Stalin’s terror and the threat to Muslim values that communism posed due to
its emphasis on materialism and the elevation of communist teachings over religious texts and
thinkers.6 Across the globe anti-communist discourse operated in the same fashion as ‘oriental-
ism’, whereby communism functioned as the binary opposite to the values of democracy and
freedom supposedly represented by the free world and of pious religious practice in the Muslim
world. In Turkey during the 1960s, for example, communists were constructed as mystifying,
inhuman, animal-like, irreligious and immoral (Ozman and Yakin, 2012). Throughout the two
campaigns to crush the parties in Malaysia and Indonesia, as we have seen, communists were
similarly depicted as terrorists, barbaric, immoral and hence uncivilized. Globalized anti-
communist discourses were thus adapted to the specific politics and culture of each country.

State narratives of the two anti-communist campaigns

After the anti-communist campaigns had largely ended, successive Malaysian governments
dominated by the United Malays National Organization (UMNO) and Indonesia’s long lasting
New Order government (1966–1998) carefully molded national narratives about these defeats.
They progressively memorialized these campaigns, attempting to fix in historical memory a sense
of clearly defined heroes and traitors to their respective nations. In an ongoing process of national
self-definition, they used these representations as a way of defining the values for which each
nation stood, including a strong emphasis on anti-communism and on religiosity. These repre-
sentations were made not only to their respective citizens, but also to the outside world as proof of

5. For more on this see Easter (2011: 94–96); Simpson (2008).
6. For Indonesian examples of these themes see reportage in the Muslim paper, Suara Masyumi (e.g. Suara

Masyumi, 1955a, 1955b).
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the anti-communist credentials of the two regimes as ‘friendly’ and worthy ‘client states’ of the
United States.7

Following the British example, the Malaysian government narrated the Emergency in history
textbooks as a period of terror, emphasizing the largely ethnic Chinese composition of the MCP
and thereby signaling at least indirectly that the ethnic Chinese were potential traitors to the nation.
Helen Ting notes that the anti-colonial and class-based politics of the MCP were not explained
(Ting, 2009: 47). The contribution of ethnic Chinese to the anti-Japanese struggle was forgotten
because of the subsequent resistance of the MCP to the post-war state (Blackburn and Hack, 2012:
note 5, pp. 6–8). In erasing the MCP from history, alternative ideas about decolonization and the
format of the post-war state including critiques of continuing British economic and military
influence were also erased from the record.

The Malaysian government also used memories of the Emergency to bolster its ethnic-based
politics by venerating Malay heroes. The National Monument (Tugu Negara) in Kuala Lumpur
commemorating Malay heroes who died during the Emergency features a Malaysian flag and
seven bronze figures, five of which are towering over two fallen enemies (Blackburn and Hack,
2012: 238). Denoting the ethnic coding of this conflict and the conflation of Malays (the heroes)
with Islam, today the inscription on the monument reads in English and Jawi (Malay in Arabic
script): ‘Dedicated to the heroic fighters in the cause of peace and freedom. May the blessing of
Allah be upon them’.8 The assertion that this was a war fought for peace and freedom mirrors
American Cold War rhetoric, yet this Cold War discourse is also localized through references to
Allah and thus Malay Islamic culture. Every year from 1968 onwards, the Supreme Ruler of
Malaysia, the Prime Minister and heads of the military and police pay their respects at the
monument in a ceremony to mark the end of the Emergency on July 31, Heroes’ Day (New Straits
Times, 2012). The Emergency is therefore remembered as a heroic defeat by Malays of an enemy
within, which resulted in the nation’s salvation. There were consistent references to the closeness
of the MCP with the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) of China, yet the role and interests of the
British were largely erased.

