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Abstract 

The sociological tools of Margaret Somers are employed to dissect Indonesian high school history 
teachers’ narratives about teaching controversial history of post-independence Indonesian 
communism. Twelve semi-structured interviews form a qualitative foundation to generate 
analysis on history teachers’ stories about what enables the entanglement of alternative narratives 
of Indonesian communism in their teachings. This current study explores how various stories of 
Indonesian communism influence the teachers’ standpoints on it. Moreover, the study highlights 
the socio-historical context of how their standpoints were formed. Empirical findings in this study 
suggest that the teachers draw on different narratives that navigate them to teach alternative 
versions, in order to counterbalance the mainstream story of Indonesian communism in school 
textbooks and the history curriculum. However, for some teachers, it is more challenging to teach 
a subject on Indonesian communism in line with their standpoints. The ease and challenges in 
teaching controversial history vary since each teacher is embedded in different relationships. 
Therefore, the social context of their teachings is also discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
Communism had existed in Indonesia long before Indonesia proclaimed 
independence1. After Indonesia gained independence in 1945, there were 
particularly two events happened in 1948 and 1965, which are associated with 
Indonesian communism2. According to Adam (2007: vii), the history of both 
events is controversial. The term controversial refers to the existence of 
competing narratives about both events, especially about the status and 
involvement of the communists (Ahmad 2016: 1-3, 30). Nevertheless, for 
approximately three decades, one version dominated the others (Meckelburg 
2013: 38). The narrative of communist rebellion in 1948 and 1965 and the threat 
posed by the communists to the nation, did become – during the so-called New 
Order era (1966-98) – an official narrative (Budiawan 2000: 36; Sugiyama 2011: 
25)3. This official narrative is now mostly known as the New Order narrative of 
Indonesian communism as a national threat.  

Alternative narratives of the course of events in 1948 and 1965, however, 
began to flourish after the fall of the New Order regime in the mid-1998. As 
indicated by Budiawan (2000: 38) and Sugiyama (2011: 25), the principal theme 
of those alternative narratives is that many communists were blameless. At the 
same time, the New Order narrative of communism is still perpetuated, for 
instance, through history education (Ahmad 2016: 126, 128). Attempts to teach 
alternative versions of Indonesian communism, especially relating to the 1965 
event, could be seen among Indonesian high school history teachers (Ahmad 
2013: 122-125; Pratiwi 2016: 32; Robinson 2018: 274). By incorporating 
alternative narratives in their teaching, history teachers perform what has been 
called teaching controversial history (Ahmad 2016: 51). It is named as teaching 
controversial history because the teaching contains competing narratives. In 
other words, teachers incorporate alternative versions of Indonesian communism 
in their teaching to counterbalance the New Order narrative of Indonesian 
communism in the curriculum or student textbooks.  

Although the trend of teaching different versions of Indonesian communism 
could be seen among Indonesian history teachers, not much has been studied on 
what affect the possibility to teach controversial history from teachers’ 
perspective and how they appropriate alternative stories of Indonesian 
communism. Thus, this present study sets out to capture history teachers’ 
viewpoint about what renders the possibility to teach controversial history of 
Indonesian communism. As a theoretical point of departure, Margaret Somers’ 
sociological toolbox is utilised to assist this study on dissecting the narratives of 
Indonesian high school history teachers.  

The master’s thesis is structured as follows, first, the background chapter 
informs about the relation between socio-political context, the narratives of 
Indonesian communism and history education. Second, the literature review 

 
1 The Indonesian Communist Party was established on 23 May 1920 (McVey 2006: 47). 
2 In Indonesia, communism refers to everything linked to the communist party and members of the party, 
to an ideology, to lay people being associated with the party, to communist party’s affiliated organisation and 
historical events in which the communist party and people were involved (Heryanto 1999: 150, 154, 161; 
Budiawan 2004: 53-54; Miller 2018: 291). 
3 Indonesia has three regimes since its independence in 1945: The Old Order Regime (1945-1965), the New 
Order Regime (1966-1998) and the post-New Order/Reformation Regime (1998 – now). The rise of the New 
Order regime began shortly after the Order of 11 March in 1966. 
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discusses prior studies on teachers and teaching alternative narratives or 
controversial issues. Third, the analytical framework of this present study is 
established, introducing relevant ideas by Margaret Somers and their relation to 
this thesis. After establishing the analytical framework, this thesis proposes a set 
of research questions, which are followed by the study’s methodology. Then, a 
brief introduction to the twelve teachers is given before presenting the two 
analytical chapters. Finally, this thesis ends with a conclusion which highlights 
the two aspects that enable the implementation of teaching controversial history. 

 
 



2. Regime Change, Narratives of Indonesian 
Communism and History Education  

2.1 Standardisation of History in the New Order Era 

What is taught about post-independence Indonesian communism in school 
nowadays is inseparable from the military’s narrative of Indonesian communism, 
which would later be also known as the New Order narrative of Indonesian 
communism assembled decades ago (Ahmad 2016: 67-71; Glab 2018: 8). This 
section highlights the birth of the negative narrative of Indonesian communism 
with regard to the course of events in 1948 and 1965, as well as its dominance 
during the militaristic New Order era (1966-98). This section also details a variety 
of attempts to circulate and perpetuate the narrative of Indonesian communism 
as a national threat, including through history education. 

2.1.1 The Birth and Dominance of the Narrative of Indonesian 
Communism as a National Threat 
Anti-communism in Indonesia has been part of Indonesian politics since the 
colonial era (Miller 2018:  290). Nevertheless, it was during the New Order era 
that the anti-communist narrative was significantly endorsed. To trace the 
context of the emergence and dominance of the negative narrative of Indonesian 
communism, this particular subsection focuses on the socio-political backdrop of 
Indonesian society starting from the final years of President Soekarno’s Old 
Order era until the New Order era under Soeharto’s presidency.  

In the final years of the Old Order regime, there was a stalemate relation 
between two opposing dominant forces: the military and the Indonesian 
Communist Party. They struggled one another over the narrative of the event in 
Madiun city, East Java in 1948 (McGregor 2007: 92, 102-105). Although there 
are competing versions of the 1948 event, scholars agree that it was a conflictual 
event. As narrated by Notosusanto and Poesponegoro (1984: 155), Sugiyama 
(2011: 20–21) and McGregor (2009a: 86-87), the event was about a clash between 
government’s troops and the left-wing group in which the communist party was 
a part. According to the military, the communist party was the villain in the 1948 
event (McGregor 2007: 113-114). However, the stalemate relation between the 
communist party and the military hampered the latter to freely publicise its 
version of the event in 1948 as it could trigger a protest from the communist 
group. Between those two opposing forces stood President Soekarno. The 
communist party, the military and President Soekarno constituted a triangular 
configuration of power in the final times of the Old Order government (Roosa 
2006: 206-207). President Soekarno needed the communist party – who had 
many supporters – to popularise his ideas of anti-colonialism, anti-neo 
colonialism and anti-imperialism in the context of the Cold War (Ibid: 296-297).   

The event on 30 September 1965 was the embryo of the demise of the 
communist power in Indonesia and the dominance of the militaristic regime in 
the following decades. The incident on the night of 30 September was about 
abduction and killing of the seven senior army officers (six generals and one 
lieutenant) by a group of people led by (progressive) junior army officers 
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(Notosusanto and Poesponegoro 1984: 391; Roosa 2006: 3, 47)4. The strike 
against the seven army squads was regarded as a pre-emptive action based on the 
assumption that the right-wing army generals plotted with Western powers to 
overthrow President Soekarno and undermine the communists in Indonesia. On 
the next day, the perpetrators publicly presented themselves as the September 
30th Movement and announced the decommissioning of the existing political 
cabinet. Then, the military group began to set in motion the narrative of the 
communist party as the real orchestrator of the incident on 30 September 
(Robinson 2018: 6). An army newspaper also proposed a narrative of how the 
seven army officers were sexually assaulted and mutilated by members of 
Indonesian Women Movement, an organisation linked to the communist party 
(Ibid: 167, 354). In November 1965, General Soeharto, as the new army 
commander, issued an order calling for destroying the communist party (Roosa 
2006: 26). Moreover, in December 1965, Nugroho Notosusanto, an army 
employed historian, proposed the first historiography of the 1965 event that the 
communist party was involved in the incident on 30 September (McGregor 2007: 
124; Adam 2018: 15).  

While the communists were continuously undermined, the military gradually 
rose as a dominant political force (Robinson 2018: 65). The military also slowly 
took a direct opposition to President Soekarno who let left leaning figures to have 
positions in the government and seemingly protected the communist party due 
to his refusal to ban the party (Wardaya 2009: 96). However, an event on 11 
March 1966 marked a turning point and became the beginning of the new political 
regime dominated by the military. On that day, President Soekarno apparently 
signed a written order to grant General Soeharto an executive authority to restore 
the political order of the Indonesian government (Ibid: 119-121). Although the 
written order has been a subject of debate regarding its authenticity, Major 
General Soeharto used the granted authority to officially ban the communist 
party and its affiliated organisations on 12 March 19665. Moreover, Soeharto also 
slowly kicked out all President Soekarno’s allies and left people from the 
Provisional People’s Consultative Assembly (Robinson 2018: 65). Provisional 
People’s Consultative Assembly was then dominated by military officers (Roosa, 
Ratih and Farid 2004: 17). Shortly after, the People’s Consultative Assembly of 
Resolution was enacted, which banned the dissemination of Marxism and 
Communism and outlawed the communist party and all left organisations 
(Robinson 2018: 65). Of equal note, by that time, the term New Order 
government had emerged to mark the new political era in Indonesia (Wardaya 
2009: 143). Finally, in March 1967, Soeharto replaced President Soekarno and 
became the second President of Indonesia (Syukur 2013: 101-102). Under 
President Soeharto’ New Order regime, the narrative of the communist rebellion 
in 1948 and 1965 was made into an official narrative.  

