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INDONESIA
Herlambang P Wiratraman

Part 1: Overview of Indonesia
A. Country Background

Indonesia Facts

Geographical size 1,919,440 sq km 

Population 261.12 million1 

Ethnic breakdown2

Main ethnic groups:
Javanese (40.2%)
Sudanese (15.5%) 
Malay (2.3%)
Batak (3.6%)
Madurese (3%)

Official language Indonesian (Bahasa Indonesian) 

Literacy rate (aged 15 and above) 95.38%3

Life expectancy 69.044 

GDP US$932.26 billion (per capita US$3,570)5 

Government

A republic with a unitary system of government led 
by the President who appoints all members of the 
cabinet. The People’s Consultative Assembly is the 
highest representative body and comprises the People’s 
Representative Council and the Regional Representative 
Council.

Political and social situation

By decentralising political authority, Indonesia’s post-
Suharto regime is more democratic with direct elections 
choosing the President and Vice-President, as well as 
local governments. Governmental power is also limited 
by a newly established Constitutional Court. 

1 Data from 2016. ‘Indonesia’ The World Bank, available at https://data.worldbank.org/country/indonesia, accessed 
on 20 October 2017.
2 Data from 2010. Taken from the 2010 Census, available at http://www.bps.go.id/website/pdf_publikasi/
watermark%20_Kewarganegaraan,%20Suku%20Bangsa,%20Agama%20dan%20Bahasa_281211.pdf, accessed on 
15 October 2016.
3 Data from 2016. ‘Literacy rate, adult total (% of people aged 15 and above)’ The World Bank, available from https://
data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.LITR.ZS?locations=ID, accessed on 20 October 2017.
4 Data from 2015. The World Bank (see note 1 above).
5 Data from 2016. The World Bank (see note 1 above).
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The Republic of Indonesia is the world’s fifteenth largest country in terms of land mass, 
and the seventh largest in terms of combined sea and land area. Strategically positioned 
between the Indian and Pacific oceans, it is made up of 18,000 islands of which Sumatra 
is the largest and Java the most populous.

Indonesian or Bahasa Indonesian is the official language and is a standardised 
register of Malay, an Austronesian language that has been used as a lingua franca in 
the Indonesian archipelago for centuries. Most Indonesians also speak one of more 
than 700 indigenous languages including Javanese and Sudanese, both of which have 
millions of native speakers.

As the largest economy in Southeast Asia and the world’s tenth largest economy in 
terms of purchasing power, Indonesia’s GDP per capita has risen from US$780 in 2000 
to US$3,570 in 2016, a rise of 457%. However, despite this overall improvement, out of 
a population of 261 million, some 28 million still live below the national poverty line 
with approximately 40% of the country hovering marginally above it.6 It also only ranks 
in the medium category (113 out of 188 countries) of the United Nations Development 
Programme’s Human Development Index in 2016.

System of governance
Indonesia is a republic with a unitary system of government led by a president who 
appoints all members of the cabinet and/or ministers. Following President Suharto’s 
fall in 1998, the executive, judicial, and legislative branches were revamped by four 
amendments to the 1945 Constitution, expanding it from 37 articles to 73.7 As a result, 
the People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR) is now the highest national representative 
body and comprises two houses: the People’s Representative Council (DPR) and the 
Regional Representative Council (DPD). Moreover, under the third amendment, 
parliament may even impeach a president through the process stipulated in Art 7A:

The President and/or the Vice-President may be dismissed from his/her position 
during his/her term of office by the MPR on the proposal of [the DPR], both if it 
is proven that he/she has violated the law through an act of treason, corruption, 
bribery, or other act of a grave criminal nature, or through moral turpitude, and/
or that the President and/or Vice-President no longer meets the qualifications to 
serve as President and/or Vice-President.8

6 ‘The World Bank in Indonesia’ The World Bank, available at http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/indonesia/
overview, accessed on 24 October 2017.
7 Harijanti, SD, and Lindsey, T, ‘Indonesia: General elections test the amended Constitution and the new 
Constitutional Court’ International Journal of Constitutional Law, 2006, Vol 4, No 1, pp 138-150.
8 Second amendment of the 1945 Constitution, Art 18B(2).
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Further, according to Art 7C of the Constitution, the President may not freeze and/or 
dissolve the DPR. 

