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1
 Introduction
 The Look of Silence at the Act of Killing


Rex Butler


The American film-maker Joshua Oppenheimer first experienced the effects of President Suharto’s thirty-two-year dictatorship over Indonesia while making the documentary The Globalization Tapes (2003). Oppenheimer, who had studied with the renowned Serbian documentary film-maker Dŭsan Makavejev at Harvard University and then undertaken a doctorate at Central St Martins in London, was in a village in the province of North Sumatra in Indonesia making a film for the International Union of Food and Agricultural Workers with co-director Christine Cynn about the attempts by workers there to unionize the surrounding palm oil plantations. The local-born Indonesians collaborating on the film had already warned him about the organized group of gangsters sponsored by the various plantations, who made it difficult, if not impossible, for workers to do so.1
 Oppenheimer started making preliminary enquiries about what was happening but was warned off, and the possibility of him and his team continuing to make their film threatened. It was evident, he realized, that those forces that had originally installed Suharto were still effectively in power and that not only were trade union organizers unable properly to recruit workers, but he would be unable to depict this and whatever other crimes followed from Suharto and his allies taking power. All of which made Oppenheimer question the limits of the project he was involved in, for all of its laudable emphasis on the plantation workers presenting their own stories, and even more than this, the very form or medium of documentary in which he had so rigorously trained himself (see Figure 1.1).
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FIGURE 1.1  The Act of Looking, TLOS, courtesy of Joshua Oppenheimer.




Oppenheimer continued to work on The Globalization Tapes, which was originally released in 2003. The film does, indeed, tell the compelling story of the difficult attempts to unionize the workers on the palm oil plantations around Medan, which are largely owned by Belgian, Dutch and American multinationals. And, in doing so, it indirectly speaks both of Indonesia’s economic dependence on the rest of the world and the world’s dependence on the cheap natural products coming out of Indonesia. But, immediately after its making, encouraged by those he had just collaborated with, Oppenheimer began to think how he might represent what followed from the Indonesian military’s forcing of elected President Sukarno out of office and soon after installing Lieutenant General Suharto some thirty-eight years before. In brief, in the early hours of 1 October 1965, there was an apparent coup within the Indonesian army, in which six senior officers were taken away and killed by a number of more junior officers, who soon after released a statement declaring that they did it to forestall the attempted overthrow of Sukarno planned four days later on Armed Forces Day. Those leading the coup were exposed and captured almost immediately – with the bodies of three of the generals found at the bottom of a well in Lubang Buaya on the outskirts of Jakarta2
 – and under interrogation apparently confessed that they had been inspired by the Communist Party, which was officially tolerated under Sukarno’s policy of ‘guided democracy’.

As a result, from as early as 3 October, Sukarno gave Suharto authority to ‘restore order’, and Sukarno himself was soon after relieved of his power, which was handed over to the military, insofar as he was thought incapable of protecting Indonesia against the threat of communism. (It was actually only in March 1967 that Sukarno was officially stripped of his Presidency and in March 1968 that Suharto was installed as his successor.) It is now thought that Suharto knew of the attempted coup in advance, but did nothing to prevent it, and it is now even widely believed that the army’s taking of power from Sukarno was done with the implicit, if not explicit, approval of America, the UK and Indonesia’s largest regional neighbour, Australia, who all feared the spread of communism in the region.3
 And thus began in October 1965, and running officially at least until March 1966, what has been described as one of the twentieth century’s defining acts of genocide: the killing of at least 500,000 and perhaps two million ‘Communists’ and ethnic Chinese, who were thought to be insufficiently ‘Indonesian’ and thus potentially traitorous and, in a reprise of the accusations made by the Nazis against Jewish people, exploiting native-born Indonesians through their involvement in financial and money-lending businesses.4



To carry out these killings, the new Suharto regime, centred in the capital Jakarta on the island of Java, required effectively unsupervised local militia operating across the far-flung island archipelago. In the city of Medan on North Sumatra, some 1,500 kilometres from Jakarta, the paramilitary organization Pancasila Youth (Pemuda Pancasila) operated under the control of a regional commander, whose actions could always be denied by the government. And while making The Globalization Tapes, Oppenheimer became aware of both the killings and the fact that the killers were still living in the communities of those they killed, not prosecuted or in any way brought to justice, even after Suharto finally stepped down as president in 1998. That is, even with the actual period of the killings over, the original enablers of the Suharto regime still lived among the families of those they had murdered, a constant reminder that no justice or political reckoning would take place until Suharto and his inheritors no longer held power. These appalling mass killings, of course, were not a totally unique occurrence in the twentieth century. The two often-made comparisons – there are others – are to the attempted elimination of Jewish people, Romani and Communists by the Nazis in Europe in the 1930s and 1940s and of Chinese, Vietnamese and Cham Cambodians by the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia in the 1970s. But after the defeat of the Nazis, there were a series of trials in which their leaders and chief perpetrators were brought to justice, and in Cambodia, after the overthrow of Pol Pot, international courts were established to prosecute the perpetrators of crimes against humanity. In Indonesia, however, there has been no such reckoning, with a 2004 Truth and Reconciliation Commission closed down in 2006 and the findings of a 2012 National Human Rights Report soon after rejected by President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, for example.5
 This failure to render justice has frequently been seen as a sign of Indonesia’s ongoing ‘corruption’ and ‘backwardness’, but as numerous commentators have pointed out none of this would have happened without the ongoing support and implicit approval of supposedly more ‘advanced’ and ‘democratic’ Western governments, who continue to see in post-Suharto Indonesia a political and economic ally in the ongoing battle for regional dominance.6



