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Film Syn	sis
Directed by anthropologist Robert 
Lemelson and edited by two-time 
Academy Award winner Pietro 
Scalia, “40 Years of Silence: An 
Indonesian Tragedy” is a moving 
feature length documentary �lm 
about one of the most horri�c 
chapters in Indonesia’s history.

In one of the largest unknown 
mass killings of the 20th 
century, an estimated 500,000 to 
1,000,000 people were secretly 
and systematically killed in 1965-
1966, when General Suharto 
began a bloody purge of suspected 
communists throughout Indonesia.

Under his authoritarian rule, 
any discussion, recognition or 
memorializing of the mass killings 
that di�ered from Suharto’s 
o�cial state narrative was quickly 
suppressed. �is enforced silence 
inspired the �lm’s title.

“40 Years of Silence: An 
Indonesian Tragedy” follows the 
compelling testimonies of four 
individuals and their families from 
Central Java and Bali, two regions 
heavily a�ected by the purge.

As they break their silence 
publicly for the �rst time, each 
family provides an intimate and 
frightening look at what it was like 
for survivors of the mass killings.

In chilling detail, they describe 
the events of 1965 through their 
own experiences; re-living and 
re�ecting upon the stigmatization 
and brutalization that they 
continue to endure on both the 
village and state levels.

Over time, the survivors and 
their families a�empt to �nd ways 
to deal with a tragedy that was 
not openly recognized by their 
neighbors, government or the 
world.

�rough their stories, the 
audience will come to understand 
modern-day Indonesia’s potential 
for retribution, rehabilitation and 
reconciliation within this troubled 
historical context.

�e characters’ narratives 
illustrate that such violence creates 
tears in the social and political 
fabric of society, which can take 
generations to heal.
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D�ect�’s Statement

I am a research anthropologist 
and I have been working in 
Indonesia every year since 1993. 
I have conducted thousands 
of interviews with subjects 
throughout the country, all 
focusing on issues relating to 
personal experience, culture, and 
mental illness.

It was through this work that 
I became acquainted with the 
subjects of this �lm, all of whom 
I now consider my close friends. 
Some of them were patients in the 
clinics where I was conducting 
anthropological research, some 
were colleagues, and others were 
informants. As I grew to know 

them well, they began to speak 
about their experiences during 
1965 and a�erwards. 

Although they are from di�erent 
parts of the Indonesian social world, 
all four characters witnessed their 
family members being imprisoned, 
tortured, or killed. Some feared 
for their personal safety in talking 
about this li�le known but tragic 
history, but ultimately, they all felt 
that their stories should be told.

�ere are both similarities and 
di�erences between the mass 
killings of 1965 and other mass 
killings of the 20th century. One 
of the striking features of the 
violence under General Suharto’s 
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regime was the degree to which the 
government successfully repressed 
all memorials, remembrances, and 
recollections of the event. 

�e Suharto regime created a 
monolithic state narrative, and 
thus the world knows very li�le 
of this horri�c and tragic history. 
�ere was an enforced silence in 
Indonesia because the perpetrators 
remained in power for decades 
a�erwards.

It is only now, a�er the fall of 
the New Order regime in 1998 
and the death of President Suharto 
last year, that Indonesians are 

beginning to speak out and come 
to terms with this complicated and 
painful history. 

�is �lm represents part of that 
e�ort. Whenever I have given talks 
about this, even to highly educated 
audiences, rarely do people even 
know about this event, even 
though it was among the largest 
mass killings of the 20th century. 

�is brings to mind the quote 
from Adolf Hitler, who, in planning 
the “Final Solution” stated, “Who 
remembers the Armenians?” His 
belief was that he could act with 
impunity because he believed no 

D�ect�’s Statement
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one remembered or chose to care 
about the Armenian Genocide.

It is our hope that more people 
in the world become aware of this 
tragic history, from the perspective 
of the victims. Understanding and 
telling their stories is long overdue 
in modern Indonesia. 