The Republic of Indonesia is divided into 34 provinces (provinsi) which in turn are 
divided into regencies (kabupaten) and municipalities or cities (kota), each of which 
are governed by separate regional authorities. The state recognises and respects each 
of these units which are considered special and distinct. However, it must also be 
noted that the government recognises and respects traditional communities and their 
customary rights too in so far as they are “still alive” and in accordance with the societal 
development and principles of the Unitary State of the Republic of Indonesia. 

Political and social situation
Aside from President Joko ‘Jokowi’ Widodo changing his Minister Coordinator of 
Politics, Law and Security and his Chair of Presidential Staff in a cabinet reshuffle 
(indicating a strategy to consolidate executive power to bring about governmental 
reform), no significant political changes took place in Indonesia in 2015. 

However, the politics of security has been heavily influenced by a number of terrorist 
attacks in the country9 leading the Indonesian Police Special Forces to implement more 
serious and systematic anti-terrorism policies. While necessary to defend society from 
terrorist attacks, this use of arbitrary detentions and other unnecessary actions to fight 
the growing trend is worrying. Accordingly, questions have been raised as regards the 
Indonesian Police Special Forces’ responsibility to the public in general and terrorism 
suspects and their families in particular. 

One decision to end such impunity was taken by the Aceh House of People’s 
Representatives (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Aceh or DPRA) which appointed 
commissioners for an Aceh Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) in 2015. As 
a stepping stone to address impunity for past human rights abuses committed during 
the Aceh conflict, this move is particularly significant. Thus, on 21 November, Aceh’s 
provincial parliament announced the appointment of five members of the TRC selection 
team, most of whom are prominent human rights activists including Ifdhal Kasim, 
Faisal Hadi, Samsidar, Surayya Kamaruzzaman, and Nurjannah Nitura. Mandated to 
propose 21 candidates as commissioners to the Aceh parliament within a month, 7 of 
whom will eventually be selected, the Aceh TRC is expected to operate between 2016 
and 2021.

9 According to the US Department of State, several terrorist incidences took place in 2015 including Mujahidin 
Indonesia Timur (MIT) attacks leading to the deaths of three civilians, a member of the Indonesian military, and a 
member of the Police Mobile Brigade: see, ‘Country reports on terrorism 2015’ US Department of State, available 
at https://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/crt/2015/257515.htm, accessed on 20 October 2017. In 2016, 5 small scale attacks 
throughout the country killed at least 5 and injured many, including a series of explosions in Jakarta claimed by so-
called Islamic State: see, ‘Country reports on terrorism 2016’ US Department of State, available at https://www.state.
gov/j/ct/rls/crt/2016/272230.htm, accessed on 20 October 2017.
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However, some provisions of the Aceh TRC by-law fall short of international law and 
the standards set therein and should therefore be strengthened to ensure effective 
operation. For example, the definition of human rights violations or abuses is currently 
limited to those guaranteed by Law No 39/1999 on Human Rights – these should be 
expanded to expressly include violations of human rights as laid out in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and other treaties Indonesia has ratified. In other words, 
the definition of “serious human rights abuses” should not be limited to genocide, 
crimes against humanity, and war crimes but should be widened to embrace other 
crimes under international law such as torture, extrajudicial executions, and enforced 
disappearances. In addition, the by-law should also clarify that perpetrators of such 
crimes cannot, as a result of non-judicial processes (prohibited by international law), 
claim amnesty before national courts.

The establishment of a truth commission was a key element of the 2005 Helsinki peace 
agreement which finally ended the 29-year conflict in Aceh. Victims of the conflict 
and their families had to wait almost two years for the Aceh TRC by-law (Qanun No 
17/2013 regarding the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Aceh10) to be passed by 
parliament on 27 December 2013. The authorities must now ensure this opportunity 
to deliver on truth and reparation is fully met to once again avoid dashing the hopes of 
victims and their families. 

B. International Human Rights Commitments and Obligations
Over the course of more than two decades, Indonesia has ratified the majority of 
international human rights treaties; the last one it ratified, protecting migrant workers 
and their families, was signed in 2012 (as seen in Table 1 below). However, it has not 
accepted any of the individual complaints procedures attached to the conventions. 
Similarly, most inquiry procedures have also not been accepted with the exception of 
the convention against torture.