 
4 There are competing versions of who organised this action. According to Roosa’s exploration (2006: 62-
80), there are at least four interpretations: (1) The communist party was the mastermind; (2) Progressive 
army officers organised the action; (3) Junior army officers cooperated with the communist party although 
the former played a more prominent role; (4) Soeharto collaborated with anti-communist elements to 
organise the action and then incriminate the communist party as the culprit. Another version, which is 
proposed by Peter Dale and Geoffrey Robinson, is that the CIA was the foremost culprit with its plan to 
undermine President Soekarno and the communist force in Indonesia (Adam 2007: 124). 
5 According to Wardaya (2009: 25-27) the letter is questionable for a number of reasons. First, there was no 
information about who typed the letter. Second, there were different letters with different signature styles 
than that of President Soekarno. Third, the original one is missing.  
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The first challenge to the military’s narrative of Indonesian communism 
regarding the 1965 event came from the academic work (Cornell Paper) of Cornell 
University’s scholars. In 1967, Guy Pauker from Rand Corporation in California 
told one military officer in Indonesia about the draft of the Cornell Paper 
(McGregor 2007: 124-128). According to the Cornell Paper, the abduction and 
killing of the army officers was a manifestation of a mutiny of progressive junior 
army officers against a group of senior officers who favoured Western powers and 
often hampered President Soekarno’s political manoeuvre (Anderson and McVey 
2001: 20, 32-37, 183). To defend the narrative that the communist party was 
involved in the coup attempt, Nugroho Notosusanto as an army-employed 
historian and Ismail Saleh as Prosecutor of Extraordinary Military Courts went 
to California. In cooperation with Guy Pauker, who had been fostering close 
relations with the anti-communist segment within the military since the early 
1960s, they produced an English narrative of the 1965 event (McGregor 2007: 
128-132). The narrative portrays that the communist party was responsible for 
the killing of senior army officials as part of a coup attempt.    

During New Order era, there were a number of attempts to disseminate the 
negative narrative of Indonesian communism, with the central theme that 
communists are a nation’s impendence (Hendrix 2017: 10, 24). The first one was 
the production of the six-volume-textbook - Indonesian National History - for 
educational purposes in 1975 (McGregor 2007: 249, 272-273). Besides, in 1983, 
there was a production of the lengthy film about the violent action initiated by the 
communist party and the sexual assault against the seven military officers by the 
members of Indonesian Woman Movement (Robinson 2018: 257). The Armed 
Forces History Centre also built a monument and museum on the site where the 
corpses of the murdered seven army officers were retrieved and where people 
could find reliefs and dioramas showing the story of the communist coup in 1965 
(McGregor 2007: 140-154, 170-173). Furthermore, the military initiated the 
establishment of the Museum of Communist Treachery presenting the stories of 
both the 1948 event in Madiun city and the event on 30 September 1965 (Ibid: 
354-355). The government also sponsored the publication of a book explaining 
the role of the communist party in the 1965 coup (Heryanto 2006: 55).  

The dominance of military’s narrative of Indonesian communism during the 
New Order era was backed up by the restrictions of any versions that possibly 
could destabilise it. Approximately, thousands of texts were banned by the 
attorney general who cooperated with other sectors, including the military (van 
Klinken 2001: 328; Yusuf, et al. 2010: 50-51). One of the banned texts was the 
Cornell Paper (Syukur 2013: 140). Then, alleged communists, who were mostly 
detained, were disallowed to speak publicly by the government besides being 
prevented from becoming a civil service (Roosa, Ratih and Farid 2004: 17). They 
were not allowed to occupy a teaching position either (Heryanto 1999: 155). This 
was part of attempts to make sure that only the official narrative of communism 
was taught to students as detailed in the next subsection. 

2.1.2 History Education and Propaganda  

The new order government tightly controlled many aspects of life, including the 
educational system (McGregor 2007: 66). Teachers who were civil servants were 
inspected by the political screening committee to make sure that they were not 
members of any organisation linked to the communist party and did not adhere 
to communism (Thomas 1981: 385). The overarching school system was designed 
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as a tool of indoctrination and propaganda, especially about the negative image 
of Indonesian communism (Leksana 2009: 176). Thus, history education was a 
pivotal media to circulate anti-communist narrative throughout the New Order 
era (Hendrix 2017: 52). In this subsection, the discussion is centred on how 
history education was designed to indoctrinate students with the story of 
communists as a national enemy. 

In the history education under the New Order regime, the communists were 
narrated as rebels (Syukur 2013: 94). The Indonesian National History book 
mentioned in the last section was set for history teaching by 1976 (Ibid: 163). In 
the book, the single theme of the narrative about the 1948 and 1965 events is that 
the communist party was the villain (Poesponegoro and Notosusanto 1984: 155-
156, 387-404). Moreover, since 1984, history education was divided into two 
streams: regular history education and the history of the national struggle. The 
former was more cognitive oriented while the latter was aimed at instilling 
nationalism and patriotism (Syukur 2013: 212-213, 232). One of the important 
themes in the history of the national struggle was the communist party’s 
unilateral action that threatened Indonesia. Nonetheless, the subject was finally 
erased in 1994 (Ibid: 241-242). 

The government also tightly controlled the production of school textbooks 
during the New Order era (Ahmad 2016: 68; McGregor 2007: 49-50). Since 1979, 
the Ministry of Education strictly screened textbooks in order to make sure that 
they contain the standardised version of history (Wirasti 2002: 147-148). Of equal 
importance, The People’s Consultative Assembly Resolution about the banning of 
Marxism and Indonesian communism became one of regulating basis to evaluate 
school textbook content. Thus, books that composed of unofficial narratives of 
Indonesian communism would not be legible and thereof would not be published 
for educational purposes. 

Indoctrination did not only occur through a learning process in the classroom 
as students could also learn history by visual media outside the classroom. 
Students were obliged to watch the film about the cruelty of the communists 
(Heryanto 2015: 121). This film was screened on movie theatre, and viewers must 
pay the ticket fee, in order to watch (Budiawan 2004: 20). Shortly after the fall of 
the New Order regime in the mid-1998, there was a survey by a newsmagazine 
(Tempo) on 1,101 students from large cities (Medan, Jakarta and Surabaya) 
(Heryanto 2006: 50-51). Based on that survey, exactly half of the students agreed 
with the narrative in the textbook that the communist party was blameworthy in 
1965. Moreover, almost all students (97%) stated that they learnt the story of the 
1965 event from history textbooks and teachers which were most likely anchored 
in the negative narrative of Indonesian communism. Meanwhile, the film about 
the communist cruelty was chosen as another source by 90% of students. The 
screening of the film itself was stopped after the end of the New Order regime 
(Heryanto 2015: 122). 

2.2 Changes and Continuities in the Post-New Order Era 

The New Order narrative of Indonesian communism as a national enemy is 
omnipresent (Budiawan 2000: 37). Nonetheless, after the end of the New Order 
regime in the mid-1998, there emerged public questionings of New Order 
narrative of Indonesian communism and alternative narratives of it flourished 
(Leksana 2009: 176, 183; Budiawan 2000: 36-37). According to Budiawan (2000: 
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37, 44), those alternative narratives contradict or oppose the New Order narrative 
of communism. The spread of alternative narratives is possible due to the lifting 
of censorship (Vickers and McGregor 2005: 44-2) and enabling freedom of 
publication (Meckelburg 2013: 25). Yet, there are also attempts to maintain the 
dominance of the New Order narrative of Indonesian communism, for example, 
through the history education. As argued by Hendrix (2017: 34), in the post-
Soeharto era, the negative narrative of Indonesian communism itself has 
remained powerful in the public space. This section highlights a number of 
attempts to counter the New Order narrative of Indonesian communism, which 
happened alongside all endeavours to suppress the counter-narratives and 
reproduce the New Order narrative. Besides, the overview of history education is 
also discussed.  

2.2.1 Spreading and Suppressing Alternative Narratives 
In post-Soeharto Indonesia, all that were prohibited and suppressed during the 
New Order era come up to the surface. Alternative narratives of Indonesian 
communism circulate more freely. Nonetheless, there are also attempts to 
perpetuate to the negative narrative of Indonesian communism besides a number 
of actions to suppressed alternative narratives of Indonesian communism. This 
part gives the general picture about several attempts to counter and maintain the 
New Order negative narrative of Indonesian communism.  

The existence of alternative narratives, especially about the 1965 event, is 
inextricable from several non-governmental organisations (thereafter, NGO). 
There are NGOs who seek to construct a narrative that ‘innocent’ people - 
approximately in the millions - were killed, slaughtered and detained due to an 
accusation of being involved in the communist coup (Robinson 2018: 3, 268-
269). These people were regarded as having a connection to the communist party 
(Leksana 2009: 177). The Research Foundation for the Victims of the 1965-66 
Killings is an instance of an NGO established to circulate such counter-narratives 
(Budiawan 2000: 38-39, 52).  

Public discussion, to a certain extent, also fosters the dissemination of 
alternative stories in regard to the 1965 event. Among many public events, there 
was a symposium in 2016 that gathered state officials, human rights activists, 
academics and victims of the communist purges who spoke up about the story of 
injustices they got in 1965-1966 and afterwards (Hendrix 2017: 31, 40). That is to 
say, they want to propose a new narrative that there was anti-communist violence 
against alleged communists who knew nothing about what happened on 30 
September 1965, let alone got involved in the incident. The stories of the anti-
communist massacres have never been integrated in the New Order narrative of 
the event in 1965 so that those alleged communists are socially identified as 
perpetrators instead of victims (Leksana 2009: 176-177). 

There were attempts to challenge and suppress the narratives of the anti-
communist massacres that cause many people to die and suffer. These narratives 
were challenged by anti-communist groups who uphold the narratives of the 
communist coup in 1965, the unilateral action executed by the communist party 
in regard to the land reform and the party’s provocation of the Muslims (Hendrix 
2017: 36). Besides, as noted by McGregor (2012) and Leksana (2015), many 
public discussions on the 1965 event were often intimidated and forcefully 
cancelled (Ibid: 40-41). The anti-communist groups protested those public events 
so that local police denied permission or forced the cancellation of events. 
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Although the aforementioned symposium in 2016 could take place, it was accused 
of disseminating communist ideas and regarded as a sign of communist revival 
by anti-communist groups as reported by a newsmagazine (Tempo) (Ibid: 32).  

There also appeared documentary films directed by Joshua Oppenheimer. 
The film entitled The Look of Silence presents the stories of anti-communist 
bloodsheds (Robinson 2018: 277). This film shows that the military delivered a 
truckload of detainees in a blindfolded and hand-tied condition to local toughs 
who then killed them and dumped their bodies in a river (Ibid: 352). However, 
screenings of the film faced intimidations, interruptions, and cancellations; the 
public screening of the film was banned by the Film Censorship Board in 2014 
(Hendrix 2017: 38). According to state officials and the anti-communist groups, 
this film was communist propaganda (Robinson 2018: 277). Oppenheimer’s 
other film, The Act of Killing, shows the testimony of perpetrators who got 
involved in the anti-communist violence (Hendrix 2017: 37). Viewers of The Act 
of Killing claimed that the story in the film contradicts the New Order narrative 
about the 1965 event that they had learnt in school (Robinson 2018: 277). 

