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Around the world, The Act of Killing (TAOK) has deeply affected its viewers, es-

pecially non-Indonesians, and has the potential to make a greater impact on

Indonesia’s historiography. However, it has also raised ill-fitting expectations

and generated several misplaced criticisms. While some criticize the film for

what it does not show, or does not show enough, others have raised high expec-

tations for what the film will do to alter the status quo in Indonesia. I will

respond briefly to a few examples of the former, but will discuss at greater

length, the problematics of the latter.

Misplaced Criticisms

Several Indonesians and scholars of Indonesia criticize the film for not showing,

or inadequately showing, certain aspects of the 1965 massacres in Indonesia, in-

cluding the role of the military, the complicity of foreign governments, and the

voice of the victims. Such criticisms are misplaced. It is unfair to expect films on

the 1965 massacre to be an encyclopedic reference source; the medium of film

imposes stringent limitations.

Any storytelling—in film or otherwise—about the complex and highly con-

tentious issue of the 1965 massacre for an audience in the 2000s will be

required to focus on particular fragments and privilege particular perspectives

at the expense of others. Narrators would most likely face three dilemmas. First,

the need to provide adequate historical background to the 1965 events (itself a

contentious and complicated area) is challenged by the need to present the

events in compelling ways to a present-day audience. This is a daunting task, as

the majority of the audience will either possess little knowledge of, or interest

in, the issue. Alternatively, viewers come to the film with preconceived ideas and

great expectations. Second, there is a need to address the question of what re-

ally happened among the political elite in Jakarta in September–October 1965,

and the need to address the brutal killings that raged in various regions away

from the capital city in the ensuing months, particularly where there was little or

no knowledge of the struggle for state power among the political elite. The third

inevitable dilemma—and perhaps more problematic to filmmakers or stage

performers than to other kinds of narrators—concerns the tension between the

need to show the somewhat “abstract” global and structural context (the cold

war) that created the conditions for the series of events in 1965 and the need to

show the “concrete” lived experience of individuals within their immediate so-

cial environment and relationships.

All those elements are equally important in any story about the 1965 violence

and its aftermath. Yet, no act of narration can include all of these elements in

equal proportion. Narrators of the topic have to focus on certain selected as-

pects, while leaving other issues un-addressed, sidelined, or in the background,
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thus risking imperfect communication with their contemporary audiences.

TAOK is not intended to be a documentary about what happened in Indone-

sia in 1965. In fact, it has attracted a wide range of accolades from film critics for

precisely the opposite and for doing the unexpected: boldly and creatively

transgressing the familiar boundary between filming an “objectivist” documen-

tary and composing a poetic fiction about the subject. Significantly, no archived

footage of the past period is used in TAOK. Rather, it focuses on the disturbing

contradictory elements of a present history, replete with all its current ironies.

One can question the chosen focus and it can be useful to be mindful of what is

not shown in the film. However, it is unreasonable to expect this film, or any

other title, to show all the issues deemed important in a discussion in the

twenty-first century about the 1965 massacre.

Toward Truth and Justice

Despite the great expectations of many (including this author soon after the

film’s release), TAOK has not caused a major public controversy in Indonesia.

Even as the film becomes more widely available to broader segments of the pop-

ulation, I doubt it will radically alter political life in Indonesia or radically shift

perspectives on Indonesia’s violent past.

Many viewers with a strong and long-standing attachment to Indonesia have

considered the film to be primarily the revelation of a serious political scandal,

providing a new weapon for those seeking justice for the victims of 1965, both

past and present. Such a view is not wrong, but rather, incomplete. The same

film also demonstrates precisely the opposite: an obscene testimony to the ab-

solute impunity enjoyed by politicos-cum-gangsters, who continue to run the

country, nearly half a century later.