10 See, Qanun No 17/2013 regarding the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Aceh, 25 August 2013,  
available at https://jdih.acehprov.go.id/qanun-aceh-nomor-17-tahun-2013-tentang-komisi-kebenaran-dan-
rekonsiliasi-aceh, accessed on 20 October 2017.
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Table 1: Ratification Status of International Instruments – Indonesia11

Treaty Signature 
Date

Ratification Date, 
Accession (a), 

Succession (d) Date

Convention against Torture and Other Cruel 
Inhuman or Degrading Punishment (CAT) 23 Oct 1985 28 Oct 1998

Optional Protocol of the Convention against 
Torture

International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) 23 Feb 2006 (a)

Second Optional Protocol to the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights aiming to 
the abolition of the death penalty

Convention for the Protection of All Persons from 
Enforced Disappearance (CED) 27 Sep 2010

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) 29 Jul 1980 13 Sep 1984

International Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) 25 Jun 1999 (a)

International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 23 Feb 2006 (a)

International Convention on the Protection of the 
Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of 
Their Families (ICMW)

22 Sep 2004 31 May 2012

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 26 Jan 1990 5 Sep 1990

Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child on the involvement of children in 
armed conflict

24 Sep 2001 24 Sep 2012

Optional Protocol to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child 
prostitution and child pornography

24 Sep 2001 24 Sep 2012

Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD) 30 Mar 2007 30 Nov 2011

11 ‘Ratification status for Indonesia’ United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, available at 
http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.aspx, accessed on 20 October 2017.
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As mentioned in a previous edition of this series, in addition to the international 
instruments listed above, several national laws were also introduced to either protect 
human rights or to enforce international obligations in Indonesia, including the 
Human Rights Act (Law No 39/1999). While this Act was useful in many regards, e.g. 
it reinforced the creation of the National Commission on Human Rights (Komnas 
HAM),12 some consider it lacking in others. In particular, although it contains several 
provisions on human rights defenders (Chapter VIII, ss.100-103), it fails to adequately 
protect them. In 2015-2016, this led to activists being persecuted, criminalised, and 
even assassinated.13

However, in the spirit of International Human Rights Day on 10 December 2014, 
President Widodo granted clemency to Indonesian human rights defender and land 
rights activist, Eva Bande, who had been sentenced to 4 years’ imprisonment for 
peacefully defending farmers’ rights against a national palm oil company in Central 
Sulawesi. Having been arrested and charged in 2011, her conviction sparked local, 
regional, and international campaigns calling for her release.

Part 2: Outstanding Human Rights Issues

A. Attacks on Freedom of Expression, Academic Freedom, and Sexual Orientation 
Rights 
Freedom of expression
In Indonesia, the perceived threat from freedom of expression can be seen from 
the increasing number of violations of this right, not only in conventional or offline 
mediums, but also online. Under Art 28 of the Indonesian Constitution, freedom of 
expression is guaranteed, although the formulation of such expression may be limited 
by law. For example, freedom of expression may be restricted to respect the rights or 
reputations of others, or to protect national security or public order. However, it is 
contended any restrictions should refer to international human rights legal instruments 
such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which Indonesia 
ratified in 2005 (Law No 12/2005). 

The Institute for Policy Research and Advocacy (ELSAM) suggests that freedom of 
expression violations in 2015 were dominated by several topics including the events of  

 
 
12 Initially established under Presidential Decree No 50/1999.
13 For example, activists, Indra Pelani and Jopi Teguh Lesmana Perangin-angin were both murdered. Other activists 
were questioned by the police and/or prosecuted under various controversial regulations, e.g. Dodi Sutanto was 
convicted for criminal defamation under Law No 19/2016 on Information and Electronic Transactions (ITE) after 
being tagged on an article concerning the arrest of a local businessman by the Corruption Eradication Commission 
on Facebook. See, ‘Indonesia: Human rights defenders remain unprotected’ Asian Legal Resource Centre, available 
at http://alrc.asia/indonesia-human-rights-defenders-remain-unprotected/, accessed on 20 October 2017.
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1965 (when an estimated 500,000 to one million people were killed after an attempted  
coup14), forced dissolution of demonstrations, and LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender) issues.15 

Based on ELSAM’s records, in addition to 20 cases relating to the events of 1965 
(including 7 where discussions were banned), there were 6 cases of forced dissolution 
of discussions, 6 of arbitrary arrests, and one each of intimidation, banning, and 
deportation. The arbitrary arrest occurred in Lamongan, East Java, where a street 
musician was detained by military personnel from Koramil 0812/19 for wearing a 
T-shirt emblazoned with a hammer and sickle while walking in a public area. 