Within the academia, there are academic works written by foreign scholars 
constructing stories differently from that of the New Order regime. A book by 
Saskia Wieringa, presents an explanation that contradicts to the narrative about 
the Indonesian Woman Movement’s cruelty (McGregor 2007: 188). By referring 
to medical autopsy cited by Anderson (1987), Wieringa (2002: 301-309) argues 
that the sexual organs of the killed army high command remained intact so that 
the story of women’ atrocities is defamation and was created to raise mass anger 
towards communist-affiliated groups. The most recent novel alternative 
interpretation of the 1965 event was proposed by John Roosa through his 
monumental work entitled Pretext for Mass Murder. The book was translated 
into Indonesian in 2008 (Yusuf, et al. 2010: 147). According to the narrative in 
his book, it was unfair to blame all communists since only the nucleus leaderships 
of the communist party as well as civilians and soldiers who were responsible for 
the murder of the army officers (Roosa 2006: 224). His book was banned by the 
attorney general in 2009, but the ban was later lifted (Robinson 2018: 280). 

If the above accounts are all about the 1965 event, the alternative narrative 
of the 1948 event, which is not as popular as the 1965 event, also appeared and 
was suppressed. In the post-New Order era, there emerged Soemarsono’s 
personal narrative. He was part of the leftists in 1948, and his narrative depicts 
that the government (especially Muhammad Hatta as the vice-president) was the 
responsible actor for the conflict in 1948 (Sugiyama 2011: 30, 35). As written in a 
book on his confession, the leftists just defended themselves as they were 
oppressed by the government on the basis of the U.S. advice (Komisi Tulisan 
Soemarsono 2009: 118-120). Furthermore, according to Soemarsono, the 
accusation that the communist party proclaimed the Soviet State in Madiun City 
was defamation. However, the book on his story was burnt by anti-communist 
groups (Yusuf, et al. 2010: 105-106). 

2.2.2 An Overview of History Education in Post-Soeharto Indonesia 

The fall of Soeharto’s regime paves the way for a struggle over the narrative of 
Indonesian communism, especially after new interpretations and testimonies 
popped up. History education itself is influenced, to a certain degree, by attempts 
to disseminate alternative narratives and maintain the anti-communist narrative 
of Soeharto’s regime. This section illustrates the narrative of post-independence 
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Indonesian communism across history curriculums, students’ perception of 
Indonesian communism and concrete attempts by some teachers to disseminate 
different stories of Indonesian communism.  

After the end of Soeharto’s regime in 1998, many people urged the 
government to revise the narrative of the 1965 event in the history curriculum 
(Syukur 2013: 276). A year after the fall of the New Order regime, there was 
enacted the 1999 curriculum in which the communist party was still considered 
being responsible for the 1965 event (Ibid: 285, 298, 313). A notable decision was 
made in 2004. In the 2004 curriculum, the story of the communist party’s 
rebellion in 1948 was erased while the role of the communist party in the 1965 
event was blurred (Ibid: 326, 355-356). Yet, the change in the narrative of post-
independence Indonesian communism in the 2004 curriculum triggered a hard-
mass protest (Ibid: 356, 358-359). Consequently, the curriculum was replaced by 
the 2006 curriculum, and history books that did not contain the narrative of the 
communist party as a rebel in 1948 and 1965 were banned by the attorney 
general. As written by Ahmad (2016: 142), in the 2006 curriculum, the 
communist party was presented as an insurgence in 1948 and 1965, and the story 
of both events was put under a theme of threats on national integration. For the 
1965 event, although some high school textbooks have briefly mentioned the 
existence of different interpretations on who the mastermind was, the narrative 
of the communist coup was still predominant, and there were no stories of the 
anti-communist massacres (Ahmad 2016: 142-152; Purwanta 2016: 66).  

The New Order narrative of Indonesian communism is still seemingly 
dominant in the current curriculum and history textbooks. As outlined by Ahmad 
(2016: 128), in the most recent upper-secondary curriculum (the 2013 
curriculum), the 1948 event in Madiun city is still associated with communist 
rebellion while the backlash and suffix “/ Indonesian Communist Party” is still 
attached to the 1965 event indicating that the communist party was the real 
perpetrator of the event. Although the content of student books is supposed to be 
derived from the curriculum, each book might contain a slightly different 
narrative, especially about the story of the 1965 event. For example, in a 
government-issued textbook, although the version of the communist party as the 
culprit is still predominant, various theories of the perpetrator have been outlined 
as well (Ibid: 152-155; 159-160). Nonetheless, in one history textbook published 
by one private publisher, no version other than the communist party as the culprit 
is written (Ibid: 155-158). Moreover, according to Ahmad’s (2016: 158) and 
Hendrix’s (2017: 59) analysis on contemporary history textbooks, issues of anti-
communist massacres are still not yet integrated in the narrative of the 1965 
event. Overall, based on his research on various school textbooks and exploration 
of perceptions of students and teachers, Ahmad (2016: 203) states that 
contemporary history textbooks still have a potency to reproduce hatred towards 
Indonesian communism.  

High school history teachers also possibly take part in perpetuating the New 
Order narrative of Indonesian communism without counterbalancing it with 
different interpretations that flourished after the fall of Soeharto’s regime. It is 
indicated in two studies with a limited number of students who were surveyed 
about their learning experience in schools. Roos (2012: 27, 41-44) conducted a 
survey on 50 university students in Jogjakarta province about their high school 
experience of studying the 1965 event under the 2006 curriculum. He states that 
among 66% students, who admitted that their teachers identified the 1965 event 
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with the communist party or Indonesian communism, 52% and 45% of them 
respectively said that teachers taught about the rebellious action by the party and 
an attempt by the party to turn Indonesia to a communist state. A more recent 
study on secondary students in Semarang and Magelang cities/regencies was 
made in 2014. According to the study, the highest proportion of students (30%) 
perceived that the communist party was blameworthy in the 1965 event (Ahmad 
2016: 180). In addition, the biggest percentage of students (37%) answered that 
their primary source to learn about the 1965 event is school textbooks, which was 
followed by teachers (16%) (Ibid: 130). Meanwhile, among teachers surveyed, 
54% of them conceded that history textbooks are the chief source of their 
teachings on the event of 1965. 

Although Indonesian communism is still narratively portrayed as a threat in 
contemporary school textbooks, teachers could countervail that narrative with 
different stories that they acquire outside those textbooks. Since the fall of the 
New Order regime, many alternative narratives also circulate in cyberspace 
(Miller 2018: 298). Thus, teachers might obtain alternative narratives from 
online sources to be employed for teaching purposes (Ahmad, Sodiq and Suryadi 
2014: 274). Their access to alternative narratives could also be facilitated by any 
organisation which takes part in spreading alternative narratives. For instance, 
more than a decade ago, the Institute of Indonesian Social History, in cooperation 
with Indonesian History Teacher Consultative Group, held critical discussions or 
providing alternative materials for teachers (Leksana 2009: 186). Teachers, who 
attended the event, agreed that they were not supposed to indoctrinate students 
with the narrative in the curriculum but should encourage students to criticise 
the background of the 1965 event.   

A few researchers have highlighted empirical cases of high school history 
teachers who circulate alternative versions of the communists to students. There 
are some teachers in Jogjakarta province who disseminate alternative narratives 
of Indonesian communism to their students (Pratiwi 2016: 32). Leksana (2009: 
185) also highlights the case of one teacher in Jakarta province who encouraged 
her students to explore various interpretations of the 1965 event from different 
sources, including electronic media. Moreover, Ahmad’s (2013: 122-125) study in 
Semarang regency shows that there was a history teacher telling students that the 
communist party was not necessarily guilty in 1965. Furthermore, Robinson 
(2018: 274) highlights how some teachers use alternative materials to teach the 
1965 event and notes that there was a teacher who screened the film The Look of 
Silence in the classroom. By employing alternative narratives of Indonesian 
communism to counterbalance the narrative of Indonesian communism as a 
threat in school textbooks, teachers perform what is called teaching controversial 
history (Ahmad 2016: 51). The term controversial denotes that there are 
competing narratives of a historical event so that the New Order narrative is just 
one among various versions. 



3. Prior Studies on Orienting Factors and 
Challenges in Teaching Alternative Narratives 
This thesis sets out to explore what enables history teachers to teach controversial 
history of Indonesian communism concerning the 1948 and 1965 events, from 
the teachers’ perspective. For the purpose of exploring past studies relevant to the 
topic and as a bedrock to establish the direction of this thesis, this chapter will 
discuss a bulk of prior studies that mostly research teachers who incorporate 
alternative narratives in their teachings. Notably, this chapter will not examine 
the validity of each narrative discussed by different writers. In general, there are 
two aspects that render the possibility to teach alternative narratives. The first 
one is past experiences that orient teachers to be aware of an alternative portrayal 
of social realities and to inform students about alternative portrayals of social 
realities (Vickery 2015a: 85). The second one is the existence of obstacles that 
might lower the possibility of teaching contradicting narratives (Shever 2017: 78-
79), Having reviewed previous works, this chapter ends with an orientation of this 
study on Indonesian high school history teachers.  

3.1 The Influence of Lived Experiences  

Lived personal experiences are powerful to influence teachers’ standpoint on a 
particular issue, for instance, citizenship, and what to teach in regard to the issue 
(Vickery 2015a: 85). Although not specifically focusing on teaching, Crowley 
(2016: 14, 16-17) argues that white preservice teachers in the US understand the 
existence of systemic racism by referring to their privileged experiences (e.g. get 
accepted to prestigious university) that are not enjoyed by non-white people. 
When it comes to teaching, Martell and Stevens (2017: 249, 255) illustrate that 
teachers’ personal experiences of being subject to oppression and encountering 
different racial groups shape their beliefs of teaching about race which is often 
marginalised in classrooms discussion. Moreover, Vickery (2016: 737-738) points 
out how African American teachers teach different notion of citizenship, and it is 
driven by their experience of witnessing racial inequality and discrimination.  

The educational experience can also be categorised as part of lived 
experiences (Castro 2014: 194; Demoiny 2017: 128). Demoiny (2017: 4-5, 124) 
discovers that social studies teacher educators’ decision to incorporate the issue 
of race and racism, which are often neglected in the national curriculum that 
narratively favours positive image of White Americans, is not only influenced by 
experiences such as experiencing racism or witnessing racist action. Indeed, their 
decision is also influenced by texts they have read and discussions with mentors 
or advisors when they were studying at the university (Ibid: 128-130). A similar 
finding is also discussed by Hung (2018: 73) who narrates that Taiwanese 
teachers’ teachings on controversial issues are influenced by their past 
experiences of discussing with advisors or colleagues during university. 
Moreover, although only focusing on preservice teachers’ understanding of race, 
Glenn asserts Demoiny and Hung’s studies. Glenn (2012: 338, 346, 348) writes 
that reading two novels about people of colour in a course influences preservice 
teachers to question the stereotypes of people of colour in American society and 
the dominant stories that normalise white privileges. Nonetheless, schooling 
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experience does not only make teachers acquire different perspectives but also 
becomes a memorable event that drives teachers to provide students with what 
they did not get during school. On this note, Rodriguez (2019: 224, 227, 229) 
explores how teachers’ incorporation of the historical narratives of Asian 
American is motivated by their schooling experience. At school, they felt that 
narratives of Asian American were absent in the dominant narrative of US 
society, making them as Asian Americans feel detached from school subject they 
learn. 