Because TAOK focuses on the flamboyant killer Anwar Congo, it is conve-

nient for many to reference him as an icon for all the other killers appearing

both on screen and off screen. Anwar Congo is the forty-first executioner inter-

viewed during the making of the film. He does not represent his fellow

on-screen killers, let alone the thousands roaming off screen. Just before the

film ends, Anwar is shown critically reflecting on his crimes, demonstrating his

moral and physical suffering. Such scenes serve two contradictory, but equally

important purposes. They humanize the star killer, provoking a degree of sym-

pathy in the viewers. These scenes also comfort the viewers who are relieved to

see that Anwar Congo is unsuccessful in becoming the self-appointed hero of

the story. However, it would be seriously remiss to pay less attention to the

many other executioners in the film, who show no remorse, suffer nothing, and

remain at large.

The film should be a wake-up call, in stark contradistinction to the many al-

ready familiar stories, sermons, and moral convictions about 1965 or other

cases of gross injustice. Truth and justice do not always prevail, and they do not

necessarily arrive in the form or at a time desired by those who struggle in ear-

nest for them. Indeed, they may never arrive at all. This is not to devalue the

struggle for truth and justice. It is important for those who participate in the

commendable struggle to resist the seductive myth about the power of informa-
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tion, or the familiar assumptions about moral attributes of human beings in

abstract and ideal terms—as if a truthful revelation about a massacre will galva-

nize a critical mass of people into action to demand justice.

Underlying many discussions and reviews of TAOK is the assumption that a

complete fear of the perpetrators, or complete ignorance of the gross violence

that occurred in 1965, or both, has been responsible for the enduring power of

the New Order government (1966–1998) and the ideological propaganda that

has outlived it. While fear and ignorance have played an important role in main-

taining the status quo, there are other explanations for the general public’s

lukewarm reaction to TAOK thus far in Indonesia, in comparison to the re-

sponse of audiences abroad.

In a critique of the work of Noam Chomsky, who argues that those in power

manipulate the mass media in order to deceive the population and manufacture

their consent, Joshua Cohen and Joel Roger note that

[e]ven individuals who know the ugly truth may consent for reasons of, for

example, material self-interest, cynicism, fatigue, or simple lack of con-

cern, and much evidence suggests that many do consent for some

combination of these reasons. Survey data in the US…regularly confirm a

very widespread…public conviction that public officials are corrupt, that

the country is run in an undemocratic fashion, and that many public poli-

cies are immoral. But this confirmation is provided in a context of

profound political stability. This suggests that something other than illu-

sion and ignorance are producing that stability.
1

Cohen and Roger’s observation is confirmed by the cases of whistle-blowers

Bradley Manning and Edward Snowden, and WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange.

During his trial, Manning explained the motive for his action to the court: “I be-

lieved if the public…had access to the information this could spark a debate

about foreign policy in relation to Iraq and Afghanistan.”
2

While Manning,

Snowden, and Assange have all attracted sympathy, there have been many more

news items and public debates about their personalities and fugitive status than

about U.S. foreign policy! These cases serve as a reminder that the issue at hand

is not unique to Indonesia. There is no easy linear progression toward self-ex-

pression or resolute demands for justice—let alone success in achieving

it—that correlates with a greater freedom of speech, or increased diffusion of

digital media technologies.

Signs of the Time

In a review of TAOK for Tempo magazine,
3
I compared the release of the film to

the publication of the first two titles of Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s tetralogy from

Buru, three decades earlier.
4
Toer’s novels trace the making of the Indonesian

nation, while TAOK points to the debris following the destruction of the nation’s
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2. The Age 2013.
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4. Toer 1980 (Bumi); 1980 (Semua); 1985 (Jejak); 1985 (Sang); 1988.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

10
1.

17
7.

22
6.

