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PREFACE

This book is about young people inhabiting a radical position in time and
space, breaking up the malignant calm of an authoritarian regime in small and
massive ways. It is mostly about university students, but other youth and social
types are present as well. It takes place in Indonesia, an archipelago of more
than nineteen thousand islands, the fourth largest country in the world, with
the largest Muslim population. It takes place against Suharto’s New Order re-
gime, which lasted from 1966 to 1998. Most important, it takes place in the
shadow of violence, structural, epistemological, and physical.

Indonesia’s transition to democracy was marked by a series of unresolved
acts of violence, martyrdoms, and popular push-back. These pages give the
dates and events that formed the context of violence for activist lives and de-
cisions during a particularly intense period of confrontation between the state
and civilians. My book was never going to be an exhaustive history of Refor-
masi or of the various groups that composed the movement itself; others have
done it better than I could. Nor do I take a hardboiled, whodunnit approach
to confront the conspiracy theories that follow whenever violence occurs in
Indonesia. Yet I think it important to show readers what regime change looks
like, and how the cumulative effect of violence begets the traces of fear, mem-
ory, and adrenaline that lurk in the smallest spaces and in the most ordinary
event.

The events in the list that follows serve as a historical primer for the vio-
lence that shaped the student movement’s experience of the Indonesian state
and gave youth a vocabulary to talk about injustice. The list is select, as most



of these events occurred in the capital city, Jakarta. And it begins with a foun-
dational violence that foreshadows the treatment of leftist students three de-
cades later.

OCTOBER 1965-MARCH 1966:
THE BIRTH OF THE NEW ORDER AND ANTI-COMMUNISM IN INDONESIA

These dates correspond to the period of organized mass killings of an esti-
mated 1 million alleged leftists in Indonesia, led by the army. It was also the
period during which General Suharto came to power, stripping the nation’s
founding father, Soekarno, of his powers. The “New Order” state created the
specter of communism as the nation’s greatest enemy and maintained its anti-
communist propaganda to the very end, effectively silencing dissidents and
stamping out protest among the peasantry, workers, and urban intelligentsia.

JULY 27, 1996: THE JULY 27 INCIDENT

The forcible removal of Megawati from the chair position of the opposition
Indonesian Democratic Party came to a head in a violent attack by troops and
armed militias on the party’s Jakarta headquarters. Hundreds were injured
and arrested; more than twenty people disappeared. Students were among the
attacked supporters of the party, yet they were accused by the state of being
communists and of fomenting violence. Left-leaning activists and Megawati
supporters fled Jakarta to avoid arrest.

1997-1998

Over the span of a year, twenty-three activists were kidnapped by the army,
and thirteen were disappeared. At the same time, the Asian Financial Crisis
swept through Southeast Asia, and Indonesia’s currency, the rupiah, tanked.
“Total Crisis” followed, and nationwide student demonstrations calling for Su-
harto’s resignation increased rapidly from March 1998 onward.

MAY 12, 1998: THE TRISAKTI TRAGEDY

The first of the Reform-era tragedies, the killings of four students and two
other civilians at Trisakti University, sparked major protests around the coun-

try.

MAY 13-14, 1998: THE MAY RIOTS

Jakarta became a city under siege following the Trisakti Tragedy. Angry mobs
looted and burned Chinese-owned commercial areas and property. The most
frightening acts of violence took place against women and girls of Chinese de-
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scent or Chinese appearance who were gang-raped, mutilated, and burned to
death. More than a thousand residents of Jakarta, many of them looters from
urban poor communities, died trapped in burning malls. Investigations by
independent researchers and by the National Commission of Human Rights
have strongly suggested that the riots were organized rather than spontaneous
acts.

MAY 17-19, 1998

Students occupied the parliament building in a show of force, with tacit sup-
port from political leaders that they would have safe passage from the com-
pound.