In fact, encouraged by the villagers he had met while making The Globalization Tapes, Oppenheimer began contacting those who had lost family members in an attempt to give them a voice and allow them to reclaim their experience. But, worn down by years of oppression and hearing rumours of Oppenheimer’s project coming to the attention of the authorities, they soon grew wary and urged him to stop. However, they then put to him another idea, again arising out of their lived experience: Why not interview the perpetrators? For, as they well knew from observing them, because of the impunity they had enjoyed for so long, they suffered no guilt or remorse concerning their past deeds and often bragged about them. Indeed, as we see in the film Oppenheimer ended up making, they are publicly celebrated as the heroes of a ‘free’ Indonesia, being asked to speak to new generations of Pemuda Pancasila recruits and even appearing on national television. (And Oppenheimer had reasons to believe this when he eventually brought two perpetrators together and they spoke unprompted about the murders they once committed at a particular bend of the nearby Snake River, even bringing with them a knife to enact how they disembowelled people and slashed their throats.) Oppenheimer began filming in 2003 after The Globalization Tapes was completed, but as he would later admit – and it must be remembered that, while Oppenheimer would simply be expelled from Indonesia, if what he was doing came to the attention of the authorities, the same could not be said for his largely Indonesian crew – ‘Because we never knew when the characters would refuse to take the process further, or when we might get in trouble with the military, we filmed each scene as though it might be the last’.7



By his count, the forty-first of the perpetrators Oppenheimer interviewed after two years of filming was one Anwar Congo, a ‘preman’ or ‘free man’ who worked as part of the notorious Pasukan Kodok or Frog Squad in Medan and who had personally killed some one thousand ‘Communist’ suspects by taking them up to the top of the local newspaper office after they had been interrogated and garrotting them. Indeed, in the original interview Congo gives Oppenheimer, he actually goes back out onto the roof and re-enacts those terrible deeds he committed all those years ago. Congo is effusive, unapologetic and even boastful as he explains how he would ‘tie the wire to the pole’ before looping it around the victim’s neck and pulling until they were dead. As we watch him speak so unrestrainedly about what would ordinarily be such a heinous crime, we have to wonder not merely about his ability to carry out such a barbarous act but his motivation in confessing so freely to Oppenheimer. It is almost as though Congo – who, after all, was only a lower-ranked member of the larger Pancasila Youth organization – feared that his deeds were not sufficiently recognized, that not only did his own family not know what he had done (and thus he gets his nephew to watch footage of him recreating his killings with Oppenheimer), but Indonesia more generally has failed to appreciate the vital role he and others played in bringing about the current order they now enjoy.8
 Congo, at least for much of the film, appears entirely unrepentant and unselfconscious about the consequences of what he once did, taking the lives of potentially innocent people after they had been brutally and unjustifiably interrogated downstairs, unresponsive to and even scornful of their last-minute pleas for mercy.

We see this footage towards the beginning of the film Oppenheimer was eventually to make in response to his inability to pursue an orthodox documentary, The Act of Killing (2012). To make Act of Killing, Oppenheimer recontacted Congo soon after his original interview, not to pursue any further interrogation of his actions and motives – as we say, this evidently would not work, both because it would not be allowed by the authorities and because Congo did not behave in the usual thoughtful and self-reflective manner of someone being questioned over their past actions – but to offer his services to help him make a fictional film based on his and his colleagues’ actions at the time. This he was confidant Congo and those others would do, not merely because, as we have already suggested, they did not feel sufficiently recognized at the time, but also because, as we discover in that original interview, Congo and his fellow gangsters were enormous movie fans and regularly watched Hollywood films of many genres screened throughout Indonesia in the 1960s and 1970s. (Indeed, part of the resentment towards Communists at the time was because it was felt that they would try to ban Hollywood films as part of their supposed anti-American agenda. Equally, of course, America supported Suharto because of his allowing of American culture into Indonesia.) In fact, more than this, Congo and his fellow ‘preman bioskop’ or ‘movie theatre gangsters’ actually made their living during this time – for they were barely paid for their undertakings on behalf of the faraway regime – as small-time hustlers selling blackmarket movie tickets to the local cinemas and then going on to further shake down those who purchased them when they arrived to take their seats. And, moreover, in all of this, they directly emulated the Hollywood films they watched – musicals, Westerns, but above all gangster films – with such strong masculine figures as John Wayne, Al Pacino and Marlon Brando. Through them, they could imagine themselves as cowboys or mafia hitmen as they carried out their beatings, stabbings and stranglings, along with the sense that they inhabited the same ‘fictional’ world without any real-life consequences. At one point in Act of Killing Congo even remarks that, after watching such a ‘happy’ film as an Elvis Presley musical, he was able to go out onto the rooftop and ‘kill in a happy way’.