During the teaching itself, alternative narratives presented by teachers can 
take the form of teachers’ personal stories or narratives that are not of their own 
making. Epstein and Gist (2015: 53-54) show that teachers use experiences as 
coloured people and experiences of being identified based on skin colour to tell 
students that race concept is fluid and hybrid. Parallel to the Epstein and Gist’s 
study, Rodriguez (2018: 545-550) writes that Asian American teachers present 
storied experiences as Others to students so that students could disentangle the 
concept of citizenship from dominant whiteness standpoint. Teachers can also 
teach narratives that are not their own making as studied by Stevens and Martell 
(2019: 7-8) who conduct a study on feminist teachers. These feminist teachers 
use curricular materials that adequately represent women in the societal context 
where the issue of gender equity is missing from the curriculum (Ibid: 10).  

Although personal experiences are significant, shared historical narratives 
and broader socio-cultural context where they are embedded may also shape 
teachers’ beliefs and thus their teaching practice as emphasised by a few authors. 
As shown by Vickery’s (2017: 331) study, teachers reject the mainstream notion 
of citizenship as it collides with their experiences as African American women and 
the historical narratives of African American women they understand. These 
teachers draw on their personal experiences of being in various communities (e.g. 
church, sorority), which form their sense of belonging to such communities, to 
teach about the communal notion of citizenship (Ibid: 331-332, 335-339). This is 
somewhat in line with Vickery’s another text. Vickery (2015b: 164, 167-168) 
shows that teachers reject the dominant understanding of citizenship due to its 
bias towards western perspective which it is not fit to their experiences as African 
American women and the history of African Americans that they know. The 
combination of personal experiences (e.g. seeing how people of colour were 
stereotyped) in an unequal society and historical knowledge of African Americans 
orient them to teach alternative notions of citizenship (Ibid: 171). Teachers can 
also interpret their personal experiences by locating those past experiences 
within a socio-cultural setting, as researched by Salinas and Castro (2010: 430). 
To fully understand their past, teachers relate their experiences with economic 
oppression and marginalisation to the context of the unequal society in the US 
(Ibid: 438). Influenced by their personal stories, teachers then teach narratives 
about racism, oppression, working-class and minority issues that are often 
excluded from the official curriculum (Ibid: 436, 441-443, 445, 448-450).  

3.2 Obstacles Encountered by Teachers 

Spreading counter-narratives to students is not without obstacles so that barriers 
to teaching should be considered (Shever 2014: 79). Those barriers could prevent 
controversies from being discussed in class. Unlike the last subsection that does 
not problematise teachers’ freedom to disseminate alternative narratives, this 
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subsection discusses how authors talk about obstacles of teaching alternative 
narratives. This subsection also discusses studies from an Indonesian context 
that provide a contextual understanding of the societal conditions in Indonesia.  

The first characteristic of the challenge comes from actors inside the school 
environment (e.g., administrators, students) or outside of school (e.g. parents) 
(Ibid: 143, 157, 191). Summarising a number of studies, Goldberg and Savenjie 
(2018: 512) mention that a challenge occurs when students do not want to engage 
with narratives which are different from narratives they adhere to. Then, Nichols-
Cocke (2014: 86), who conducts her study in the US, writes about a teacher who 
is accused by a parent for spreading propaganda to gain sympathy for Jewish 
people because he teaches the history of Holocaust. A similar issue is found in 
Shever’s (2014: 158) study in the US that parents were angry over what was taught 
and thus they contacted the school. In another case, he finds that there is a 
teacher being afraid of the school administrator’s punishment regarding what she 
teaches so that she performs her teaching in secret without the administration’s 
knowledge (Ibid: 157). However, he concludes that all teachers can teach 
controversial issues in classrooms although those with administrative support 
can be more open and feel more supported in their teaching (Ibid: 191). Shever 
(2014: 189, 192) also argues that obstacles are contextual so that teachers’ 
teaching experience depends on environments where they teach.  

If the previous description revolves around empirical findings outside 
Indonesian society, subsequent discussion centres in the Indonesian context. 
Ahmad, Sodiq and Suryadi (2014: 271) in their studies on several high schools in 
Semarang city capture a more pedagogical type of obstacle. The obstacles for 
implementing the teachings on controversial history revolve around teachers’ 
lacking teaching variation, low enthusiasm among students, limited access to 
various teaching resources and difficulty in understanding the teaching content 
and arranging the evaluation system. Those obstacles, as they discover from 
teachers’ perspective, impede the effectivity of teaching controversial historical 
topics, for example, the history of the 1965 event.  

Pratiwi (2016: 31), whose study was also conducted in an Indonesian context, 
argues that high school teachers in Yogyakarta city do not dare to teach students 
about untold stories of the anti-communist killings. In line with the description 
in the background chapter of this thesis, Pratiwi (2016: 18) writes that after the 
fall of the New Order era (starting in mid-1998), there flourish various historical 
studies that produce alternative narratives, and in the context of post-New Order 
times, history teachers are presumed to be freer to teach competing narratives of 
Indonesian communism. Yet, teachers in her study still employ the New Order 
narrative of Indonesian communism, and it is rooted in a conformist disposition 
which was cultivated during the authoritarian New Order era where teachers 
must always stick to the curriculum (Ibid: 31). They have embodied a teaching 
attitude to follow the ‘rule’ and not embraced narratives other than the official 
one. She provides an example of one teacher who is familiar with various 
contrasting narratives, but who chooses to adhere to the official narrative as the 
teacher does not want to take the risk of deviating the standardised curriculum 
(Ibid). Nonetheless, Pratiwi’s study does not dissect why the conformist 
disposition still exists in the post-New Order era where people are generally freer 
to talk about alternative versions.  
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3.3 Formulating the Research Agenda on Indonesian High 
School History Teachers  

The previous sections in this chapter presented a theoretical and empirical 
inquiry into prior studies that mostly focus on teaching alternative narratives. 
This thesis agrees with previous studies on three aspects. First, meaningful 
personal life experiences are influential in shaping teachers’ viewpoints of social 
realities (e.g. gender, race, etc.) and orienting teachers to teach alternative 
accounts of social realities. Second, teachers’ standpoints are not formed 
automatically. Their standpoints are shaped throughout their life experiences in 
a particular social and historical context. Third, their standpoints and teaching 
are also influenced by stories that are not of their own making, for instance, 
written narratives in books or shared historical narratives. 

However, this thesis emphasises the processual aspect of history teachers’ 
viewpoints of Indonesian communism. That is to say, their current view of 
Indonesian communism might not be the same as before. By considering such 
possible dynamics within the teachers’ life trajectory, it can be traced how each 
teacher cultivates their standpoints and assign certain narratives, which for them 
shape or even change their understanding of Indonesian communism and 
navigate the teaching on the events in 1948 and 1965. The appropriation of 
various stories of the communist party and the formation of their standpoints on 
Indonesian communism do not happen out of nowhere. History teachers are 
implicated in temporal relationships, for example, in family constellations, 
educational environments or in broader settings in which they acquire different 
narratives of Indonesian communism and develop their standpoints on it.  

Informed by previous studies, this thesis also argues that the extent to which 
history teachers can freely and easily teach about the controversial history of 
Indonesian communism is context-dependent. Thus, this thesis does not set any 
a priori assumption that history teachers will definitely face challenges posed by 
any actors inside or outside the school environment. This thesis also contends 
that teachers’ teaching experience is processual since their teaching environment 
is not stationary. At some occasions, they might face obstacles that could even 
lower the possibility to perform the teachings on controversial history of 
Indonesian communism, but in other occasions, they might find it easier. History 
teachers cannot freely incorporate alternative versions of communism in their 
teachings when other actors try to prevent such versions from being disseminated 
in classroom. To sum up, the possibility to perform the teaching of controversial 
history is influenced by teachers’ standpoints and the social context of their 
teachings. To explore the shaping of teachers’ standpoints and their experience 
of teaching about of Indonesian communism, the sociological tools of Margaret 
Somers is utilised. The next chapter outlines Somers’ narrative and relational 
approach. 



4. Narrative and Relational Approach: The 
Sociological Toolbox of Margaret Somers 
This thesis sets out to analyse history teachers’ perspective about what enables 
them to teach controversial history of Indonesian communism. To assist this 
research, an analytical framework of Margaret Somers is used as a point of 
departure. This theoretical chapter begins with a description of the basic premise 
of Somers’ approach before proceeding to the discussion about the characteristics 
of multi-layered narratives and the linkage between narratives, identity and 
relationality in her analytical framework. In the end, this chapter outlines the 
relevancy of Somers’ sociological approach for this thesis. 

4.1 The Basic Premise 

Somers proposes an analytical framework as an agenda to give a new nuance in 
the sociology of action and agency. Somers (1994: 610-611) begins by 
problematising the essentialist approach, which assumes that all individuals will 
act or have the same social experiences because their identity fits into a social 
category (e.g. working-class). Somers (1992: 595) uses an example that English 
working class in the industrial revolution did not commit a revolutionary action 
or act in a ‘class like’ ways as predicted by class-formation theory. She then comes 
up with an approach with the basic premise that narrativity and relationality 
constitute the condition of social being, social consciousness, social action, 
institutions and society (Somers 1994: 621). This approach emphasises 
temporality signalling that narratives and relationships are not set in stone (Ibid). 

People are born into a world of stories and depend on stories to grasp their 
lives. Narratives or stories navigate action and construct identities or are 
employed to make sense of social happenings (Ibid: 606, 614). The availability of 
narratives is context-dependent. In other words, narratives are historically and 
culturally specific (Ibid: 630). Also, the existence of narratives is linked to 
temporal power relations or distribution of power among actors in a particular 
context (Ibid: 611, 629).  

Those who are more powerful can determine which narratives that are 
predominant.  For example, Dunn (2003: 14) analyses how narrative authorship 
of Congo’s identity was controlled by the Westerners. The U.S government 
scripted a narrative of Congolese barbarity and chaos (Ibid: 65). Meanwhile, the 
colonised Africans largely could not access written text or Western languages to 
fabricate their narrative to form their social identity. Nonetheless, as emphasised, 
narratives and relationships can change across time and place. Somers (1994: 
630-631) writes that narratives can be altered as actors can contest the prevailing 
dominant narratives with counter or alternative narratives. According to her, a 
struggle over narratives is actually a struggle over identity. To sum up, Somers 
(1994: 621) accentuates that a self is constituted and reconstituted in the context 
of relations of time, space and power that are always in flux.   
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4.2 Main Characteristics and Multiple Layers of Narrative  

Somers (1994: 616-617) points out the main features of narrativity which are 
relevant for social sciences. A Narrative is constituted by connected or relational 
parts that are selectively emplotted by actors and that are embedded in time and 
space. Causal emplotment, which turns events or parts into episodes, is what 
makes a narrative has a storyline. Narrativity, as Somers explains further, have 
four dimensions or layers as outlined in the following.  