In neighbouring Indonesia, the military-dominated Suharto government also drew on Cold War
scripts to position the communists as inhuman traitors and the military as national saviours. As I
have outlined elsewhere, the army memorialized its version of the PKI’s brutality in a monument
complex built around the well into which the army martyrs’ corpses were disposed, in textbooks
and in the frightening four and a half hour 1983 official docu-drama (The Treachery of the Sep-
tember 30th Movement/PKI, Pengkhianatan G30S/PKI) broadcasted annually on Indonesian
national television, which included re-enactments of each general being killed (McGregor, 2007).
Civilian groups that participated in the anti-communist killings such as the largest Islamic orga-
nization, Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), also produced stories of communist cruelty (Fealy and
McGregor, 2010). The term ‘communist’ became derogatory and anyone branded communist was
stigmatized in successive screening campaigns for public service jobs as being from an ‘unclean
environment’. The purpose of this ongoing propaganda was to justify the use of extreme violence
against the PKI. The emphasis on the nefariousness of party members also, however, detracted
attention from the PKI’s politics, including its strong critiques of Indonesian capitalism, uneven

7. On US imperialism and client states in the Cold War see Duara (2011: 461–464).
8. See the monument inscription, available at: http://www.everything-kuala-lumpur.com/national-

monument.html.
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land ownership and on-going foreign economic and military intervention in Indonesia and the
broader region.

In the Indonesian case, the regime represented the heroes of the repression as members of the
Indonesian army. Their first ‘martyrs’ were the aforementioned officers. These men were mem-
orialized with the ‘Sacred Pancasila Monument’, an edifice including seven bronze statues, one for
each of the ‘martyrs’, that was constructed by the well where their corpses had been disposed of.
The first principle of the national philosophy of Pancasila is belief in One God. Hence, the
monument attested to the ultimate sacrifice of these fallen ‘heroes’ in the preservation of religious
values (McGregor, 2007: note 31, pp. 68–91). Secondly, members of the army that oversaw the
defeat of the Movement and the PKI were also positioned as heroes. They included Major General
Suharto who crushed the initial movement and General Sarwo Edhie who led crack troops into
Central Java to attack the PKI.

The Malaysian and Indonesian governments also used anti-communism as a means of legit-
imizing the repression of their critics. Even though the MCP had retreated to the jungle, the
Malaysian government replicated the provisions of the 1948 British Emergency Regulations
Ordinance into the Malayan constitution in 1960. Thereafter this provision, labeled the Internal
Security Act, was used to place restrictions on free speech, free assembly and association, and the
press. It extended detention without trial in multiple cases of perceived dissent (Lee, 2002: 57–58).
In Indonesia, Suharto’s political opponents, especially unionists or student activists, whom the
regime perceived as a threat, were accused of being PKI members and charged under the anti-
subversion law.9

In both Malaysia and Indonesia, histories of crushing the communists remained central to state
narratives about each nation. The official story of Malaysia’s path to independence emphasized the
MCP as a threat of further foreign, read Chinese, intervention that had to be fought off. The official
story of Indonesia’s independence also emphasized both the 1948 Madiun uprising and the Sep-
tember 30th Movement as national betrayals. In both cases, the anti-imperial critiques of these
communist parties, which focused on the need for a more thorough process of decolonization
including an end to foreign economic ownership, an end to foreign bases in the region and a more
equal distribution of wealth, were forgotten. To delegitimize their ideology and character, these
communist parties were instead constructed as ‘foreign’, ‘immoral’, ‘terrorist’, ‘barbaric’ and
dangerous to the national community. The nationalist credentials of both parties were dismissed.
State histories celebrated the defeat of communism as the salvation of the nation and the pre-
servation of religious values.