We watch in Act of Killing as Congo, his personal assistant, the flamboyant, cross-dressing Herman Koto, and Congo’s long-time commander in the Frog Squad, Adi Zulkadry, who now lives in Jakarta, work together on the film Oppenheimer helps them make, Arsan and Aminah, notionally based on events from the time. (The title Arsan and Aminah refers to the false story put about after the defeat of the attempted coup of 1 October 1965 that the generals had been lured to their death by a group of Gerwani or Communist-affiliated women. Congo plays Arsan, a young man who falls in love with Aminah, the daughter of member of the Communist Party, played by Koto, but later turns upon her and her family.) We observe in particular several scenes from the film being made: the opening and closing credit sequences, in which, to the strains of music from the kitsch classic Born Free, Congo and Koto dress up in costume among a group of Indonesian women dancers in costume; a scene in which the local chapter of Pancasila Youth helps burn down a village of notional Communist sympathizers at Kampung Kolan, leading to the real-life tears of children and their mothers playing extras; a sequence in which Congo and Zulkadry torture and interrogate a supposed Communist suspect, before themselves playing that suspect; and the famous next-to-last sequence of the film, in which Congo goes back out onto the roof of the newspaper office to play his younger self, re-enacting those garrottings he told Oppenheimer about in that original interview. As we watch those sequences for the imagined film being recreated, we also see at various points the men discuss with Oppenheimer how best to stage the action, Congo and Zulkadry speak about their lives and how things have been going since they last met, and Congo attends as a special guest the annual Pancasila Youth Parade with its hundreds of young inductees. While all this is taking place, we can see Oppenheimer gradually befriending the three men, and they in turn learning to trust him. They overcome any initial scepticism towards the film-making process as he becomes their confidant, to whom they can tell anything for the purposes of making the film, and eventually, certainly in the case of Congo, we feel with no consideration of the film being made at all.

Of course, in this way, Oppenheimer is able to get around the difficulty of formally interviewing those figures he had previously been warned off remaining in contact with. And, certainly, as Act of Killing goes on, even though Oppenheimer is not able to put direct questions to the men, we do get to know them better. We see them interacting with each other and recollecting, both for themselves and Oppenheimer, events from their past so that they might be turned into scenes to be filmed. Indeed, as Act of Killing continues, we see Congo in particular sharing thoughts with Oppenheimer that are not obviously related to the making of Arsan and Aminah, and we even get the growing sense that the film they are making will not actually be finished and released, and that the men involved realize this.9
 And, as the shooting of the film-within-the-film goes on, Oppenheimer is increasingly able to confront the men with the consequences of their actions in a way he was previously unable to. This shift can be seen perhaps in the comparison between two scenes in the film. Soon after he has flown in from Jakarta, Zulkadry is driving with Oppenheimer in a car, who puts to him from the back seat: ‘I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable, but I have to ask, by telling yourself it was “war” [with the Communists] you’re not haunted like Anwar. But the Geneva Convention defines what you did as “war crimes”’. To which Zulkadry replies unconcernedly: ‘I don’t necessarily agree with those international laws’. Later, however, towards the end of the film, Congo is sitting at home in his chair after having enacted being a Communist for the film and says to Oppenheimer that he now understood how those he tortured and killed in real life must have felt: ‘And then the fear comes. All the terror suddenly possessed my body’. To which Oppenheimer replies, in one of his few explicit interventions in the film: ‘Actually, the people you tortured felt far worse. Because you know it’s only a film. They knew they were being killed’.