The first ‘narrative dimension’ is ontological narratives. This sort of 
narrative refers to one’s personal story that defines someone’s identity and guides 
what to do, which would produce new narratives and thus, new actions (Ibid: 
618;). This dimension of narrative has also been called autobiographical 
narratives, as Ammerman (2003: 213) writes. Ontological narratives can be 
related to or influenced by other layers of narratives.  

Public narratives represent another level of narrative attached to publics 
(groups or institutions) which are structural formations larger than a single 
individual (Somers 1992: 604). These narratives exist beyond a single individual 
and shared by a number of people and are attached to intersubjective networks 
or institutions could be at grand and local or macro and micro levels. Public 
narratives range from those in a family, workplace, church, government and 
nation. A public narrative of a nation, for instance, justifies its normative 
principles, portrays the boundary of its political decision making and gives 
meaning to policies and practices (Somers and Block 2005: 280).  

Another dimension is meta-narratives or master narratives that can refer to 
epic dramas in a specific time, such as capitalism versus communism (Somers 
1994: 619). These narratives usually operate beyond our awareness and at the 
global level. In addition, meta-narratives could influence sociological theories 
and concepts, for example, narratives of decadence and industrialisation.  

The last dimension is conceptual/analytic/sociological narratives. These 
narratives are concepts and explanations constructed by social researchers 
(Somers 1992: 604). Examples of conceptual narratives that Somers (1994: 620) 
provides are narrative identity and relational settings. For her, social action and 
institution-building are not produced only through ontological and public 
narrative so that concepts and explanations must include social forces like market 
patterns, institutional practices and organisational constraints.  

4.3 The Link between Narrative, Identity and Relationality 

Somers (1994: 621) writes that social identities are constructed through 
ontological and public narratives. Narratives are not automatically acquired as 
they are mediated through social and political relations (Somers and Gibson 
1994: 67). She stresses that the socio-economical and geopolitical context of 
narratives and social actions is an important ‘variable’ to turn away from the 
essentialist approach which assumes that people with similar individual 
attributes will share common social experiences (Somers 1994: 635).  

Besides locating actors within one or many narratives (ontological and 
public), it is necessary to locate them within a matrix of relations that shift over 
time and space in order to comprehend their temporal identities, actions and 
experiences. That matrix of relations is elaborated in her notion of relational 
setting, which is understood as patterned yet contested relations among 
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narrative, institution, people and social practices (Ibid: 626). A relational setting 
becomes a social environment that underlies actors’ action, the shaping of their 
identities and their experiences of a particular social category (e.g. gender, race, 
etc.). In sum, Somers (1994: 632) accentuates that social actors’ embeddedness 
in relationships, instead of categorical attributes (social class), is more relevant 
to perceive their identities, actions or experiences.  

The empirical linkage between narrative, identity and relationality can be 
seen in her analysis on the 19th century English working-class people (Chartists). 
Essentially, Somers (1995: 82) wants to emphasise that freedom, independence 
and property were not individual attributes as they were embedded within social 
relations. The identities of freeborn and independent people were derived from 
membership in the working community (Ibid: 69). Working people had the right 
to be independent based on the property of labour and the right to have freedom 
of practising one’s skill that were rooted in their membership in the community 
(Ibid: 69, 75). Those identities and rights were connected to a public narrative of 
the political culture of rights that existed among the Chartists (Ibid: 70).  

4.4 Researching Indonesian High School History Teachers 
with Narrative and Relational Approach  

This chapter highlights Somers’ conceptual framework as well as her basic 
theoretical premise which is useful to assist the research agenda outlined in 
section 3.3. Somers’ premise that actors draw on narratives to make sense of 
social reality is in tune with previous studies showing that historical narratives of 
African American or narratives in textbooks influence teachers to perceive social 
reality. Thus, it is feasible that history teachers refer to particular stories of post-
independence Indonesian communism to comprehend what happened in 1948 
and 1965. Those stories, which could shape their understanding of Indonesian 
communism, also guide what they teach about the status and involvement of the 
communists in each post-independence event. Moreover, inspired by Somers’ 
premise that relationality is the condition of social life, this thesis argues that the 
acquisition of stories of Indonesian communism, the shaping of teachers’ 
standpoints on Indonesian communism and teaching practice do not happen in 
isolation.  

Somers’ notion of ontological narrative is of use to capture how history 
teachers present themselves regarding their standpoints on post-independence 
Indonesian communism, as well as how they characterise their teaching 
experience. Their viewpoints of Indonesian communism do not emerge 
automatically. During certain moments in life, they could appropriate stories of 
the communist party in the events in 1948 and 1965, which are not of their own 
making. Then, those stories influence their standpoints. In Somers’ line of 
thinking, those stories can be public or conceptual narratives. Public narratives 
refer to what other actors narrate about the communists while conceptual 
narratives are scientific explanations about the status and involvement of the 
communist party in the events in 1948 and 1965. John Roosa’s book mentioned 
in the background chapter of this thesis contains a conceptual narrative of what 
happened in 1965. Moreover, the acquisition of those stories and the shaping of 
their views on communism do not occur abruptly. It happens in different social 
environments or contexts (e.g. in the family, in school, in the neighbourhood, 
etc.). Of equal importance, unlike previous studies that do not emphasis the 
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temporal aspect of teachers’ standpoints, Somers argues that self is processual. 
In line with Somers’ theoretical argument, this thesis argues that teachers’ 
standpoints are not necessarily constant across time since standpoints are shaped 
and reshaped throughout their life in a temporal socio-historical context. 

Teachers’ ontological narratives of their teaching experience indicate the 
extent to which they can perform their teaching in line with their standpoints on 
Indonesian communism. In addition, the narratives of their teachings are also 
contextual. How they characterise their teaching experience is inextricably 
related to other actors who are embedded in social relations with the history 
teachers. Actors inside or outside the school environment can influence history 
teachers’ teaching experience. For instance, history teachers might not smoothly 
or even freely teach a subject on Indonesian communism in line with their 
standpoints when many people in school adhere to the anti-communist narrative. 
Inspired by Somers’ thought on narrative and power relations, this thesis also 
takes into consideration how certain more powerful actors can construct certain 
narratives of communism that will socially predominate. History teachers might 
find it difficult to spread the idea that the communists were victims if there is a 
dominant narrative of communists as perpetrators circulating in school coming 
from any other actors (e.g. fellow teachers) who they find more powerful. One 
drawback of Somers’ thought on power relations is that she does not provide 
objective indicators about the basis of power relations. However, since this thesis 
focuses on teachers’ narratives, there is no attempt to determine the objective 
foundation of power relations. It is the history teachers who ‘subjectively’ narrate 
who they find to be more powerful and the basis of power relations.  

 
  

 
 
   
 
 



5. The Research Questions 
This thesis sets out to explore teachers’ perspective about what enables them to 
teach controversial history of post-independence Indonesian communism. This 
thesis provides two empirical chapters, in order to address the research objective. 
Two empirical chapters are constituted by teachers’ narratives, and there is no 
attempt to prove whether their narratives are one-to-one depiction of lived 
realities. The first empirical chapter explores multi-layered narratives that 
navigate teachers to teach alternative stories of Indonesian communism, as well 
as how they acquire or construct those stories. The second empirical chapter 
portrays their stories of to what extent they can teach in accordance with their 
standpoints.  

Previous studies reviewed in section 3.1 have informed that teachers’ prior 
experiences arising from different socio-cultural contexts shape their standpoint 
on a controversial issue and orient them teach alternative narratives. In line with 
previous studies, this thesis argues that Indonesian high school history teachers’ 
standpoints on Indonesian communism is influenced by their past experiences in 
different social settings. Such standpoints are reflected in teachers’ ontological 
narratives. Moreover, an ontological narrative is possibly related to other 
dimensions of narratives. Therefore, the acquisition of public and/or conceptual 
narratives of Indonesian communism that influence teachers’ ontological 
narrative is also taken into consideration. The main research question and its 
sub-questions guiding the first empirical chapter are set as follows: 

 
What characterise the narratives that orient the Indonesian high school 

history teachers to teach controversial history of post-independence Indonesian 
communism? 

1. How do the history teachers tell the narrative of their views of Indonesian 
communism? 

2. How are the history teachers’ standpoints on Indonesian communism 
formed?  

 
The extent to which each history teacher can teach in line with their 

standpoints might not be the same to each other. As mentioned in section 3.2, it 
is possible that teachers face challenges that prevent them to teach controversies. 
Viewed from Somers’ relational thought, actors’ action and experience are 
contextual and thus must be understood by locating them in a temporal social 
setting. Thus, instead of proposing an assumption that all teachers definitely will 
face challenges, it is more relevant to argue that teachers’ teaching experience is 
context-dependent. In other words, their experience must be linked to their 
embeddedness in social relations with other actors who adhere to certain 
narratives of communism. The following research question and its sub-questions 
guide the second empirical chapter:  

 
What are the Indonesian high school history teachers’ experience of 

teaching controversial history of post-independence Indonesian communism?  
1. How do the history teachers characterise their teaching experience?  
2. What characterises the social context that shapes the history teachers’ 

stories of their teaching experience?  



6. Building the Study on Qualitative Interviews 
The purpose of this thesis is to dissect history teachers’ narratives about teaching 
controversial history of Indonesian communism in Indonesia. This thesis draws 
on Margaret Somers’ narrative and relational approach. Narrative as a tool of 
inquiry originate in the phenomenological assumption that we give meaning to 
phenomena through experience, and people’s experiences are captured through 
their narrative expressions of those experiences (Eastmond 2007: 249). Thus, 
history teachers’ experience of teaching history is reflected in their narrative 
expression. In addition, as this study focuses on research participants’ 
perspectives, a qualitative research approach in the form of interviewing is 
suitable (Bryman 2012: 408). Besides, since the topic is rare or rather new in the 
context of Indonesia as informed in the background chapter, an exploratory 
approach is well suited (Neuman 2014: 30). With an exploratory qualitative 
approach, new insights could be made as a stepping stone for future studies on 
the same or similar topic. In the following subchapters, characteristics of research 
participants, type of interview and its execution, technique of data analysis and 
ethical issues are detailed.  

6.1 The Interlocutors 

This thesis focuses on Indonesian history teachers at senior high school level who 
teach controversial history of post-independence Indonesian communism. Thus, 
history teachers who do not teach alternative narratives are not studied. 
Moreover, the specific target on high school level is due to the depth level of the 
learning content, and history at this level is set as a distinct subject unlike that in 
previous levels where it is integrated to social studies (Hasan 2013: 169-172).  