Regarding the perpetrators of these attacks, the culprits hailed from various groups. Of 
the 23 cases, 14 involved the police, 3 involved the military, 6 involved organisations, 
3 involved academic institutions, 5 involved residents, and 2 involved state agencies. 

Moreover, the government has even tried to prevent activities related to the arts. For 
example, district police prohibited discussion of the song, Genjer-genjer, in Banyuwangi. 
Similarly, as part of the Ubud Writers and Readers Festival (2015), a discussion on 
the mass killings of 1965 was banned in Bali. Likewise, Joshua Oppenheimer’s films 
on the same issue, Jagal (The Act of Killing) and Senyap (The Look of Silence), were 
banned in many places throughout Indonesia despite Komnas HAM hailing the films 
as invaluable tools for confronting the country’s poisonous legacy.

Hard-line groups have targeted screenings of other films too, and repeatedly, the 
government has allowed the intimidation tactics and attacks to stand. Thus, the premiere 
of documentary, Pulau Buru: Tanah Air Beta, that was scheduled to show at the Goethe 
Institute, Central Jakarta, was moved to a much smaller venue because police refused 
to guarantee the security of the event against protesters. In the end, another screening 
had to be scheduled to cater for the overwhelming numbers. The film itself follows the 
daughter of an ex-political prisoner of Buru Island going on a pilgrimage to the same 
place her father had been held captive for years due to his Indonesian Communist 
Party or PKI connections. 

Sexual orientation rights
Regarding LGBT issues, several bans and prohibitions at various places have taken 
place in 2015-2016. For example, in November 2015, LGBT discussions were banned at 
the University of Diponegoro in Semarang and the Brawijaya University in Malang. In  
 
14 The authorities quickly blamed the coup on the Indonesian Communist Party or PKI leading to a purge of this 
group from all areas of life. See section on ‘Recent court cases relating to human rights’ for further details.
15 ‘Elsam: Kasus 1965 dominasi pelanggaran kebebasan berpendapat’ CNN Indonesia, 17 March 2016, available at 
https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/20160317113253-20-118002/elsam-kasus-1965-dominasi-pelanggaran-
kebebasan-berpendapat/, accessed on 20 October 2017.
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addition, the International Youth Forum (2015) entitled, ‘The rights of minorities in a 
globalized world’ was also banned. Likewise, in December, the rector of the University 
of Lampung in Bandar Lampung, Hasriadi Mat Akin, said staff and students involved 
in LGBT activities would be dismissed. These examples reflect the weak connection 
between academia and society at large. 

A final example reveals that the prejudice against the LGBT community stems from 
the highest echelons of Indonesian society. As a result of complaints from students 
after an LGBT support centre distributed pamphlets at the University of Indonesia, 
the Research, Technology, and Higher Education Minister, Muhammad Nasir, declared 
that members of the LGBT community should be barred from campus because as 
guardians of morality, universities should uphold the “noble values” of Indonesia. 
These reactionary views were echoed by legislator and Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) 
politician, Nasir Djamil, who stated that the LGBT community was a serious threat to 
the nation.16

B. Recent Court Cases Relating to Human Rights
International People’s Tribunal 1965
Because it seemed the courts and judicial processes in Indonesia were unable or 
unwilling to unravel the human rights abuses of 1965, civil society itself tried to seek 
justice by establishing a people’s tribunal which addressed past human rights abuses 
and the issue of impunity. As a result, an international people’s tribunal convened at 
The Hague from 10-13 November 2015 to gather testimony and other evidence linking 
the Indonesian government to the anti-communist mass killings in 1965. 

Although expunged from Indonesian history for a generation, it is now widely known 
that the mass killings of 1965 targeted suspected members and sympathisers of the 
PKI. At least half a million people—some human rights groups claim the number of 
victims could be more than a million—were killed in a wave of violence that lasted for 
several months between 1965 and 1966 (although the Suharto regime continued to 
arrest, harass, and persecute hundreds of thousands of suspected communists into the 
early 1970s). The public expected President Widodo to heal the wounds of the past, e.g. 
by apologising to the victims of military abuse. However, much to the disappointment 
of many, Jokowi backtracked on the commitments he made during his 2014 electoral 
campaign, ignoring appeals to finally end the half-century of impunity as regards the 
nation’s fractious history.