It is also a vital process to ensure 
that this history is never repeated. 
�e “will to bear witness” in the 
e�orts to bring such events as 
the mass killings of 1965 to wide 
a�ention are necessary correctives 
to the silencing of millions.

D�ect�’s Statement
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Film Objectives

• Gain a familiarity with 
the mass killing events of 
1965, and understand their 
signi�cance in Indonesian 
history

• Recognize the social, cultural, 
and personal repercussions of 
mass violence on a local and 
national scale. Acknowledge 
the deeply personal aspects 
of these horri�c struggles and 
trace the long-term e�ects of 
trauma through generations

• Situate Indonesia’s mass 
killings within a global context 
of genocide and genocide 
studies and grasp modern-

day Indonesia’s potential for 
retribution, rehabilitation, and 
reconciliation

• Understand that trauma 
occurs within a speci�c social 
and cultural se�ing, which 
provides clues to interpreting 
its meaning and implication

• Appreciate the highly 
individual responses to 
violence and trauma and the 
resilience factors that provide 
pathways to recovery



9 Fi lm Guide

P�pose of Guide
Designed to accompany 40 Years 
of Silence: An Indonesian Tragedy, 
this guide provides a framework 
for viewing the �lm and discussing 
some of the many responses it may 
evoke. �e guide also suggests 
follow-up activities that address 
the key concerns of the �lm, 
enrich the viewing experience, and 
encourage further learning and 
growth whether in a classroom or 
community se�ing.

Additionally, the guide provides 
links to useful supplemental infor-
mation that will enhance viewers’ 
understanding of the content of 
the �lm.

�e �lm may be relevant to a 
variety of audiences, and therefore 
we encourage a �exible approach 
towards the guide. Feel free to use 
it as a starting point from which 
you may tailor questions and 
activities to your particular group’s 
interests and concerns.
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Pre-Viewing Suggesti�s
�is �lm is appropriate for a 
variety of di�erent audiences such 
as church and activist groups, 
Indonesian or Indonesian-
American cultural organizations, 
therapists and educators, support 
groups, and general audiences. 

A�er welcoming the audience 
and introducing the event, if it is 
an unfamiliar audience the facilita-
tor is encouraged to:

• Read aloud the �lm synopsis 
and/or the director’s 
statement.

• Canvas the room to �nd who 
is present and what their 
interest is in being there. �is 
will help participants get 
acquainted with one another 
and prepare the facilitator to 
ask relevant and appropriate 
questions in the discussion 
period following the �lm.

• Remind all participants of 
viewing expectations such as:

• �e viewing event marks a 
safe space where people are 
free to respond as they feel 
appropriate

• Compassionate and 
objective listening and 
speaking will be encouraged

• All comments will be kept 

con�dential

�e facilitator may want to 
alert the audience that those who 
have experienced similar events, 
whether they have been a�ected 
by Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD) in the past or not, may be 
triggered by images and memories 
of violence. 

Depending on the expected 
audience, you may want to consid-
er having support systems in place 
during your outreach activities. 
For more information about 
PTSD, visit h�p://www.ncptsd.
va.gov/ and see the further links 
and resources section of this guide.

http://www.ncptsd.va.gov/
http://www.ncptsd.va.gov/
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A�er viewing the �lm, it may be 
helpful to provide 5-10 minutes 
where the participants may quietly 
write down their immediate 
responses and re�ections.

�e facilitator may then initiate 
discussion by asking people to 
read aloud and share these with 
the group. 

Beginning a discussion with 
personal reactions will both 
help review the �lm and hone 
in on what is important to your 
audience. Facilitators can then 
guide the conversation to focus 
on whatever key issues might be 
of importance to their audience 
by asking questions such as those 
provided in the following pages.

Post-Viewing Suggesti�s
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Discussi� Guide

Personal Re�ection

What parts of the �lm stood out to 
you? Was there anything partic-
ularly surprising, troubling, or 
inspiring?