Finding and approaching history teachers of senior high school level who 
teach controversial history of real and alleged communists is rather difficult. 
First, in Indonesia, there is no public information about or an official database of 
what history teachers teach. Secondly, the topic of Indonesian communism is still 
rather sensitive in Indonesia, which is manifested in the forced cancellations of 
or intimidations on public events discussing the 1965 event as mentioned in the 
background chapter. Thus, prospective research participants could not be 
approached openly and formally but informally.  

To overcome difficulties in finding research participants, three strategies 
were employed. The first one is contacting previous researchers whose studies 
focus on history teachers and teaching controversial history. One of the 
researchers gave access to contact one history teacher. The second strategy is 
approaching some people who have networks to potential teachers who teach 
controversial history. These people are teachers, ex-teachers or book authors who 
have a concern on the history of Indonesian communism. The third strategy is 
asking interviewed teachers to connect the researcher with their fellow history 
teachers with similar or the same teaching orientation. The last strategy is 
popularly known as snowball sampling through which initial participants are 
asked to connect the researcher to prospective participants (Bryman 2012: 202). 
Interviewees were approached informally through WhatsApp or Facebook chat 
and they were not contacted in the same period of time as some of them had been 
approached before the beginning of master’s studies and the fieldwork started. 
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The followings are the list of the twelve history teachers, the time when they were 
approached for the first time and media through which they were contacted for 
the first time. 

Table 1. First Time Contact and Means of Communication 

No Informants First Time Contact Media 

1 Daliyah March 2018 Facebook chat 

2 Francisia July-August 2018 WhatsApp 

3 Immanuel  June 2019 WhatsApp 

4 David July 2019 WhatsApp 

5 Robert July 2019 WhatsApp 

6 Troy July 2019 WhatsApp 

7 Filbert July 2019 WhatsApp 

8 Nanda July 2019 WhatsApp 

9 Andrew July 2019 WhatsApp 

10 Sally July 2019 WhatsApp 

11 Harry June 2019 Facebook chat 

12 Maria June 2019 WhatsApp 

6.2 Practicing Narrative Inquiry through Semi-structured 
Interviews 

The teachers’ narratives were obtained through interviews. The practice of 
narrative inquiry by means of interviewing is based on the assumption that when 
telling stories, teachers attach meaning to significant event narrated in their 
stories (Bochner and Riggs 2014: 202). Of equal note, in tune with Somers’ notion 
of multi-layered narratives, Bochner and Riggs (2014: 196) argue that people are 
born into the world of stories to which they are exposed and shaped. Thus, history 
teachers are also potentially influenced by broader stories that they access. In 
addition, in line with Somers’ relationality, Bochner and Riggs (2014: 204) write 
that people bound up with others so that how they understand themselves is 
connected with how they perceive the others. Hence, how teachers characterise 
themselves or their teaching must be related to the social context of their 
teaching. On the basis of those underpinning arguments, a set of interview 
questions were set. 

Before doing field research, a set of open-ended questions were formulated 
which covered several themes. As this study uses open-ended questions, the 
interviews with teachers are semi-structured (Bryman 2012: 471, 473). The 
reason why this thesis makes use of the semi-structured one is that during the 
conversation, there were some emerging new topics that could be explored 
further. A set of themes and their elaboration that had been decided beforehand 
guided the exploration process of history teacher’s narratives. As a storyteller, 
they narrate meaningful life events or experiences and possible broader stories 
that influence them throughout their life experiences. A set of themes and their 
elaboration that are manifested in the interview questions are the followings. 

 
 
 
 



Stephen Pratama: Teaching Controversial History 

 

 

28 

 

Table 2. Themes for Qualitative Interviewing 

No Theme Elaboration 

1 Family Background 
This theme capture how portrayals of communists were socialised by family members, and the time 
when this occurred.  

2 Neighbourhood  
This theme is about how surrounding people or communities perceive the communists and how shared 
stories in their neighbourhood are circulated.  

3 Educational Trajectories 
This theme centres on what teachers ever learnt about communists in the 1948 and 1965 events. Also, 
how and in what context (time/era), they learnt it during school and university.  

4 
Standpoints on 
Indonesian communism 

How teachers portray the communists and which narratives influence their standpoints are the 
elaboration if this theme. Besides, time dimension is considered as teachers possibly have different 
perceptions in different phases of life.  

5 Teaching Experience 

This theme is about how teachers render the possibility of performing their narratives through the 
practices of teaching within certain teaching environment. It captures what they teach in regard to the 
history of communists in 1948 and 1965 events and which narratives navigate them to do so. In addition, 
how they characterise their teaching or identity relative to other teachers and also being identified or 
treated by the others based their teaching are parts of this theme. 

6.3 Executing the Interviews 

Interviews were conducted from late June to late August 2019. In total, twelve 
approached history teachers from twelve different schools agreed to be 
interviewed. Administratively, the schools are distributed in three different 
provinces in Indonesia. There was no plan on how many times the interviews 
must be conducted since the utmost target is that all aforementioned themes are 
covered in the conversation. In the execution, all interviews were done once. In 
regard to the venue, teachers chose where to be interviewed and when they were 
available. Most interviews were executed in a public area. There was no 
disruption (e.g. from anti-communists) during interviews, and the only problem 
was the noisy environment. Before interviewing, teachers were informed in the 
beginning that their narratives are not examined from a right-wrong scheme. This 
principle is in line with one of the basic assumptions of this thesis that each actor 
could attribute meanings to his or her experiences. Moreover, permission to 
record the conversation was asked to teachers, and all of them agreed. The 
interviews were recorded as it provides the detail of what research participants 
said (Bryman 2012: 482). When doing the interviews, terms that informants do 
not understand were not used as suggested by Bryman (2012: 473). Also, during 
the interviews, the Indonesian language was used as this is a shared language of 
all Indonesians. The following is the short recap regarding date of interview, 
duration of the interviews and the venues.  
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Table 3. The Execution of Interview 

No Teachers Date of Interview Duration Location 

1 Daliyah June 29th 2019 2 hours and 14 minutes Hotel 

2 Francisia July 1st 2019 4 hours and 37 minutes Mall 

3 Immanuel  July 2nd 2019 1 hour and 11 minutes Restaurant  

4 David July 6th 2019 1 hour and 59 minutes Restaurant  

5 Robert July 18th 2019 1 hour and 45 minutes Restaurant 

6 Troy July 19th 2019 2 hours and 5 minutes Restaurant 

7 Filbert July 20th 2019 1 hour and 42 minutes Street Stall 

8 Nanda August 2nd 2019 1 hour and 47 minutes School 

9 Andrew August 5th 2019 1 hour and 49 minutes Restaurant 

10 Sally August 6th 2019 2 hours and 15 minutes Restaurant 

11 Harry August 19th 2019 2 hours and 38 minutes Teacher’s house 

12 Maria August 20th 2019 1 hour and 19 minutes School 

6.4 Analysing the Interviews 

After the interviews were done and recorded, they were transcribed, which was 
followed by the coding and analysis processes. As stated by Bryman (2012: 568), 
coding is the process of reviewing the transcript and giving labels to parts of the 
transcript. These labels derive from the concepts in the theoretical framework, 
topics appeared in the literature review of past studies and themes formulated in 
part 6.2 or the emerging new ones.  

In practice, this thesis follows Bengtsson’s (2016: 11-12) practical way of 
organising and analysing qualitative data. The first step is decontextualisation 
through which important statements (meaning units) from teachers were coded. 
The next step is recontextualisation which is the process of relating coded items 
to the research aim. Information that did not correspond to research aim was 
excluded. For instance, a few teachers talked about Indonesian communism in 
the pre-independence or colonial era which is not the topic of this thesis so that 
such information is excluded. The third step, or categorisation, is binding 
different codes under more general categories and relate them to research 
questions formulated in chapter 5. The final stage is a compilation comprising of 
interpretation and discussion of empirical findings provided in chapter 8 and 9.  

As a note, a validity issue becomes another concern during the analysis stage. 
The main question is to what extent teachers are trustworthy in the sense that 
their narratives represent their experiences, especially past experiences that have 
happened a long time ago. To that, Kvale and Brinkmann (2009: 252) note that 
although what they say might not be factual, their narratives still express the truth 
of their view of themselves. However, the researcher still tried to ensure the 
coherence and consistency that correspond to internal validity (Buckingham and 
Saunders 2004: 65) by asking the same themes or specific issues with different 
questions in different interview phases. For instance, when teachers claimed in 
the beginning that they read Ben Anderson and Ruth McVey’s Cornell Paper, the 
researcher later asked what they disclose to students regarding Cornel Paper’s 
narrative. In addition, the issue of validity also links to the extent that the 
researcher understands his informants’ information. When doing interviews, the 
researcher sometimes tried to summarise or restate what teachers have said and 
presented it to them. In other words, it was a try to make sure that what the 
researcher understood really reflect teachers’ narratives. This strategy is rather 
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close to what Bryman (2012: 390) calls as maintaining qualitative research 
credibility, which parallels to internal validity, that is a researcher presents or 
gives his or her research findings to informants to ensure that the researcher has 
understood them accurately.  

6.5 Ethical Considerations 

At the very beginning, one pivotal issue before commencing interviews is the 
willingness of prospective teachers to be research informants. Regarding this 
issue, also known as informed consent, Bryman (2012: 138) writes that it is 
necessary to give any information needed by the informants to decide whether 
they want to participate in the study. All teachers were introduced to the 
researcher's status and the topic of the thesis besides being asked whether they 
want to participate. The researcher as a master’s student at Uppsala University, 
Sweden, was conveyed from the beginning. A few teachers knew much about 
Uppsala University but associated the university with Olle Törnquist, a former 
professor at the Department of Government of the university, who went to 
Indonesia more than four decades ago to execute his doctoral research about the 
destruction of Indonesian Communist Party. Besides, before the interview 
started, teachers were informed that their personal information (name, school, 
university, etc.) will not be revealed. Moreover, the administrative or 
geographical location of their schools is not mentioned either because one of 
them is a rather small area with a low number of schools that might be easily 
traced. The anonymisation is pivotal to avoid any harm to informants (Ibid.) as 
the issue of communism itself is still a rather sensitive topic in Indonesia. Even 
one teacher expresses his worries about losing a job if too blunt when discussing 
the topic of Indonesian communism in school. Instead, all of them have been 
given new names.  