The international people’s tribunal (or IPT65) was therefore a political action aimed 
at making the Indonesian government accountable for the alleged mass crimes. It  
 
16 ‘LGBT not welcome at university: Minister’ The Jakarta Post, 25 January 2016, available at http://www.
thejakartapost.com/news/2016/01/25/lgbt-not-welcome-university-minister.html, accessed on 20 October 2017.
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also sought to “break down the vicious cycle of denial, distortion, taboo and secrecy” 
around the killings.17 Involving more than 20 witnesses, 6 international prosecutors, 
and 7 judges, the IPT65 sought to: (1) ensure national and international recognition 
of the genocide; (2) stimulate sustained attention to the genocide and to the continued 
inaction of the state to bring the perpetrators to justice; (3) contribute to the healing 
process by creating a political climate that would prevent recurrence of such an event; 
(4) provide a public record of the atrocities; and (5) affirm the hope that justice was 
still possible. Although not a criminal court and as such powerless to offer justice and/
or compensation to victims, the IPT65 was nonetheless a significant political process 
designed to uncover the truth about a dark and rarely discussed episode in Indonesia’s 
modern history.

Having examined all the findings in the field, the IPT65 eventually concluded there was 
enough “adequate initial evidence” to believe the following crimes against humanity had 
occurred: killings, exterminations, enslavement, enforced evictions or the banishment 
of populations, arbitrary deprivation of freedoms, torture, rape, persecution, and 
enforced disappearances. It further concluded the “widespread and systematic” acts 
were part of an attack aimed directly at the civilian population “as a consequence of 
the policy of the authorities in power.” It also called for certain individuals and military 
officers to be called to account and recommended the Attorney General take over the 
investigations under Law No 26/2000 on Human Rights Courts, perhaps effecting 
resolution through non-judicial mechanisms.18

It is unfortunate, although perhaps unsurprising that in response, Coordinating 
Political, Legal and Security Affairs Minister, Luhut Pandjaitan, told press that Indonesia 
was a great nation with its own legal system, that no external party could dictate the 
way it solved its problems, and that the government would not bow to the IPT65’s 
recommendations.19

Having pointed out the IPT65’s importance, it must be noted that prior to 2015, the 
military’s systematic and massive abuses of 1965 could also have been read in Komnas 
HAM’s 2012 report.20 Lasting 4 years, the organisation interviewed 349 witnesses 
and victims of the purge, concluding that the brutal acts were carried out with the  
 
 
17 ‘Indonesia’s 1965 massacre: Unveiling the truth, demanding justice’ International People’s Tribunal 1965, 10 
April 2015, available at http://www.tribunal1965.org/en/international-peoples-tribunal-ipt-1965/, accessed on 20 
October 2017.
18 ‘Final report of the IPT 1965: Findings and documents of the IPT 1965’ International People’s Tribunal 1965, 
available at http://www.tribunal1965.org/en/final-report-of-the-ipt-1965/, accessed on 20 October 2017. 
19 Perry, J, ‘Tribunal finds Indonesia guilty of 1965 genocide; US, UK complicit’ CNN, 22 July 2016, available at 
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/07/21/asia/indonesia-genocide-panel/index.html, accessed on 20 October 2017.
20 ‘Statement by Komnas HAM on the results of its investigations into grave violations of human rights during the 
events of 1965-1966’ (unofficial translation), 16 August 2012, available at http://thelookofsilence.com/wp-content/
uploads/Komnas-HAM-1965-TAPOL-translation.pdf, accessed on 20 October 2017.
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purpose of destroying the PKI which was hugely popular at the time with a following 
of around 26 million. Although a government agency, the Commission recommended 
the prosecution of army officials involved in the killings. More significantly, it too 
found “adequate initial evidence” that state forces committed various crimes against 
humanity including exterminations, enslavement, banishment of populations, arbitrary 
deprivation of freedoms, torture, rape, persecution, and enforced disappearances. 
Sadly, but again predictably, Komnas HAM’s legal and political recommendations were 
not acted upon by the government. 