Does the �lm raise any ques-
tions for you?

Lanny says that her initial 
response to her father’s death and 
the violence and injustice su�ered 
by her family was, 

“Where is God? Why does he let 
this happen?” 

However ultimately she comes 
to a di�erent conclusion, saying, 

“During this chaos in 1965, I 
would say there was a big choice, 
that I would collapse or I would 
grow. If I still keep the hatred, it’s 
like I have a bomb inside me. I 
think I have su�ered enough, why 
should I su�er more?” 

Do you relate to her perspec-
tive?

How is Lanny’s process of com-
ing to terms with what happened 
to her similar to or di�erent from 
those of the other characters? 
What are some of the ways the 
other characters empower them-
selves to �nd peace, acceptance, 
and healing? How do you under-
stand these reactions?

What do you think you might 
do if you or a family member 
were in a similar situation? How 
have you come to terms with past 
traumas or grief? Does it help to 
address grief communally?
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Personalizing Mass Killing

What other incidences of geno-
cides or mass killings are you 
aware of?

Is it easy or di�cult for you to 
think of genocide on a personal 
scale?

Do you know anyone who has 
experienced political violence or 
the e�ects of genocide?

Do you see any similarities or 
di�erences between their stories 
and those of the characters in the 
�lm?

If don’t know anyone, has this 
�lm improved your understanding 
of what such situations might be 
like?

Did the �lm give you any new 
perspectives on trauma?

Discussi� Guide
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Discussi� Guide
Memorializing Trauma

�inking about what you saw in 
the �lm, why do you think these 
mass killing events remain relative-
ly unknown in the global con-
sciousness?

Whose loss or su�ering has been 
overlooked or ignored in your own 
family or community?

Whose grief has been over-
looked in national policy or 
national versions of history?

Whose loss or su�ering has been 
memorialized? Why do you think 
there is this disparity?



15 Fi lm Guide

Long-Term E�ects of Trauma

What does the �lm show about the 
long- term e�ects and outcomes of 
trauma?

Which aspects of su�ering less-
en with time? What problems or 
challenges persist?

How do di�erent generations 
face and cope with the fallout of 
violence? For example, how is 
Mudakir and Sumini’s situation 
di�erent from that of their chil-
dren, Budi and Kris?

How do social or cultural in-
�uences contribute to the experi-
ence, expression, repercussions of, 
and recovery from violence? For 
example, while Degung and Kere-
ta both live in Bali, their outcomes 
were very di�erent. Why might 
this be? What factors contributed 
to their di�erent trajectories?

Discussi� Guide
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Discussi� Guide
Seeking Justice

What might these characters, or 
the hundreds of thousands like 
them in Indonesia today, need 
in order to feel like they have 
achieved justice?

Does the current Indonesian 
government, either on a national 
or local scale, have any responsibil-
ity to initiate former procedures? 
What might these be?

What role, if any, should the 
international community play in 
potential truth and reconciliation 
or retribution e�orts?
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Taking Acti�

Considering what further actions 
viewers can take to follow up on 
some of the feelings and issues 
raised by the �lm may be an 
empowering way to conclude your 
viewing event.

�e main characters in the �lm 
come to realize that the search for 
truth, the quest for justice, and 
a measure of peace must begin 
with themselves, their families, 
and their local communities. 
Brainstorm what kinds of activities 
your group/parish/etc can engage 
in that can start the process for 
yourselves.

�e �lm illustrates how personal 
re�ections and memories provide 
powerful testimony in the 

context of large-scale institutional 
violence. How can survivors be 
encouraged to share their stories? 

For example, how can your 
group create an environment that 
feels safe and supportive? How 
can the your community/clients/ 
worshippers/ group members 
foster the “will to bear witness”?

40 Years of Silence suggests 
that grieving and healing 
processes were hindered by 
the state’s monolithic control 
over the representation and 
memorialization of the events of 
1965. 

