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and accepted an offer of residence in Portugal.

Now that international attention has shifted,
Indonesian authorities are said to be preparing
cases against at least 15 East Timorese for their
alleged role in organizing demonstrations at the
time of the APEC meeting. On 8 December,
Bishop Carlos Belo called for ‘peace and rec-
onciliation in this Christmas season’. He made
it clear that torture and other serious abuses of
human rights are continuing.

The momentous events at the time of the
APEC mecting may set in motion a process that
could eventually bring about a diplomatic solu-
tion to the Fast Timor tragedy. For the moment,
however, the international community must be
vigilant. Strong pressure must be mobilized to
ensure that the brave East Timorese who dared
to insist on their right to self-determination and
dignity are not the object of retribution

Arnold Kohen is a freelance writer and journalist
based in Washington DC.
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A year of
ambivalent
anniversaries

Indonesia’s independence
celebrations this year will be
marred by a new climate of
repression, writes Dr PETER
CAREY, Fellow at Trinity College,
Oxford. After a period of relative
openness, politicking within the
government has sparked another
round of attacks on press
freedom.

199 5 is a year of special significance in

Indonesia. It marks the fiftieth
anniversary of the republic’s independence from
the Dutch. This will be a time for celebration
and an opportunity to reflect on an increasingly
uncertain future. President Suharto’s old ‘New
Order’ enters its fortieth year, and one of the
longest-lived regimes in the developing world
marks its nationalist apotheosis. Lima-Puluh
Tahum Merdeka! (‘50 years of independence’)
will be the cry girding the 13,000-sland archipela-
go.

But in East Timor, other — less joyous —
anniversaries will be marked. The August 1975
civil war, the 28 November Fretilin unilateral
declaration of independence and the 7 Decem-
ber Indonesian invasion are all 20 years old.
When, in 1913, the Dutch had the temerity to ask
their colonial subjects in Indonesia to contribute
money for the celebration of the centenary of
Dutch liberation from French occupation, it
served only to deepen nationalist sentiment
among the Javanese elite. The 1995 celebrations
may prove equally ambivalent.
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New repression
After four years of relative ‘openness’ (keter-
bukaan), 1994 was a year of repression. The
Indonesian labour movement, the press, non-
governmental organisations and the universi-
ties — especially individuals prepared to go pub-
lic on sensitive issues — all have been the target
of attack. Even as heads of state prepared for
the Asia Pacific Econemic Cooperation (APEC)
summit, an Indonesian court was handing down
a three-year jail sentence on Dr Muchtar Pak-
pahan, leader of the independent trade union
Serikat Buruh Sejahtera Indonesia (SBSI), for
his role in the Medan riots of 14 April.
Suharto was sending a message to his guests,
particularly President Clinton, that Indonesia
would deal with domestic dissent in its own way,
regardless of Western pressures. The US Ambas-
sador in Jakarta, Robert Barry, had already pro-
vided reassurances. ‘APEC s a trade forum,’ he
said in August, ‘not a forum for discussing
human rights or the rights of workers.” (Bernas,
25 August 1994)

Outmanoeuvring the military
When, in August 1990, Suharto referred to the
need for a new era of openness in the Indone-
sian press, he was more concerned to steal a
march on critics within the Armed Forces
(ABRI) than with any new commitment to
democratic values. It was no secret that key polit-
ica] players within the military were at the time
attempting to patronise the press in order to
project themselves to a wider audience. This
was part of ABRI’s strategy to regain ground
lost during the 1980s, when military influence
in high government circles, increasingly domi-
nated by Suharto’s family and members of his
civilian camarilla (Bob Hasan, Harmoko and
B] Habibie) had been on the wane. Suharto
seemed prepared to leave the job of press man-
agement to his ministers — particularly inform-
ation minister Harmoko —while encouraging his
own family to buy into the media. By the early
1990s, all three commercial television stations
and the major publishing group Media Indon-
esia were under their control. His eldest daugh-
ter, Siti Rukmana Hardiyanti, chaired the Asso-
ciation of Private Radio Stations. Harmoko,
meanwhile, had secured proprietorial rights to
perhaps as many as 20 newspapers and jour-
nals.

But such a strategy still left many openings
for those sectors of the domestic press not imme-

diately under control of the first family. Editors
were not slow to respond. The next four years wit-
nessed a dramatic change in media coverage of
hitherto taboo subjects such as government cor-
ruption, intra-elite rivalries and the role of the
military in Indonesian politics — the so-called
‘dual function’ (dwifungsi) which dated back to
the 1950s.

During this period, the press provided a plat-
form for intellectuals, human rights and pro-
democracy activists as well as the burgeoning
community of non-governmental organisatons
which, for the first time, brought into the pub-
lic eye issues such as labour rights, land disputes
and environmental degradation.

Tempo, Editor and Detik, the three publications
banned in June 1994, led the way in this pro-
cess, constantly testing the limits of press freedom
in what had been one of Asia’s most tightly con-
trolled media cultures. By early 1994, only the
Philippines and Thailand in South East Asia
could be compared to Indonesia for the boldness
of its media coverage.

Government split revealed

The very boldness of the press proved its undo-
ing. What had begun in August 1990 as a polit-
ical ploy against the military, had developed into
a situation where factions within ABRI had
begun to use the media for their own political
ends, and the media itself had developed the
capacity to inform public debate on issues touch-
ing the very heart of the regime.

Disclosures in June of the rifts in the cabinet
cast a spotlight on civilian-military tensions at
the centre of the Suharto government. Research
and technology minister B] Habibie and finance
minister Mar’ie Muhammad clashed over the
US$1 billion cost of refurbishing 39 warships of
the former East German navy, and military chiefs
fumed at Habibie’s lack of consultation at the
original purchase.

The rift emerged just seven months after the
outgoing deputy chairman of the military fac-
tion in parliament, Major-General Sembiring
Meliala, said the army would never tolerate a
civilian president after Suharto (Detik, November
1993). It posed Suharto a challenge he could
notignore. Unable to distance himself from his
ambitious protégé, the president struck out
against the press. But, at best, this will afford
Suharto only a brief respite. With the prospect
of a disputed succession in March 1998, a deep-
ening rift between the palace and the military,
and the growing unpopularity of Harto-
Harmoko-Hasan-Habibie nexus (known as the
‘ha-ha-ha-ha’ regime), the scene is set for a tur-
bulent fin-de-siéclein Indonesia.

Such turbulence will, however, spell new
opportunities for East Timor where a younger,
post-1975 generation will come of age, and where
20 years of military occupation have forged a
new identity for its long-suffering people

* A new book exploring this identity and the prospects
Jor East Timor in the dying years of the Suharto regime
will be published in July 1995 by Cassell (London):
Peter Carey and G Carter Bentley (eds), East Timor at
the Crossroads: The Forging of a Nation.
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