 



7. Introducing the Twelve Indonesian High 
School History Teachers Interviewed 

7.1 Daliyah 

Daliyah is a history teacher at a public high school. She achieved a bachelor’s 
degree in history education and is now pursuing her master’s degree in history 
education. She started her bachelor’s study in 1993 and graduated in 2002. When 
interviewed, she explains how her late grandfather was accused of being a 
communist and, because of this allegation, was murdered before Daliyah was 
born. Daliyah narrates that she once hated the communists, but this viewpoint 
changed after she found out the story that her innocent grandfather was 
murdered. Thus, she refuses to regard that the communist party committed a 
rebellion in 1948 and 1965. Besides, she stresses that many ‘innocent’ 
communists were victimised after the 1965 event. His grandfather was one among 
those victims.    

7.2 Francisia 

Francisia has been teaching at a religious private school for more than 20 years. 
She started her bachelor’s study in 1992 and obtained her bachelor of education 
degree in history education five years later. She also has a master’s degree. Her 
decision to be a history teacher is linked to her interest in the subject of history 
since she was a student at secondary school. Francisia admits that she never has 
the perception that the communists are to blame for the events in 1948 and 1965. 
However, she says that her understanding of both events definitely developed as 
she accumulated new knowledge throughout her life trajectory. When asked 
about her standpoints, she says that there are competing versions of both events. 
Thus, she chooses to stand ‘in-between’ without determining whether the 
communists were guilty or innocent. That is to say, she prefers to embrace all 
versions. 

7.3 David 

David is currently teaching history at a public high school. David chose to study 
history at university due to his interest in history. He started his university studies 
in 2009 and graduated in 2015. After graduating, he has been teaching history in 
three different high schools, and now he is teaching at a public high school. 
Although he once thought that communists were rebellious, he began to change 
his perception at university. Regarding the 1948 event, he sees there was no 
intention to build a Soviet-Indonesian state by the left-wing group. He also 
asserts that the 1948 event should not be seen as a communist rebellion. For the 
1965 event, he thinks that it was not all communists who rebelled, but only certain 
segments within the party. Further, he is aware that many innocent communists 
were accused of being perpetrators in the incident on 30 September 1965 and 
were murdered afterwards. 
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7.4 Immanuel 

Immanuel had no idea of majoring in history education. His choice to apply for 
the history education program in 2008 was influenced by his relative. 
Throughout his educational and life trajectory, he feels that he never has a hatred 
towards nor a negative view of the communist party. Although he admits that he 
never has a negative view of Indonesian communism, his understanding of what 
happened in 1948 and 1965 developed gradually. According to him, the 1948 
event is just a problem of struggle over influence among elites. He also opines 
that the leftists just defended themselves instead of actively rebelled. At the same 
time, he disagrees if the 1948 event is associated with a communist rebellion. In 
regards to the 1965 event, he agrees with Ben Anderson’s Cornell Paper arguing 
that the murder of the seven army officers was caused by the mutiny of the junior 
officers against their seniors. Beyond that, he underscores the post-1965 event 
where there were anti-communist massacres that caused many people to die. His 
viewpoints of Indonesian communism are manifested in how he teaches his 
students. He is now teaching at a private religious school.  

7.5 Robert 

Robert presents himself as a person who excelled in history subject during high 
school. After graduating from high school, he continued his study in history 
education program in 2009. Before being a university student, Robert regarded 
that the communists were a national enemy. Such a viewpoint changed slowly 
during university. Although he still believes that the communist party rebelled in 
1948, he does not regard that the party was the perpetrator in the event in 1965. 
According to him, there are different narratives explaining who was the 
mastermind in the 1965 event. Moreover, about the 1965 event, he stresses that 
there were anti-communist purges that caused millions of people to die. In 
comparison to all teachers in this thesis, Robert is the only one who has not yet 
taught about the 1965 event. However, he already had a teaching plan of what he 
is going to teach about the event. He is now a history teacher at a religious school.  

7.6 Troy 

Troy is a history teacher at a public high school. Before, he went to a secondary 
vocational school and wanted to be a philosophy student. However, he did not 
make it. He finally got accepted to a bachelor’s program in history education in 
2012. During university, he developed his understanding of what happened in the 
1948 and 1965 events. His perspectives of both events orient his teaching in class. 
According to him, the 1948 event is not supposed to be associated with a 
communist rebellion. What the left-wing group did at that time was only a 
response to the Indonesian government. For the 1965 event, he does not want to 
blame all communists. According to his version, there are three possibilities of 
who possibly mastermind the incident on 30 September 1965. Aside from that, 
he emphasises the mass killings occurred after the 1965 event.  
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7.7 Filbert 

Filbert emphasises that he was a top-performing student in the subject of history 
— and the love for history made him decide to pursue history as a major. He 
started his bachelor’s studies in 2009 and graduated five years later. Since August 
2018, he has been teaching at a religious private school. However, before moving 
to the current school, he taught at another religious private school. His teachings 
on Indonesian communism reflect his standpoints. For the 1948 event, he does 
not want to claim that the communist party committed a rebellion. For the 1965 
event, he opines that it was an event of how General Soeharto conducted a 
creeping coup d’état to overthrow President Soekarno’s government, with the 
help of the CIA. Furthermore, he underlines the mass killings of alleged 
communists after the 1965 event that became one of the world’s scariest 
genocides.  

7.8 Nanda 

Nanda began her bachelor’s studies in 1989 and achieved a degree in history 
education in 1994. When interviewed at a public school where she is currently 
working, Nanda admits that her viewpoint of the 1965 event is influenced by 
stories of how her uncles were imprisoned. Her uncles were accused of being 
involved in the 1965 event and were imprisoned without any trial. Drawing on 
her uncles’ stories, Nanda refuses to blame all communists for the incident on 30 
September 1965. Instead, she claims that only the elite of the party were to blame. 
Besides, when asked about the 1965 event, she underlines how the event did not 
end on 30 September. Yet, there were anti-communist massacres afterwards that 
caused around two million people to die. For the 1948 event, she actually doubts 
if the communist party did rebel against the Indonesian government. However, 
she says that she taught her students about the 1948 event as a communist 
rebellion. Now, she is no longer teaching Indonesian history since being 
appointed to teach world history. 

7.9 Andrew 

Andrew is a history teacher at a religious private school. During high school, he 
already had a curiosity regarding why the communists are always to blame for the 
1948 and 1965 events. Thus, he did not directly believe when he was taught at 
school about the stories that the communist party committed a rebellious action 
in 1948 and attempted a coup in 1965. This curiosity motivated him to study 
history at university. Alongside that curiosity, he wanted to change society’s 
perception of Indonesian communism and for him, it is through history 
education that such a dream could be made possible. He commenced his 
bachelor’s studies in 2009 and graduated in 2016. When interviewed about his 
opinion of both events, he stated the importance of being critical towards both 
events. Although he states that the 1948 event was a manifestation of a 
communist rebellion, he is interested in the causal factor rather than the action 
by the communist party. Regarding the 1965 event, he says that there are 
competing versions of the culprit. Besides, for him, the 1965 event is not only 
about the perpetrator but also the mass murder that caused many alleged 
communists to die.   
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7.10 Sally 

Sally is the only teacher who claims that she once had a great hatred towards 
Indonesian communism. However, such a standpoint shifted after becoming a 
university student. Sally got her bachelor’s degree in history education in 2016. 
She is now teaching history at a religious public high school. Her teachings on 
Indonesian communism pertaining to the 1948 and 1965 events are oriented by 
her current stances. Now, she does not see if the communist party committed a 
revolution in 1948 and 1965. Thus, for her, what happened in 1948 is not 
supposed to be understood as a communist rebellion. For the 1965 event, she 
claims that it was actually an attempt from the leaders of the communist party to 
save President Soekarno from an attempt to overthrow his government. 
Moreover, in her opinion, there was originally no plan to murder the military 
squads. Thus, it was not clear who defied the plan and killed those generals. Aside 
from that, she heavily emphasised the anti-communist massacres that happened 
after the 1965 event. 

7.11 Harry 

Unlike all history teachers, Harry studied history as a science and not history 
education. He began his university studies in 1981 then graduated in 1989. Yet, 
he started to be a history teacher in 2001. He is now teaching at a religious private 
school. Harry expresses himself as a bookworm, and he remembers many titles 
of academic texts. Written texts are the main sources for him to comprehend what 
happened with the communists in 1948 and 1965. In his opinion, there are 
competing interpretations of the 1948 event and thereby, it is not appropriate to 
conclude that the communist party was the villain. Regarding the 1965 event, he 
concludes that the incident on 30 September was orchestrated by the elites of the 
communist party, and they did not represent the entire communist group in 
Indonesia. However, he pays attention to the anti-communist purges after the 
1965 event that caused many people to be imprisoned and murdered.  

7.12 Maria 

Maria is now teaching at a public high school and will retire soon. As part of the 
generation who was born in the late 1950s, Maria saw the communist purges 
happened after the event on 30 September 1965. She witnessed the trucks 
carrying alleged communist — who were to be executed — pass by her house. That 
childhood experiences caused her to hardly question if the communists 
perpetrated the incident on 30 September 1965. She already had a big doubt if 
the communist party orchestrated the 1965 event since high school. After 
graduating from high school, she continued her bachelor’s study in history 
education and graduated in 1985. Since her early teaching career, she has been 
informing her students that the communist party was not necessarily guilty in the 
1965 event. However, on the subject of the 1948 event, she opines that the 
communist party was the perpetrator and teaches students accordingly. 



8. Exploring the Narratives of the Twelve 
Indonesian High School History Teachers 
The narrative of Indonesian communism as a national threat is the remnant of 
the militaristic New Order regime under Soeharto’s presidency, a regime that rose 
in 1966 and collapsed in mid-1998 (McGregor 2007: 65, 381). This narrative is 
constituted by stories of the 1948 and 1965 events, which are associated with the 
communist party. To recap, the 1948 event in Madiun City was about a conflict 
between the left-wing group, in which the communist party was part of, and the 
Indonesian government. The 1965 event was a strike against the right-wing army 
officers as a pre-emptive action based on an assumption that they wanted to 
undermine President Soekarno and the communists. Those officers were 
kidnapped and murdered. A day after the strike, the perpetrators announced the 
decommissioning of the existing political cabinet. Although there are competing 
versions of both events, the communist party and its people are still narratively 
portrayed as rebellious actors in the 1948 and 1965 events. The existence of the 
competing narratives renders the 1948 and 1965 events to be categorised as a 
controversial history (Adam 2007: vii).  

After the end of the New Order era in the mid-1998, attempts to maintain the 
narrative of Indonesian communism as a national threat still exist so that it has 
remained powerful in the public space (Hendrix 2017: 34). History education is 
used as one of the ways to reproduce the New Order narrative of Indonesian 
communism across time (Leksana 2009: 176). However, there are also attempts 
to challenge the New Order narrative of communism. At the school level, it is done 
by history teachers by teaching alternative narratives (Robinson 2018: 274). They 
perform what is called teaching controversial history of Indonesian communism 
by disseminating alternative narratives to countervail the New Order narrative of 
Indonesian communism.  