Re-narrating the Cold War in Malaysia and Indonesia

For many countries, the fall of the Berlin Wall was a stimulant for critical re-examinations of Cold
War struggles. Yet the technical end of the Cold War resulted in only minimal if any shifts in the
way the governments of Malaysia and Indonesia narrated the repressions. Furthermore, they
continued to use narratives of these events as an instrument of social and political control. By 1989,
the Malaysian governments of Prime Ministers Tun Abdul Razak and Mahathir Muhammad
successively had softened their anti-communist positions slightly, to achieve rapprochement with
communist powers in the immediate region such as Vietnam (Kheng, 2009: note 12, at p 148). The
collapse of the Soviet Bloc in Eastern Europe prompted Chin Peng, the leader of the MCP who had

9. See Heryanto (2006: note 5, pp. 108–111).
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fled to China, to reappear in public and sign a peace accord with Malaysia in 1989 (Stockwell,
2006: note 6, at p. 282). In these talks based on his belief that there was going to be a new reckoning
with this past, he appealed for a communist figure to be included in the tableau of the National
Monument, commemorating the Emergency on the basis that the MCP’s efforts had accelerated the
decolonization of Malaya. His request was denied (Stockwell, 2006: 292). Chin Peng, however,
began to narrate his version of history, first by starring in a 1998 BBC documentary by Robert
Lemkin (1998) to commemorate the 50th declaration of Emergency.

The year 1998 marked a turning point in Malaysian politics due to the combined effects of the
Asian economic crisis and Premier Mahathir’s ousting of the increasingly popular Deputy Prime
Minister, Anwar Ibrahim. In response there was a brief period of reform known as reformasi. In
2003, the same year Mahathir ended a 22-year tenure as prime minister, perhaps sensing a new
period of change, Chin Peng published his memoir, My Side of History (Peng, 2003), as a direct
challenge to the Malaysian state’s portrayal of the MCP as national traitors. In the reformasi
period, former leftists were key participants in the public expression of alternative memories of the
MCP. Former MCP fighters published memoirs and participated in dialogues, documentaries and
interviews.10 This trend reflected the new possibilities created by greater political openness, but
also a desire of protagonists to record before their passing their versions of events and to explain
the causes for which they fought.

Responses to their efforts, however, included frequent replication of long standing Cold War
scripts. The publication of Chin Peng’s memoir, for example, led several groups to persist in
characterizing Chin Peng as a terrorist and the anti-communist struggle as one of national salva-
tion. These included the Ex-servicemen’s Association and former members of the British army in
particular, who had fought in this struggle. They believed a rehabilitation of the party’s image
would discredit the cause for which they fought and their positions as heroes in this conflict. The
Malaysian government strongly resisted Chin Peng’s attempted rehabilitation, initially seizing
copies of Chin Peng’s memoir in raids on bookshops.11

Scholars have made various arguments as to why the Malaysian government was so fearful of a
rehabilitation of MCP members, perhaps coincidentally at the historical moment when there had
been mounting opposition to UMNO. Stockwell noted that Chin Peng received support from
opposition parties such as the Democratic Action Party, Aliran and the National Justice Party.12

These parties rejected the communal politics of UMNO and tied the reluctance to acknowledge
Chin Peng to ethnic politics. Apart from the conflation of the MCP with ethnic Chinese and the
secondary status of ethnic Chinese in the Malaysian constitution, they were further marginalized
after the introduction of the New Economic Policy in 1971, which promoted Malay rights,
including privileged Malay access to education and finance. The debate around the basis of
Malaysian politics had intensified in the reform era. Khoo thus argues that although members of
the party are now aged and mostly live in exile in Thailand, ‘they still constitute a symbolic threat
and awaken irrational fears and strong feelings due to the long-lasting effects of British colonial
propaganda’ (Khoo, 2010: note 6, at p. 254). That symbolic threat includes the potential impact

10. For more on these memoirs see Chieh (forthcoming).
11. Footnote 68, as quoted by Tim Hardy, RMPFOA Newsletter, 16 January 2004, p. 20 cited in Stockwell

(2006: note 6, at p. 296).
12. Footnote 68, as quoted by Tim Hardy, RMPFOA Newsletter, 16 January 2004, p. 20 cited in Stockwell

(2006: note 6, at p. 296). ALIRAN is an NGO committed to social justice issues.
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which re-examining alternative directions the nation may have taken, such as revived interest in a
multi-ethnic based politics.