MAY 21, 1998

Suharto’s resignation was read aloud on national television. Vice President
B. ]. Habibie succeeded Suharto to become the third president of Indonesia.

NOVEMBER 13, 1998: THE FIRST SEMANGGI TRAGEDY

Students amassed on the streets of Jakarta to protest the Extraordinary Par-
liamentary Session amid heavy security by the armed forces. Provocations by
progovernment militia groups led to violence on the streets. The army opened
fire, killing thirteen people, including four students.

SEPTEMBER 23-24, 1999: THE SECOND SEMANGGI TRAGEDY

As parliament moved to debate an emergency bill that would increase the
powers of the army, demonstrators mobilized in Jakarta to protest the return
of militarism. Six people were killed when the security forces opened fire.

It was a difficult thing to title this book. “We live in the roundness of life,” as
Gaston Bachelard wrote. It is this very quality of fullness, roundness, that I see
in the political lives of activist youth in Indonesia and that seemed to reject
each naming as flatly partial, not quite right. This book means to give you a
sense of why that was so.
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A NOTE ABOUT NAMES

I refer to individuals by their nickname or first name, and in some cases their
only name, as is common practice in Indonesia. I have also adhered to anthro-
pological convention by using pseudonyms for most of the individuals in this
book in order to protect their identities. However, in the instances where I rely
upon archival sources, media sources, and select activist sources to discuss
aspects of state violence and injustice, I refer to activists by their real name.
Certain personalities from Generation 98 have achieved acclaim, status, and
recognizability in Indonesia as a result of their activism and they too appear
by name. My ethnography retains a contemporaneous relationship with work
done in the fields of history, sociology, and political science, where the same
individuals I discuss have already appeared in print as themselves. I consider
the act of naming them a historicizing act of recognition for the efforts of in-
dividuals who continue to work in the public domain of Indonesian human
rights, cultural politics, and democracy.
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Introduction | PEMUDA FEVER

AN ACTIVIST'S DIARY

Today Jakarta is really terrifying following the “Trisakti Tragedy” that killed
6 university students and made them into Reformasi Heroes.! After-effects
rippled, riots breaking out from crowds gone amok all over Jakarta. . . . I wit-
nessed a tragedy, moving, saddening, [I was] understanding, angry, anxious,
agitated, even afraid! From Sabang to Merauke, the archipelago grieves . ..
Jakarta, 14 May 1998.

Jakarta is crippled. . . .

On the evening of the 15th at the Museum of Struggle 45 the Work Forum
[Forum Kerja] held a press conference. Arby Sanit and some other intellectu-
als attended.? I was only there briefly, I didn’t know what a Work Forum was.
An Assembly of the People’s Will has also been founded, and who knows what
else with what name? Jakarta, 16 May 1998.

The political temperature is rising. . . . Jakarta, 19 May 1998.

Today launches a new history. At 9:05-9:06 AM this morning Soeharto re-
signed from his presidency . .. The Reform struggle will never end. The Re-
form struggle will always come and will always be. Today is a new history.
And in the future we will still push back against all challenges. Jakarta, 21 May
1998.°