C. Other Human Rights Issues
Papua/West Papua
Papua and the violence against its people remains a significant blight on Indonesia’s 
human rights record. One such incident involved the Widodo administration’s attempt 
to revive and expand the Merauke Industrial Food and Energy Estate Project (MIFEE), 
a development that will have disastrous consequences for local Papuans. As such, 
police and state apparatuses assaulted human rights activists and Papuan students in 
the Timika area, killing one. Further, the Defence Minister announced plans to resume 
recruiting paramilitaries in certain areas, including West Papua, where there is a long 
tradition of the military deploying nationalist thugs to intimidate local populations. At 
the same time, investigations into the attacks of several Papuans remain unresolved. 

As mentioned previously in this series, the International Coalition for Papua (ICP) 
released an urgent call to action to counteract the violence, reporting that three men 
had attested to being beaten and burnt with cigarettes while in detention. On 20 
May 2015, four political activists from the West Papua National Committee (KNPB), 
Nopinus Humawak (also known as Narko Murib), Alex Nekenem, Maikel Asso, and 
Yoram Magai were arrested with around 70 others at a peaceful rally in Manokwari, 
West Papua province to support pro-independence umbrella group, the United 
Liberation Movement for West Papua (ULMWP). According to witnesses, dozens of 
protesters were beaten by police with rifle butts during the rally. While the majority of 
demonstrators were subsequently released, four men were charged with “incitement” 
under s.160 of the Criminal Code and could face up to six years’ imprisonment.

On the issue of press freedom, President Widodo has stressed the need for this 
particular right in West Papua/Papua, reiterating his policy of allowing foreign 
journalists unfettered access to conduct their journalistic duties.21 However, despite 
the rhetoric, this policy is openly restricted by Indonesia’s military who accompany 
foreign journalists wherever they go under the orders of Armed Forces Chief, General  

 
21 ‘We must have mutual trust as foreign journalists enter Papua, President says’ West Papua Daily, 12 May 2015, 
available at http://tabloidjubi.com/eng/we-must-have-mutual-trust-as-foreign-journalists-enter-papua-president-
says/, accessed on 11 November 2017.
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Moeldoko, ostensibly to protect them from harm, or as the general put it, “I consider 
the foreign journalists might need guards.”22 Further, the fact journalists have been 
denied visas for previously authoring pieces focusing on pro-independence sentiments 
highlights the disconnect between the President’s words and the reality facing 
journalists blocked from reporting there.23 Indeed, Widodo’s statement has been openly 
contradicted by several of his senior government officials. For example, Minister of 
Defence, Ryamizard Ryacudu, went so far as to say foreign media access would be 
conditional on producing “good reports,” and although he left the term undefined, he 
explicitly equated negative reporting with sedition.24 As a result of the aforementioned 
factors, the state of human rights in Papua remains unsatisfactory and may be ranked 
among the worst in Indonesia.25

Freedom of expression
While state apparatus continues to stifle discussion of 1965, in the age of social media, 
this task has become more difficult. Following the end of Suharto’s authoritarian regime 
in 1998, books, memoirs, and seminars about 1965 largely escaped censorship. However, 
2015 marked the 50th anniversary of the killings, perhaps explaining concerted efforts 
to censor any further discussions on the topic. Ironically, a rise in censorship occurred 
under the presidency of Joko Widodo whose election campaign had previously 
mobilised a large number of civil society activists and volunteers. Although the country 
has yet to hear the President express his views on the bans, significantly, he has taken 
no real action to prevent them. 

A case in point concerns the banning of the Ubud Writers and Readers Festival which 
had planned to discuss the 1965 atrocities at some events. The banning occurred during 
a troubling fortnight when, Lentera, an Indonesian language magazine published at 
the Christian University in Central Java, was banned for discussing 1965. Likewise, a 
Swedish citizen of Indonesian background, 77 year old, Tom Iljas, was deported on 16 
October for visiting his father’s grave in West Sumatra. He was accused of trying to make 
a film about the massacre. Similarly, three students from Lentera were interrogated on 
16 October and copies of the magazine were destroyed after they published an edition 
entitled, ‘Salatiga Red City,’ discussing the anti-communist pogroms in the area which 
included locations of the killings and their impact on the university. 