The move to re-examine the history of the MCP came not only, however, from former members
of the party. Upon reading or hearing about the experiences of former MCP members, younger
Malaysians who did not live through the Emergency began to engage with these stories in inno-
vative ways. The Malaysian filmmaker Amir Muhammad, discussed in the above introduction,
produced two films dealing with this topic in part because of his inspiration from Indonesian efforts
to re-examine the history of 1965. The Last Communist (2006) traced the life journey of Chin Peng
through a survey of places that he had visited or which had been important to the MCP. The film,
which Amir Muhammad describes as ‘an essay on landscape and historical memory’, includes no
images of Chin Peng, yet it was banned (Coover, 2007: 12). The filmmaker believes the gov-
ernment did not like the film, firstly because it was not an authoritative documentary in which
Malaysian leaders spoke on record about this past; and secondly because it did not reference the
communist violence during the Emergency (Coover, 2007: 13). Instead the film offered new access
to a largely unknown history, thus fuelling curiosity about this past. The second film, Village
People Radio Show (Apa Khabar Orang Kampung), focusing on Malay soldiers who fought with
the MCP and settled in Southern Thailand, was also banned. What is interesting here is the
sensitivity to the suggestion that communism and Islam may not always be antithetical, a repre-
sentation that challenges the bases of Malaysian national identity as being Muslim and anti-
communist. Khoo argues that government attempts to ban such films stem from fears about the
patriotism expressed by these former fighters, which was tied to ‘a critique of imperialism,
capitalism and a desire for a kind of socio-ethnic equality’, which contradicts the premises of the
ruling elite that continues to focus on Malay privilege and a neo-liberalist agenda (Khoo, 2010:
note 6, at p. 258). In a slightly different reading, Fiona Lee (2013) believes that the film tries to
expose how this past and the incomplete process of decolonization that it symbolizes, continues to
haunt everyday life in Malaysia. Here she refers to the way in which the political exclusion of the
MCP from independence negotiations affected the tradeoffs with Britain in the basis of the Fed-
eration of Malaysia. For the younger generation, exploring this past potentially thus opens up a way
of re-evaluating the colonial past and the basis of decolonization and its links to communal politics.

A new framing of the Emergency was also quietly introduced in 1990 when the Malaysian
police began an investigation into a 1948 British-led massacre in Batang Kali of ethnic Chinese
villagers. In September 2012 the British High Court declared that the British government was
legally responsible for the violence, but the court rejected the call from relatives of the 24 victims
for an official enquiry into this massacre (Guardian, 2012; Independent, 2012). The Federation of
Chinese Associations of Malaysia launched a campaign for an official apology, but has received
limited support so far (China Radio International, 2012; Star, 2012). This is the only case to date in
which a human rights framing has emerged in re-evaluations of this past and interestingly it is
limited to an investigation of British crimes.

Alongside the new narratives concerning this past, however, state-endorsed narratives about the
Emergency persisted. In October 2012, the New Straits Times published an article on the theme of
communist terror against the people with quotes from many older citizens, which seemed to
deliberately counter the emphasis on ethnic Chinese victimhood that the High Court case aroused
(Rahman, 2012). On the anniversary of Heroes’ Day in 2012, the Supreme Ruler emphasized those
heroes who had fallen in the battle against the communists and called on all Malaysians to renew
their ‘patriotic fervor’. The Royal Malay Regiment, which is central to the state emphasis on Malay
heroes, performed a pantomime depicting the famous battle during the Emergency at Ulu Kinta,

McGregor 251



involving the Malaysian hero and soldier, Datuk Kanang Langkau (New Straits Times, 2012).
Meanwhile, following Ching Peng’s death in exile in Thailand in 2013, the Malaysian government
refused to allow his final wish that his ashes be returned to Malaysia (Berita Harian Online,
2014a). An unfounded rumour that Templer Drive in Penang was to be renamed from Chin Peng
Drive prompted a police inquiry (Berita Harian Online, 2014b; Bhatt, 2014). What this demon-
strates is that despite efforts to open up the history of the Emergency, there is strong resistance to
revising the national narrative and to creating any form of memorialization of the MCP in
Malaysia.