In May 1998, the events and efforts that unseated the dictator Suharto esca-
lated very quickly. Student-led mass demonstrations across the nation, months
of economic instability since the Asian Economic Crisis had hit in 1997, elite
desertion, public backlash against state killings of students, and the violence
of the May Riots in Jakarta (May 13-14) shook the foundations of the once
undefeated New Order military regime (1966-1998). The movement that
toppled Suharto on May 21, 1998, was called “Reformasi” (Reformation). This
book is concerned with the role and repercussions of the Indonesian student
movement that claimed a special responsibility for Reformasi, becoming the
de facto representative and mediator of Indonesia’s transition to democracy.
Students were at the forefront of Reformasi. Those killed in violent protests
became martyrs and Reform heroes (pahlawan Reformasi), and those who
survived became pioneers (pelopor) of Indonesian democracy. Over the course
of a decade, I met many youth who had participated in, witnessed, or were
inspired by the student movement that took over the streets of Indonesia in
1998, launching the movement that heralded Indonesias entry into the “third
wave” of democracy. Some identified themselves as mahasiswa, university stu-
dents, while others identified themselves as pemuda, youth. They were united
under the term aktivis (activist), a term made popular by Reformasi.* Before
1998, activists forged underground networks within and without the country,
communicating with sympathetic foreign groups, finding compatriots at other
university campuses, securing patrons, and becoming advocates for politically
sensitive environmental, peasant, labor, and indigenous rights movements that
often met with state-sponsored violence. After 1998, activists became adept at
being seen and heard, organizing media spectacles and large-scale demon-
strations, and making use of the divergent careers of friends, former activists,
and sympathizers who now populated civil society and media structures. Ac-
tivists were democracy’s subjects par excellence. I was fascinated by the cul-
tural creativity and political machinations of the loud and often fragmented
pro-dem (prodemocracy) groups who were marginal to power yet maintained
a disproportionate visibility in national politics. My anthropological interest
in street politics and student activism began in earnest in 2002, and in 2003
2005 | carried out an eighteen-month stretch of fieldwork in Jakarta and other
major cities, walking and talking with former and present university students
and activists. Much of this ethnography centers on the capital city of Jakarta,
yet what I describe will resonate in some way or another with other university
towns and cities drawn into the street politics and mass movements of Reform.
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Subsequent visits to the field each year allowed me to observe the long-term
political involvement of Reformasi-era youth amid Indonesia’s democratic
growths and setbacks.

This book is about the lifeworld of the activist and the political implica-
tions of being young in Indonesia. It gestures toward youthful idealism at the
same time that it describes the contradictions of “actually existing democ-
racy” (Brenner and Theodore 2002). For sociological reasons of habitus, edu-
cation, economy, and life-stage, youth have found a place in Indonesian poli-
tics and social movements. For historical and cultural reasons, youth pursue
a populist claim on the nation, a claim that is strengthened by the “magic of
the state”—the talismans, rituals, and elements of political efficacy that repeat
and validate their claim (Taussig 1997). Unlike studies that have viewed de-
mocracy through the study of electoral politics, political institutions, mass or-
ganizations, and demonstrations in public space, thus overly emphasizing the
demarcation between public and private, this book traces Indonesia’s youthful
culture of democracy through its concentrated, spatial, sensuous, ephemeral,
and material forms. I present activism as lived experience to show how the in-
tensity of political life bridges public and private domains, and individual and
collective memories. The intertwining of history and memory plays a large
part in fueling nationally inflected social movements in Indonesia. I name the
invocation of youth spirit in the present age “pemuda fever” to describe how
historical legacies infuse the present with urgency and legitimacy, naturalizing
what often appear to be radical and disruptive thoughts and actions. However,
activists are only one part of a broader set of political phenomena. Their crea-
tive and adaptive techniques of resistance world the world of the activist with
lasting political outcomes, chief among which is the longevity of youth poli-
tics in Indonesia. In this book, I explore why and how social movements en-
dure, how political identifications between individuals and the collective are
achieved, and how contentious politics tap into rich veins of existing political
tradition without veering into tradition for its own sake. As Asef Bayat argues
in his study of youth “nonmovements” in the Middle East, revolutions are not
planned; rather, they arise out of the alignment of youth resistance and already
existing collective sentiment, often in urban centers (Bayat 2013a).

What produces and sustains youth activism? In what ways can our under-
standing of social movements be deepened by a turn to historical memory?
Reformasi-style activism has been remarkably long lasting, despite the emer-
gence of what Jessica Greenberg calls the “politics of disappointment” that
often befall revolutionaries after the revolution is over (Greenberg 2014). I
considered myself lucky that my research on the memories of 1998 took place
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