22 See, Manan, A, Under the Crisis Shadows: AJI Annual Report 2015 (Di Bawah Bayang-Bayang Krisis), Jakarta: 
Independent Journalist Alliance, 2015, at 9.
23 For example, France 24 TV journalist, Cyril Payen, was denied a visa in January 2016 for previous “biased and 
unbalanced” reporting; the government even threatened to extend the ban to the entire channel. See, Kine, P, 
‘Indonesia’s Papua reporting paranoia’ Human Rights Watch, 22 January 2016, available at https://www.hrw.org/
news/2016/01/22/indonesias-papua-reporting-paranoia, accessed on 20 October 2017.
24 Kine (see note 23 above).
25 Wiratraman, HP, Press Freedom, Law and Politics: A Socio-Legal Study, Leiden: Meijer Institute, 2014.



Human Rights in Southeast Asia  Outlook 201626

Events like those scheduled at the Ubud Writers and Readers Festival (including ‘Prison 
Songs’ in which songs written and sung in Denpasar’s Pekambingan prison—where  
400 people accused of trying to overthrow the government were imprisoned—were 
recovered and eventually recorded by professional musicians) sought to open dialogue 
about the previously taboo subject.26 It is contended the organisers of the festival should 
have defended their freedom of programming and, thus, the democratic space that had 
opened up since the fall of the Suharto regime because it is through events like these 
that Indonesians must speak out against the violence and intimidatory tactics used to 
suppress freedom of expression in the country. Fortunately, new technology, the rise of 
social media, and growing transnational activism will mean Widodo’s administration 
will no longer be able to bury debate around 1965 as Suharto’s regime once did so 
effectively.

Police accountability
As reported by Komnas HAM, in Indonesia, human rights violations are often 
perpetrated by those from the highest sectors of society including the police. For 
example, in December 2015, special forces unit, Densus 88, was castigated for several 
wrongful arrests and the use of torture. In a counterterrorism operation, agents 
searched for evidence after raiding a house allegedly used as a hideout by suspected 
militants in Mojokerto, East Java and arrested 7 men suspected of planning Christmas 
or New Year attacks. These, as it turned out, wrongful arrests concerned not only 
Muslim organisations, but also a member of the House of Representatives27 when it 
was discovered the detainees had been physically and psychologically tortured before 
release.

Significantly, despite having made similar mistakes on numerous occasions, Densus 
88 has never issued a single public apology. As such, the lawmaker demanded the 
National Police publicly apologise to the families of those wrongfully arrested, stressing 
that accusations of terrorism, especially public accusations, were a serious matter.28 
However, many contend this is not enough, advocating instead for a complete review 
of police accountability and an overhaul of the procedures governing the arrest of 
suspected terrorists in order to avoid repetition of past mistakes. 

26 Hearman, V, ‘Indonesians should be able to talk about 1965 massacres without fear of censorship’ The Conversation, 
26 October 2015, available at https://theconversation.com/indonesians-should-be-able-to-talk-about-1965-
massacres-without-fear-of-censorship-49729, accessed on 12 November 2015.
27 Saleh Partaonan Daulay, a member of House Commission III and the National Mandate Party (PAN).
28 ‘Densus 88 castigated for wrongful arrests, torture’ The Jakarta Post, 2 January 2016, available at http://www.
thejakartapost.com/news/2016/01/02/densus-88-castigated-wrongful-arrests-torture.html, accessed on 20 October 
2017.
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Part 3: Conclusion

The issues of human rights in Papua, freedom of expression (especially concerning the 
1965 atrocities), and the lack of police accountability, are interrelated and therefore, 
should be considered together. Such problems are rarely confined to one area – for 
example, human rights violations occurring in Papua and West Papua should not 
merely be considered a regional issue because demands for basic human rights as 
outlined in the Constitution are universal. The fact Papua suffers from ‘separatism’ 
stigmatisation or has been labelled an ‘anti-unitary state’ should not be used to excuse 
the human rights violations its people have suffered at the hands of the authorities. 
Peaceful expression of political aspirations and demanding basic livelihood rights such 
as freedom of expression—a right security forces have systematically trampled on with 
impunity—should not put an entire region at a disadvantage; yet, the prospect of justice 
for Papuans remains a distant dream. 

Hence, one cannot examine the human rights situation in Indonesia as a whole 
without also paying equal regard to Papuan issues such as the sustained attacks on 
their freedom of expression and the police force’s role in the many miscarriages of 
justice that occurred in 2015-2016, a role confirmed and condemned by the nation’s 
very own National Human Rights Commission. As the IPT65 pointed out, “overall 
implementation of progressive legal and institutional changes [in Indonesia] has been 
poor” meaning despite President Widodo’s rhetorical support for human rights, there 
is still much work to be done. 