In Indonesia the fall of the Berlin Wall produced a hardening of attitudes towards the violence
and a new cycle of reinvigorated propaganda about communist treachery. The events in Eastern
Europe were cited as proof that Indonesia had been correct to repress the communists. At the same
time the military insisted that communism remained a real threat in Indonesia (Angkatan Ber-
senjata, 1990). To reinforce this theme, a new life-size diorama depicting the alleged torture of the
generals was added to the Sacred Pancasila Monument in 1990. Two years later, the Museum of
Communist Treachery was added.13 Driving this reinvigorated campaign was a fear that the
communist bogey would lose meaning, given the collapse of the Soviet Union, thereby destroying
the basis for continuing repression of dissent against the regime. In 1989, for example, the regime
used the label communist to discredit farmers and student activists trying to defend displaced
farmers in the case of the Kedung Ombo dam project (Tempo, 1989).

The combined result of the Asian financial crisis and increasing pressure on the government
resulting from student and societal protests was the resignation of President Suharto and the formal
end to the Suharto regime in May 1998. The end of the regime that had overseen the violence
resulted in more concerted efforts to challenge state propaganda about the PKI. Press liberalization
and democratization enabled survivors of the anti-communist repression to testify about the vio-
lence they had endured, at least to sympathetic media outlets such as Tempo, Kompas and Metro
TV.14 Meanwhile other media, including Islamic papers such as Republika, warned of the emer-
gence of former political prisoners on to the political scene as a cause for alarm and vigilance, and
accused them of whitewashing history.15 A small number of survivors, mostly highly educated
former journalists, student activists or writers formerly aligned with the PKI, published their
memoirs detailing harrowing accounts of torture, imprisonment without trial, the loss of family and
how they experienced social stigmatization.16 Most authors of these memoirs wrote them as a form
of recording their memories before they died and countering New Order propaganda.

Since 1998 former political prisoners, human rights activists and artists have also used the
creative arts to re-examine the 1965 violence. The most prolific maker of films about 1965 is the
former political prisoner and Balinese poet, Putu Oka Sukanta. He has made at least six films using
survivor testimony to rebut propaganda about communists and the suffering of former political
prisoners and their families.17 But young Indonesians, including human rights activists and artists
and writers have also taken up the 1965 violence in new short films, documentaries, performances
and novels. An example of this is Eka Kurianawan’s (2002) novel Beauty is a Wound (Cantik itu

13. For more on this see McGregor (2007: note 31, pp. 197–208).
14. Examples include Aprianto (2005); Kompas (2005); Koran Tempo (2005); Metro TV (2006a, 2006b);

Prinantyo (2002).
15. See for example Republika Online (2006).
16. For an overview of these memoirs, see Hearman (2009).
17. For commentary on these films see Heryanto (2014: 94–95).
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Luka). Across such works, however, Barbara Hatley (2010: 265–282) points to a common
pattern of skirting over the politics of the PKI due either to a lack of knowledge or to the perceived
dangers of talking about the Party’s politics given it is still banned. I have argued elsewhere
(McGregor, 2009) that the focus on re-narrating 1965 is on rehumanizing survivors rather than
exploring the politics for which they stood, because of the demands for justice that underpin
activism for this case.

