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The present willy-willy in a teacup concerning Australian values is a
reminder of the almost unlimited potential of identity for the creation
of essentialism and political disputation. Fulminating over identity
provides politicians with one of the rare policy and discursive domains
in which they cannot be proven absolutely wrong in asserting they are
entirely right about their preferred visions of nation and their
emphasising of certain threats. In the supposedly post-ideological
polities of the contemporary west, identity is a key site at which
politicians vigorously compete for influence over cynical electorates.

Arguably though, the politics of identity has been of even
greater consequence in the world’s newer nations many of which arose
from the arbitrary territorial politics of colonialism. Yet a great deal of
the political literature produced by western scholars on the politics of
new states of Africa, Latin America and Asia focused on the politics of
economic development. While the proponents of modernisation and
dependency theories of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s always had an eye
on identity in postcolonial states, it was a second order issue in
explaining the success and failings of specific countries. Authoritarian
politics, a commonplace feature in formerly colonial states, was also
often explained (if not endorsed) in terms of the political economy of
stability: no investment and no economic growth without firm political
rule and social harmony. These were discourses of a certain kind of
political rationality.

Ariel Heryanto’s book is a welcome addition to the fold of
literature on the particular authoritarianism of Indonesia’s New Order
(1965–1998) taking as its primary focus the ‘almost unstoppable
mechanical reproduction and elaboration of fear and intimidation’ (p.
4) surrounding the possibility of a recurrence of the mass killing of
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1965–66. Importantly, Heryanto does not treat what he calls the New
Order’s master narrative as a tool that it alone possessed and
manipulated to its own political advantage but focuses on memory,
representation and perception of the mass killings. This is critical
because it undermines the conventional political science rendering of a
speaker (the ‘strong’ New Order state) lecturing to an audience (a
‘weak’ and demoralised civil society) (p. 64) and proposes an alternative
view in which no one, including officials of the New Order itself, is
outside of the master narrative that underpins the regime’s rule.
Heryanto is in equal measure influenced by poststructuralist theory but
concerned about its limitations in his analysis of the New Order’s
master narrative and its continuing force long after the (remote)
possibility of a communist Indonesia receded.

The book focuses primarily on the last decade of the New
Order’s rule but Heryanto’s careful account of the New Order’s history
of violence sets up the context of the paranoia of the late 1980s. It is
this necessarily brief history of the New Order’s brutality that reminds
readers of its arbitrariness and extent while Heryanto himself draws
upon the nature of this violence to highlight the deficiencies of
poststructuralism when unreflectively applied outside of the west. Yet
Heryanto also forcefully argues that one cannot find a political
rationalist account to explain the enduring force of the New Order’s
master narrative and turns to Baudrillard’s concepts of simulacra and
hyper-reality in an attempt to fathom the ways in which the communist
threat became independent of the reality upon which the master
narrative is based. The random absurdity of the New Order’s
intimidation of individuals and groups in no way lessens its crushing
force and Heryanto documents this in fine detail with his analysis of
several student prosecutions in the late 1980s.

Chapters on the relationships between the law and state terror
and hyper-obedience as subversion provide important insights into the
ways in which the regime (unsuccessfully) sought legitimacy and the
ways in which activists finally exposed the limits of state power by
mocking its pretensions. Heryanto’s examples of the ‘arrogant
ignorance’ of state functionaries are quite breathtaking and indicative
of the impossibility of meaningful legal challenge or defence in a state
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without rule of law. It may be that activists understood the slowly
collapsing authority of the New Order better than its various officials
did and so took the courts by surprise with their carnival-like tactics.
These chapters are grimly ironic.

The book’s great value to students of the New Order lies in its
recognition that authoritarianism creates its own particular forms of
identity, the effects of which are not simply erased by the coming of
democracy. While the New Order victimised millions of people
through outright and explicit intimidation, Heryanto explores the
effects of the words and concepts through which the New Order
victimised many more people and, importantly, the ways in which
ordinary people became unwitting collaborators in their own
persecution and that of others. The book’s theoretical sophistication
lies in its critical engagement with cultural politics literature, long
neglected in Indonesian studies (p. 151). But Heryanto is no slave to
the critical literatures that inform this book and there are strong
cautionary notes for students of postcolonial authoritarianism.

For all this book’s insight and subtlety the chapter on the
Yogyakarta prosecutions, the longest of them, is in some ways the least
satisfying. While providing a micro-analysis of the regime’s discourses
and practices of domination, the theoretical adventure and richness of
the other chapters lapses here.

All in all though, this is a unique study of the effects and
legacies of the New Order but also extends critical cultural politics
thinking space with respect to discourses of authoritarianism
throughout the postcolonial world and beyond. All nations are,
arguably, based on myth and with this book Heryanto shows that the
distinction between ‘our’ democracies and ‘their’ authoritarianism is
not as sharp as Bush, Blair and Howard would have us believe.
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