52
] 

at
 1

3:
52

 2
1 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

4 

Downloaded from <arielheryanto.wordpress.com>



foundations. In both cases, I anticipated a heated controversy and an official

ban from the government. In each instance, I was fortunate to have access to a

copy of these extraordinary works years prior to their official release. Such privi-

lege allowed ample time for me to prepare a laudatory review of each work. I

had these reviews ready for dispatch to a publisher as soon as the work under re-

view was released, but before the anticipated banning.
5

No media published my review of Toer’s novels out of fear, despite the fact

that the books had yet to receive an official ban. Instead of publishing my review,

the editors contacted me to passionately enquire about getting a copy of the

novels as bookshops were too scared to sell them and most mass media de-

clined to publish any advertisements promoting the novels. The banning of

Toer’s novels provoked a flurry of debate.

Months before the release of TAOK, I proposed to Indonesia’s most presti-

gious newsmagazine, Tempo, that they prepare a special cover story about the

film. They agreed and I introduced them to the film director, Joshua Oppen-

heimer. Tempo published a special double edition more comprehensive than I

had expected.
6
The issue provoked stronger public reactions than the film TAOK

itself did in Indonesia. Various Indonesian media have published news and re-

views of TAOK. Diverse and occasionally conflicting views about TAOK were

published online and in print; however, the anticipated great controversy and

ban never materialized.

More surprisingly, I received reports from reliable sources from several cities

in Indonesia about viewers who decided to stop their private screenings of the

film due to a lack of interest or because viewers walked out as the screening was

in progress. Others had mistaken it for a film celebrating the 1965 killers! Such

reactions may represent a small minority of Indonesian viewers, and they have

been unheard of in screenings of the film outside Indonesia. That they occurred

at all has intrigued me.

Time has changed Indonesia. The Attorney General’s Office no longer has

the power to ban books or artwork without trial. The political elite has been pre-

occupied with intra-elite rivalry. Indonesia also has a new generation of young

adults who have little or no knowledge of the 1965 massacres, and to many of

them it is not immediately obvious why they should. By no means is this unique

to Indonesia. Ann Kaplan and Ban Wang observe elsewhere, “[f]ewer and fewer

young people know much about the Holocaust, Hiroshima, the Rape of Nan-

king or the Chinese Cultural Revolution.”
7

The list should include the more

recent past of the Vietnam War and Tiananmen.

Despite these changes, a couple of things remain the same. First, criminals

boasting about their past experience in gangsterism and in killing communists

prevails, as they continue to enjoy impunity. If Indonesian viewers do not react

to TAOK with the same emotion as their international counterparts, it is not sim-

ply because they fear to express their horror. Rather, news reports about
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gangsterism, vigilante behavior, and their boasting and impunity are common

daily fare, passed through private conversations and the mass media.

Second, no long-lasting authoritarianism, state terrorism, or high-level gang-

sterism operates entirely on the basis of violence, fear, and deadly boring

propaganda. Those coercive elements coexist alongside, and in juxtaposition

with, convivial entertainment, festive activities, and the spectacle of fun, humor,

and laughter. In Indonesia and its neighboring countries, cold war au-

thoritarian repression ran in tandem with sustained economic growth,

industrialization, and an expanding desire for global consumerism. Such jar-

ring cognitive dissonance and irony is illustrated abundantly in the film TAOK,

and I have discussed it at length in my earlier work on state terrorism.
8

Barely a year after TAOK stunned the world, foreigners were puzzled by news

about the popularity of Nazi chic trends in Indonesia and Thailand. In Bandung,

a Nazi-themed restaurant, established in April 2011, was forced to temporarily

close in July 2013 in response to mass outrage from foreigners and some locals.

This controversy only took place after an English newspaper publicized the

café’s existence.

In light of the above, I admire immensely those who continue to demonstrate

resilience in their persistent struggle for truth and justice against past violence

in Indonesia. TAOK may or may not radically change the status quo in Indonesia

or win the battle for collective memory or history. That is perfectly OK. The film

is a brilliant masterpiece because (not in spite) of its many paradoxes and iro-

nies that complicate the vision and agenda of many human rights activists

whose project often requires a clear demarcation between perpetrator and vic-

tim, good and evil, hero and villain.
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