Due to the different nature of this repression against a largely unarmed enemy and the harsh
treatment of political prisoners, many survivors began to make claims for redress. Yet their efforts
have been repeatedly thwarted. In April 1999, for example, a group of survivors formed the
Foundation for the Research into Victims of the 1965–1966 Killings (Yayasan Penelitian Korban
Pembunuhan 1965/66, YPKP), opening up branches in Bali and Java. The foundation began to
document the violence by collecting testimonies and accounts of the locations of mass graves
around Indonesia. In 2000, YPKP oversaw the successful exhumation of a mass grave in Wono-
sobo, Central Java followed by an attempted reburial in 2001 in Kaloran, which was violently
disrupted. In the attack on the attempted reburial anti-communists used slogans such as ‘this is not
a PKI area’ suggesting the strength of opposition to any form of recognition of victims of 1965
(McGregor, 2012: 246–247). In 2005, ageing survivors brought a class action – albeit unsuccessful
– against all Indonesian presidents including the incumbent at the time, Susilo Bambang Yud-
hoyono (Hutabarat, 2011). They were subjected to death threats and attacked on leaving the court.
In both cases anti-communist fronts that represented themselves as Islamic carried out the attacks.
They appeared to be using anti-communism as a rallying point in the new context of competitive
politics in post-Suharto Indonesia as well as drawing on the history of Muslim communist
antagonism. In Indonesia, like in the case of Malaysia, the claim that Islam and communism are
antagonistic has also been directly challenged by the Islamic NGO Syarikat through the publi-
cation of memoirs and short articles about Muslim communists, resulting in criticism from Islamic
elders and efforts to sweep these publications from bookshops (Purwadi, 2003: note 5, pp. 97–130).
Again, this seems to be related to the challenge Muslim communists pose to the binary opposite
that communism is supposed to serve to religious values.

In 2004 the Indonesian government authorized a new history curriculum that relaxed restric-
tions on the narration of the September 30th Movement, allowing new textbooks to discuss
alternative theories about who was behind the plot. After such textbooks were published, however,
the Attorney-General declared that any books not using the acronym PKI to describe the Move-
ment would be banned, confiscated and destroyed (Leksana, 2009: 187). This decision was made
following pressure from committed anti-communists, including the Nahdlatul Ulama elder Yusuf
Hasyim, who lobbied the government together with the conservative historian, Aminuddin
Kasdi.18 Both of these men participated in the 1965 repression and worked together with the
military to oppose efforts to revisit this past. Because the military has technically rescinded its
political role, military leaders do not often make public statements about this issue. Nevertheless,
they continue to espouse the idea of an ongoing communist threat. In a speech on 24 March 2006,
the Jakarta Military Commander Agustadi Sasongko, for example, warned of the need for the
military to be vigilant against a resurgent communism (TNI, 2006). Theses two examples of a brief
opening up in history writing concerning 1965 followed by a closing down of this space fit with
Heryanto’s observations of a continual state of flux between ‘anti-Communist or anti-New Order

18. For an account of these efforts see Kasdi (2007: 202–209).
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positions’ in the post New Order period (Heryanto, 2014: note 61, p. 88). This includes occasional
concessions from government institutions that seem to stem from a commitment to further
democratize society.

Another example of this schizophrenia is the response to the findings of the National Com-
mission of Human Rights, which the parliament authorized to investigate the 1965 violence.
Following a long and fraught investigation, in July 2012 the Commission released an executive
summary of its findings stating that the 1965 violence constituted a gross violation of human rights.
The 840-page report was delivered to the Attorney-General for consideration, regarding whether to
prosecute this case. Before the Attorney-General provided a decision, anti-communists again
raised voices of protest. The conservative MUI (Majelis Ulama Indonesia, Council of Indonesian
Ulama) hosted a discussion to clarify who the heroes and victims of 1965 were. The discussion was
prompted by the proposal of President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono’s political party, the Demo-
cratic Party, to make his father-in-law Sarwo Edhie a national hero (Nurbaiti, 2012). Replicating
the emphasis on communist terror, an official from the Council stated that ‘the PKI’s cruelty could
be forgiven, but not forgotten’ (Metro TV News, 2012). On November 10, which is Heroes’ Day in
Indonesia, an important day of celebration for the military, the Attorney-General announced that
there was insufficient evidence in the National Commission for Human Rights’ report on 1965 for
a formal legal investigation (Jakarta Globe, 2012). The case remains unresolved at the time of
writing.