It also clearly shows that giving 
voice to personal experiences 
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Taking Acti�
of trauma or violence may be 
therapeutic for those who have 
su�ered.

Yet, such processes of 
remembrance can be very 
complex. �is may be because 
there are di�ering accounts of past 
events that were highly frightening 
and chaotic, such as when Degung 
and his neighbor have di�erent 
perspectives on what exactly 
happened in their village. It also 
may be due to the present realities 
of social life where perpetrators 
and victims are still living in close 
proximity.

Discuss how events of mass 
violence might be successfully 
remembered or represented. 

For example, is it necessary 
that the remembrance occur 
on a national scale, or in 
concert with retribution?

What role might media and 
the arts play in contributing 
to national or personal 
recovery from mass violence?

How might you choose to 
memorialize these events?

Create a memorial together, 
either for the victims of 1965 or 
for an event that is most relevant 
to your group.

�e facilitator may also want 
to conclude by suggesting that 
participants continue the con-
versation with family members, 
classmates, and the broader com-
munity. �ey may also hand out 
photocopies of the resources listed 
on the following pages.
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Links and Res�rces
1965

“�e Killings of 1965-66” by In-
side Indonesia
“Suharto’s Gulag/ �e Buru Island 
Humanitarian Project: Former 
Prisoners Look Back on a Remote 
Tropical Hell”  
by �omas Fuller, New York 
Times
“Indonesians Di�er on Penalties 

for the Past” by Seth Mydans, New 
York Times
“Transition to the New Order” by 
Wikipedia
“Who Plo�ed the Indonesia 1965 
coup?” by Inside Indonesia 
“�e A�empted Coup d’Etat in 
Indonesia of October 1965” by 
�ayer Watkins
“Mass Grave Indonesia” by Lexy 
Junior Rambadeta and O�stream 
Media 

Childhood Trauma

�e Foundation for Psychocultur-
al Research 
National Center for Pos�raumatic 
Stress Disorder
National Institute of Mental 
Health (NIMH)
Mayo Clinic
National Alliance on Mental 
Illness
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
Gateway

http://insideindonesia.org/content/view/1278/178/

http://insideindonesia.org/content/view/1278/178/

http://www.nytimes.com/2000/03/15/news/15iht-jak.2.t_0.html?pagewanted=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2000/03/15/news/15iht-jak.2.t_0.html?pagewanted=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2000/03/15/news/15iht-jak.2.t_0.html?pagewanted=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2000/03/15/news/15iht-jak.2.t_0.html?pagewanted=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2000/03/15/news/15iht-jak.2.t_0.html?pagewanted=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2000/03/15/news/15iht-jak.2.t_0.html?pagewanted=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2000/08/27/world/indonesians-differ-on-penalties-for- thepast.html?pagewanted=1

http://www.nytimes.com/2000/08/27/world/indonesians-differ-on-penalties-for- thepast.html?pagewanted=1

http://www.nytimes.com/2000/08/27/world/indonesians-differ-on-penalties-for- thepast.html?pagewanted=1

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transition_to_the_New_Order
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transition_to_the_New_Order
http://www.insideindonesia.org/content/view/716/29/
http://www.insideindonesia.org/content/view/716/29/
http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/watkins/indonesia65.htm
http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/watkins/indonesia65.htm
http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/watkins/indonesia65.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NXhVUWbHYFo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NXhVUWbHYFo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NXhVUWbHYFo
http://www.thefpr.org/conference2005/index.html
http://www.thefpr.org/conference2005/index.html
http://www.ncptsd.va.gov/ncmain/ncdocs/fact_shts/fs_commonreactions.html

http://www.ncptsd.va.gov/ncmain/ncdocs/fact_shts/fs_commonreactions.html

http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/index.shtml

http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/index.shtml

http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/post-traumatic-stress-disorder/DS00246

http://www.nami.org/Template.cfm?Section=By_Illness&Template=/TaggedPage/TaggedPag eDisplay.cfm&TPLID=54&ContentID=68642
http://www.nami.org/Template.cfm?Section=By_Illness&Template=/TaggedPage/TaggedPag eDisplay.cfm&TPLID=54&ContentID=68642
http://www.ptsdinfo.org/
http://www.ptsdinfo.org/
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Links and Res�rces
Genocide