The interaction between Oppenheimer and the men reaches its climax, but also its limit, in the next-to-last scene in Act of Killing, in which Congo goes back out onto the rooftop to re-enact for the film they are making the garrotting of Communists he spoke of in his original interview some five years before. By this time, as we say, Congo, far more than Koto and Zulkadry, has become aware of and even remorseful towards his past actions. We have already seen him confess to Zulkadry while fishing that he sees the faces of the people he murdered when he is lying in bed at night, and later during the burning of the village at Kampung Kolam he remarks in shock that, ‘Honestly, I never thought it would look this awful’. Then, we see Congo actually playing the role of a Communist suspect for the film, who is tortured before being taken upstairs, and looking on increasingly troubled as they then interrogate Suryono, who has been working as an assistant on Arsan and Aminah and reveals that he wanted to play the role so that he could know what his own Chinese stepfather felt like when he was being tortured to death, more than likely by members of the Frog Squad. Now, wearing a bright yellow suit to play the role of himself in the past, Congo goes back out onto the roof to explain again to Oppenheimer what he did to kill and to re-enact it for the camera. ‘This is where we tortured and killed the people we captured’, he begins, as he holds the wire he would wind around his victims’ necks. ‘It is one of the easiest ways to take a human life’. His voice is already trembling slightly with what we assume to be that same mixture of hysterical excitement and boastfulness we heard previously when he explained what he did. But then suddenly Congo breaks down, perhaps struck for the first time by the reality of his actions. In the dim yellow light of the film set in an otherwise black night, he leans over to the side of the frame from where he cannot be seen and retches. He then staggers off the set, with Oppenheimer’s camera tracking him at a discreet distance, as he totters down the stairs of the old newspaper office, now a handbag shop, and out into the sparsely populated Medan street.


Act of Killing was first screened publicly at the Telluride Film Festival in 2012 and then at a number of other film festivals around the world, before going on to a limited general release in the West and select showings in Indonesia. However, after it was edited but before it was screened, Oppenheimer finished shooting another film, The Look of Silence, which was eventually released two years later in 2014. This was because Oppenheimer realized that, after The 
Act of Killing came out – which was largely made with an anonymous Indonesian film crew – he would be unable to return to Indonesia, and it would certainly be dangerous for any Indonesian to be seen to be involved in its filming. Look of Silence is perhaps more obviously the film Oppenheimer had wanted to make before Act of Killing, in which victims or at least relatives of the victims could confront the perpetrators, but he still couldn’t figure out how to do so without endangering them. To begin his new film, he returned to another of the interviews with the original perpetrators that had so provoked him: the one between Amir Hasan and Inong Syah of the so-called Komando Aksi death squad, who unashamedly share stories of taking suspected Communists out to a particular bend of the Snake River near Medan, killing them and then throwing their bodies into the water. The whole undertaking was unofficial and took place in secrecy outside of the village, except in the case of one Ramli Rukun, spoken of by Amir and Inong in the interview, who managed to escape severely wounded, crawl back to his parents’ house, only to be taken away again the next morning to be horribly tortured and killed. And Look of Silence begins with the now forty-four-year-old village optometrist Adi Rukun, who was born as a replacement for his now-dead brother, watching the original footage of Amir and Inong boasting about killing Ramli. Adi and Ramli’s father is now senile and can no longer remember his dead son, while his mother continues to mourn him some forty-six years later. Apparently, after being shown the footage, Oppenheimer and Ramli discussed how they might make a film together about what happened, and Adi insisted, against Oppenheimer’s initial hesitation, that he could question those involved in the same village under the guise of being an optometrist treating their own now failing eyesight. In Oppenheimer’s words recounting Adi’s request: 


Joshua, I need to meet the perpetrators because I’ve spent seven years, from 2003 to 2010, watching the footage you were filming with them. I’ve seen as much as you have. It’s changed me and I’ve realized the only way my family is going to get out of the trap of fear it is currently imprisoned in is for me to actually meet the men so they can realize that what they’ve done is wrong.10
 




The film consists of Adi then entering the houses of these now elderly men and fitting them with glasses over several sessions, gradually becoming familiar with them and discreetly putting to them a series of questions about his brother that they might not otherwise be prepared to answer.



The 
Look of Silence concentrates in particular on three such men or their families that Ramli visits. The first is with the head of the death squad, Inong, originally seen in that footage with Amir, who, at first flattered by the attention, confesses to further atrocities, like cutting off the breasts of a ‘Communist’ woman, and boasts of his impunity, claiming of the children of those he tortured and killed, ‘They know they’re powerless against me’. However, as Adi pursues his questioning, he turns defensive and refuses to continue the interview: ‘Why are you asking me these questions? Are you trying to make me angry? I don’t like deep questions. I’m going to the mosque’. Then Ramli goes to the home of Amir Siahaan, the regional commander of Komando Aksi, the person who each night signed the orders for the execution of some 500 to 600 people. He is more controlled and constrained than Inong and at first hopes that past events ‘won’t come between us’. However, as Adi pursues his line of questioning and reveals that he knows who was responsible for the death of his brother, he at first deflects responsibility for his actions, insisting, ‘It wasn’t really me. We had commanders above us’, before concluding with a not-so-veiled threat against Adi: ‘Maybe what you’re doing now is a secret communist activity. You can’t imagine what would have happened [to you back
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