Throughout 2014 and in early 2015, small bands of anti-communists appeared at book launches,
film screenings and meetings of former political prisoners in Indonesia connected to the history of
the 1965–1968 repression to intimidate organizers.19 These forms of intimidation continued with
police backing as the 50th anniversary of the beginning of the violence passed. Local police, for
example, threatened to cancel the permit for Ubud Writers and Readers’ Festival scheduled for late
October 2015 if the organizers did not cancel three sessions, a film screening, a book launch and a
photo exhibition related to the 1965 violence (Erviani and Anindita, 2015). Resistance to re-writing
this past can be explained by the investment that different groups such as the military, police and
particular organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama have in the official version of this repression,
which affirmed their role as heroes and nationalists and reinforced their strong influence within
post-Suharto governments. I would suggest the resistance has been particularly fierce due also to
fears that on-going human rights advocacy on this case may result in legal prosecutions and public
shaming of these institutions, as exemplified by NU’s threat to sue Tempo magazine, following its
special edition which featured confessions from NU executioners (Antara News, 2012).

One noticeable trend that marked the 50th anniversary, however, was the increased interest
expressed by young Indonesians, especially university students who tried to organize campus
based discussions about this past. The History Study Club at the University of Indonesia in Jakarta,
for example, held a seminar entitled ‘Fifty Years of the Ghost of the PKI and Communism in
Indonesia’ which sought to critically examine this past and how it continued to affect the present.20

19. These incidents included disruptions in mid-2014 to the book launch of Dutch scholar Harry Poeze’s
book on the socialist Tan Malaka who was killed in 1949; disruptions in late 2015 to the screenings in
Java of Joshua Oppenheimer’s film The Look of Silence, and in early 2016 in Padang, Sumatra and Solo,
Central Java to proposed reconciliation meetings of former victims. See: http://www.klikpositif.com/
news/read/17195/dituding-bahas-paham-pki-ini-jawaban-ypkp.html.

20. Personal communication with members of the History Study Club, University of Indonesia, December
23, 2015.
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Students from the communication faculty of Satya Wacana University in Salatiga Central Java
devoted an entire edition of their magazine, Lantern (Lentera), to their research into the history of
Salatiga during the violence, including interviews with survivors and witnesses and reports on
mass graves and killings (Lentera, 2015). In a striking comment the editor of this magazine, Bima
Satria Putra, said ‘the awareness that historical blindness gnaws at our generation made us take
action. This is the time for us to seek to find out’ (Putra, 2015). The editors were forced via police
pressure on the University Rector to withdraw the magazine from sale and ban all remaining copies
(Suherdjoko, 2015). These initiatives suggest growing interest in finding out more about what
happened in 1965, including understanding the mass scale violence that touched almost every
community.

This critical reassessment of the past is also tied to a critique of the continuing military impunity
in almost all cases of past human rights violations and thus a sense of incomplete political reform
since 1998. Activists in a joint coalition of human rights organizations, KKPK (Koalisi Keadilan
dan Penungkapan Kebenaraan, Coalition for Justice and Truth Telling) have turned their attention
squarely to this issue of impunity and its continuing effects in society today, arguing that is has
become an accepted and systematic part of everyday life. In response they argue for the need to
remake Indonesian society by rejecting violence and restoring the rights of victims through
government support for truth telling and local memorialization and documentation of victims of
past violence (KKPK, 2014: 364–370). They believe that re-evaluating the history of 1965 in the
broad context of the Cold War is thus critical and necessary because of its ongoing effects today.

Conclusions

By comparing the campaigns to defeat communists in Malaya/Malaysia and Indonesia from the
1940s to 1960s and remembrance of them this paper has begun to outline a new comparative
history of anti-communist violence during the Cold War. The case studies highlight the local
dynamics of each struggle, but also the larger processes at work that influenced the framing of each
repression. These comparisons suggest the need for greater attention to the interconnectedness of
Cold War struggles as well as the similarities and differences in experiences of the global Cold War
in countries where the war was anything but ‘cold’. A focus on memory highlights the intense and
enduring after lives of these struggles.