�e Genocide Research Project, 
University of Memphis & Penn 
State University
Institute for the Study of Genocide
Montreal Institute for Genocide 
and Human Rights Studies
Web Genocide Documentation 
Centre
Centre for Comparative Genocide 
Studies, Macquarie University
Australian Institute for Holocaust 
and Genocide Studies, Shalom 
College
Yale Genocide Studies Program 
Danish Center from Holocaust 
and Genocide Studies

Center for the Study of the 
Holocaust, Genocide, & Human 
Rights
United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum
�e Genocide Factor
Center for Holocaust, Genocide 
& Peace Studies, University of 
Nevada, Reno
Fortuno� Video Archive for 
Holocaust Testimonies
Cultural Survival

http://www.people.memphis.edu/%7Egenocide/
http://www.people.memphis.edu/%7Egenocide/
http://www.people.memphis.edu/%7Egenocide/
http://www.isg-iags.org
http://www.migs.org
http://www.migs.org
http://www.ess.uwe.ac.uk/genocide.htm
http://www.ess.uwe.ac.uk/genocide.htm
http://www.genocide.mq.edu.au/ccgs.htm
http://www.genocide.mq.edu.au/ccgs.htm
http://www.aihgs.com
http://www.aihgs.com
http://www.aihgs.com
http://www.yale.edu/gsp/
http://www.dchf.dk/
http://www.dchf.dk/
http://www.webster.edu/~woolflm/cshghr.html

http://www.webster.edu/~woolflm/cshghr.html

http://www.webster.edu/~woolflm/cshghr.html

http://www.ushmm.org/
http://www.ushmm.org/
http://www.genocidefactor.com
http://www.unr.edu/chgps/blank.htm
http://www.unr.edu/chgps/blank.htm
http://www.unr.edu/chgps/blank.htm
http://www.unr.edu/chgps/blank.htm
http://www.unr.edu/chgps/blank.htm
http://www.unr.edu/chgps/blank.htm
http://www.library.yale.edu/testimonies/index.html
http://www.library.yale.edu/testimonies/index.html
http://www.cs.org
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Indonesia

BBC News Indonesia Pro�le
Jakarta Post

Inside Indonesia

Links and Res�rces

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/country_profiles/1260544.stm
http://www.thejakartapost.com/
http://www.insideindonesia.com
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Credits
Film Credits

Director
Producer

Supervising Editor
Cinematographer

Editor
Editor
Editor
Editor

Music Composer
Music Editor

Motion Graphics
Print Graphics

Post-Production Supervisor
Field Supervisor
Field Supervisor

Robert Lemelson
Robert Lemelson
Pietro Scalia
Dag Yngvesson
Kathy Huang
Wing Ko
Emily Ng
Heidi Zimmerman
Malcolm Cross
Richard Henderson
Luis Lopez
Yee Ie
Alessandra Pasquino
Wayan Sadha
Ninik Supartini

Study Guide Credits

Author
Author
Design

Robert Lemelson
Annie Tucker
Yee Ie
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P�chase Inf�mati�
Institutional Sales Personal Sales

Documentary Educational 
Resources (DER)

Elemental Productions
iTunes

Amazon
Vimeo

CD

CD Baby
iTunes

http://www.der.org
http://www.der.org
http://www.elementalproductions.org/shop
https://itunes.apple.com/us/movie/40-years-of-silence-an-indonesian-tragedy/id1062445529
https://itunes.apple.com/us/movie/40-years-of-silence-an-indonesian-tragedy/id1062445529
https://vimeo.com/ondemand/40years
https://store.cdbaby.com/cd/malcolmcross
https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/indonesia-postmodern-vol-2/id601148749
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