There are clear similarities in propaganda and remembrance of these campaigns. Similar
colonial genealogies produced similarities in the anti-communist scripts. Theses scripts are also
linked to the American-inspired ideologies of communist containment from the late 1940s, and
later the domino theory. As I have demonstrated, the defeat of communists was central to the
nationalist narratives of both countries and the basis upon which governments secured local and
international support. State remembrance of both campaigns emphasizes the idea of a menacing
communist threat, of communist terrorism and communist barbarism and the need for constant
vigilance against this threat. The similarities in subsequent remembrance of both campaigns were a
product of the centrality of anti-communism to national identity. An on-going emphasis on anti-
communism served the purposes of providing a convenient label for regime dissenters and proving
loyalty as client states of the US. Throughout each phase of remembrance of these campaigns,
Indonesians and Malaysians have thus drawn on and adapted global Cold War scripts.

More recent efforts to re-narrate both events by those on the political left and by younger
Indonesians and Malaysians reflect important breaks from the rigidity of these entrenched scripts.
In Malaysia former members of the MCP have participated in this re-narration because of a desire
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to challenge the long standing characterization of party members as traitors. They want to claim a
place in the history of the nation. Younger Malaysians have been open to hearing the stories of
these people because they yearn for alternative political ideas. Some are discontented with the
current political format and content of Malaysian politics and equate the government’s critiques of
the MCP with a history of communal based politics and repression that they want to challenge.

In Indonesia, because they suffered more extreme forms of repression, former leftists are
motivated to tell their stories to rebut the intense propaganda against them and as the basis of
claims for historical justice. Young Indonesians make up the audience most interested in this past
because they feel they lack a complete understanding of this violent chapter of their history, yet
they can see how it continues to affect Indonesian society today particularly in terms of human
rights accountability and political repression.

These new assessments of both repressions outside the terms of well-established Cold War
scripts are the product of a new openness in both countries; an increased emphasis on human rights,
in Indonesia at least; and an effort to rethink the basis of each society, including the legacies of
colonialism and the Cold War. Yet in both countries efforts to re-examine this past have met with
strong and stubborn resistance from those who fought the communists and from respective gov-
ernments. The persistence of anti-communism confirms Kwong’s assertion that we should not so
readily accept the view that 1989 represented a neat end to the Cold War, especially in countries
where the so-called Cold War was particularly violent (Kwong, 2010: note 3, p. 8).

In both memory wars, there are vested interests in perpetuating the Cold War narratives of these
campaigns as cases of national salvation from traitors. In Malaysia, this campaign is tied to a larger
narrative of Malay heroism and a justification for continuing Malay primacy, with the unstated
assumption that the ethnic Chinese are not to be trusted. The MCP’s armed campaign is con-
structed as a threat to national sovereignty and serves the political purpose of legitimizing the
Internal Security Act which is still used in Malaysia. The persistence of this framing reveals the
continuities in the bases of post-Emergency governments in Malaysia. In Indonesia the anti-
communist repression continues to be narrated as a case of killings that were necessary for the
sake of national and religious preservation. In the supposedly democratic era this justification is
replicated as a shield against human rights claims and to reinforce religious values. In both cases
the repressions are framed with reference to Islam as a rallying point and for increasing legitimacy
amidst a growing emphasis in society and politics on Islamic values. Anti-communism also serves
to erase from memory critiques of class structures, capitalism and Western economic and military
imperialism in the region. What this demonstrates is how Cold War scripts have become a basis for
legitimation of contemporary politics in both countries. But if recent trends are an indication,
younger Indonesians and Malaysians will continue to ask critical questions and to re-examine not
only the events, but also their enduring effects on contemporary society. Such a process is crucial
to moving beyond the Cold War and related structures of power and oppression that have
underpinned anti-communism.
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