Informed by Somers’ analytical toolbox, this chapter will unravel multi-
layered narratives that Indonesian History teachers employ to comprehend and 
orient their teachings on post-independence Indonesian communism. Somers’ 
notion of ontological narratives, public narratives and conceptual narratives are 
employed. In this chapter, ontological narratives refer to the personal story 
(autobiography) of each teacher’s own stand about Indonesian communism 
concerning the events in 1948 and 1965. Teachers’ ontological narratives can be 
influenced by public and/or conceptual narratives of Indonesian communism 
that they acquire in certain moments in life. Public narratives are shared or 
collective stories about Indonesian communism while conceptual narratives are 
manifested in academic works on the 1948 and 1965 events.  

Narratives that inform actors of how to make sense of social life are not 
incorporated into the self in any direct way since they are mediated through a 
plethora of social and political relations (Somers and Gibson 1994: 67). Inspired 
by Somers’ relational framework, this thesis argues that teachers’ standpoints on 
Indonesian communism did not emerge in isolation as teachers are embedded 
within relationships. Thus, this chapter also sheds light on the social context of 
how they cultivate their standpoints.  
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8.1 Contradiction in Teaching 

Three teachers inform students that the event in Madiun city in 1948 was a 
communist rebellion. These teachers are Maria, Nanda and Robert. However, 
they do not think of the 1965 event as a communist rebellion or coup. In one side, 
they tend to reproduce the narrative of the communist rebellion in 1948. On the 
other side, they say that they do not want to teach students about the event in 
1965 as a communist coup.  

8.1.1 Teaching History of the Communist Rebellion in 1948 
A study by Ahmad (2016: 175-176) depicts how some Indonesian history teachers 
construe that the Indonesian Communist Party rebelled in 1948. They claim that 
the party opposed the government and declared a Soviet Indonesian state in 
Madiun city. This section highlights other examples of history teachers who share 
the view that the communists rebelled in 1948.  

Maria presents a narrative of herself as someone who believes that it was the 
communist party, with Musso as the party’s leader, who was responsible for the 
1948 event. There appear to be two related life experiences in her life trajectory 
that influenced herself to see and teach about the 1948 event in that specific way. 
These experiences happened in two different social contexts: her family and the 
educational system. She narrates that during her childhood, her father often told 
her bedtime stories, one of which was the cruelty of the communists in 1948 and 
how they even tortured religious leaders who were her father’s relatives. The 
other life experience was her reading of a student textbook used for teaching after 
becoming a teacher. The story which her father transmitted to her resonates with 
the conceptual narrative of a communist uprising, which was inserted in the 
history textbook. Maria’s case exemplifies how the New Order narrative of the 
communist rebellion in 1948, which still circulates in the formal education system 
through student textbooks or history curriculum, was appropriated into an 
ontological narrative.  

Stephen: Besides being told by your Dad, who else told you the story about the event 

in Madiun city? 

Maria: Definitely, it was the (history) book. It was after I became a history teacher. 

If you are a teacher, you adhere to the government’s version. Absolutely… haha.  

Similar to Maria, Nanda utters that she employed the narrative of the communist 
rebellion in 1948 in history curriculum and textbook when teaching about the 
event a couple of years ago6.  

Well, it is unfair if we regard them as rebels […] It was during an unstable political 

dynamic […] There must be a reason why they rebelled […] When I became a 

university student, I had friends to discuss […] We explored controversial issues […] 

As a history teacher, I was restricted by the curriculum. 

As indicated in the last quote, Nanda portrays herself as someone who doubts if 
the communist party was responsible in the 1948 event. Her narrative of herself, 
i.e., ontological narrative, is influenced by her past experiences of discussing with 

 
6 Nanda no longer teaches the topic related to Indonesian history since being assigned to teach world history. 



Stephen Pratama: Teaching Controversial History 

 

 

37 

 

university friends back in the early 1990s. However, the conceptual narrative in 
school textbooks or the history curriculum was more powerful in navigating her 
teachings on the 1948 event as a communist uprising. Informed by Somers’ (1994: 
629) discussion about narratives and power relations, one could argue that the 
government officials indirectly exercise their power on Nanda through the history 
curriculum. Thus, Nanda’s teaching was shaped by the narrative of communist 
rebellion in the curriculum and more importantly, the power of government 
officials that operated through the curriculum.  

Different from Maria and Nanda, although Robert opines that the communist 
party mutinied in 1948 and teaches students accordingly, he narrates how he also 
tries to tell students the broader political setting of the event. For him, the 
rebellion was a response to the unfair treatment received by a left-leaning prime 
minister and the government’s international relations with the Netherlands.  

We cannot directly and feverishly blame them. It was because the political condition 

in 1948 was unstable. […] There was an external force from the Netherlands while 

the Indonesian government itself was unsteady. Indonesia was like a newborn baby 

in 1948, but suddenly the Dutch intervened our national politics. At the same time, 

a left figure, Amir Sjariffudin, resigned from his position as a prime minister. He was 

deemed responsible for the international agreement between the Netherlands and 

Indonesia that disadvantaged the latter. He was resentful and then formed a left-

wing group together with the communist party. Then they proclaimed the 

establishment of the Soviet Indonesian state. […] For me, the proclamation of a state 

within a state was a manifestation of rebellion. […] Nevertheless, we cannot just 

jump into a conclusion. We need to figure out why did they rebel against the 

government? If he was embraced by the government, he probably would not rebel.  

Robert’s difference from Maria and Nanda is related to different narratives that 
navigate his teachings on the 1948 event. When Robert teaches about the event, 
he is oriented by his ontological narrative as someone who does not want to 
feverishly blame the communist party. However, this ontological narrative is 
influenced by various conceptual narratives of the political context in 1948 that 
Robert appropriated in a certain moment in life. 

Last year, I started to teach. I struggled to choose appropriate wordings so that I do 

not arbitrarily judge the communist party in front of my students. […] I read student 

textbooks and compared them with writings on the internet, which must be relevant. 

[…] Historia is neutral in providing information. 

When comparing conceptual narratives in different school textbooks and also 
reading an online scientific Indonesian history magazine (historia), Robert was 
inspired to perceive and teach about the event in 1948 from a different angle. 
Instead of directly blaming the communist party, he considers the political 
landscape of why the communist party rebelled. Of equal importance, conceptual 
narratives employed by Robert are embedded in two different contexts: material 
and virtual. In the age of technological advancement, individuals can access 
conceptual narratives not only in a written form (books) that they buy in 
bookstores but could also enter cyberspace where narratives circulate and could 
be carried into different social settings, for instance, school. As asserted by Miller 
(2018: 298), in the post-New Order era, alternative versions of Indonesian 
communism can freely circulate in cyberspace.  
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Overall, this subsection discusses the stories of the three teachers who 
associate the 1948 event with a communist insurgence. In regard to teaching, 
there is a little variation between the first two teachers (Maria and Nanda) and 
Robert. While Nanda employed the narrative in the history curriculum or history 
book that she used to teach, Maria and Robert refer to narratives of the 1948 event 
outside the educational context besides making use of the conceptual narrative in 
school textbooks. Maria adheres to the stories of communist cruelty in 1948 told 
by her father during childhood, which are congruent with the narrative of the 
communist uprising in history textbooks and the curriculum. Therefore, what 
Maria teaches is similar to what Nanda taught to students a couple of years ago. 
Meanwhile, Robert draws on narratives from various sources, including online 
sources, that enlighten him to see the 1948 event from a different angle. Robert 
does not only stress the party’s rebellion but emphasises the political context that 
stimulated the party to oppose the government.  

8.1.2 Teaching Controversial History of the Event in 1965 
The last subsection has discussed the cases of a few teachers who do not teach the 
history of the 1948 event as a controversial history. They only present to students 
one version of the 1948 event, which is the story of the communist uprising. 
Nonetheless, the case is different for the 1965 event. One similarity across Maria, 
Nanda and Robert is that they do not believe in the New Order narrative of the 
communist coup in 1965. This section explores their narratives of the status of 
the communists in the 1965 event that orient their teachings on the event.  

Maria heavily doubts if the communists were perpetrators. It was seemingly 
childhood experiences more than 50 years ago in a specific neighbourhood that 
caused her to narrate herself as a person who mistrusts the narrative of the 
communist party as the orchestrator of the killing of the army generals as part of 
a coup attempt. She lived in a social environment where many people were 
associated with Indonesian communism and murdered. With tears, she recalls an 
episode in her childhood:  

Since being a high school student, I already sensed that the communist party was not 

responsible for the 1965 event. If the communists were scary, why my neighbours 

were defenceless when they were captured and murdered. If they committed a coup 

d’état, how could they be so weak and defenceless? […] I witnessed truckload of 

people passed my house; they were brought to a mountain nearby. […] I was six years 

old at that time. […] There was my neighbour who was only a tambour. He was 

considered as a communist […] I had asthma since I was one year old, and when it 

got worse, he informed my Dad who lived one kilometre away from me as I stayed at 

my grandparents’ house. […] Why was he killed? It was too cruel and no trial at all. 

He was just a tambour; he did not understand politics at all […] If I am not mistaken, 

it was in 1966 […] However, I also had one neighbour who was a member of People’s 

Youth Wing7, and he menaced me. […] Thus, people who were identified as a 

communist could be good and evil. The history of the event in 1965 is controversial.  

Then, who was possibly the orchestrator of the incident, according to Maria? 
Maria constructed a story of President Soeharto as a probable perpetrator of the 
1965 event. That story was assembled by referring to different stories of what she 
witnessed or experienced during the New Order era. The first story was about the 

 
7 People’s Youth Wing was Indonesian Communist Party’s youth organisation. 
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imprisonment of her nephew due to protesting President Soeharto’s educational 
policy while the second story was about an obligation for all civil services to elect 
Soeharto’s political party during the New Order era. Based on those stories, Maria 
fabricated a narrative of Soeharto as a power-hungry person who possibly 
masterminded the assassination of the seven military officers on 30 September 
1965 as an initiation to gain presidential power.  

Overall, her childhood story alongside the story of Soeharto as a power-
hungry president influence her ontological narrative as someone who suspects if 
Soeharto, instead of the communists, was possibly the perpetrator. She performs 
her ontological narrative when teaching about the history of the 1965 event.  

I said to students, ‘Probably, Soeharto was the mastermind of the 1965 event.’ 

Hahaha. […] For me, Soeharto used everything to maintain his presidential power. 

 
Maria also narrates that she has been telling students about the possibility of 
Soeharto as the perpetrator since her early career as a history teacher in the mid-
1980s. 

When teaching about the 1965 event, I informed my students of a different story from 

that in their book. I have been doing this since my early career! History is a man-

made product. […] Its production depends on who has the power.  

Moreover, since approximately 15 years ago, she has been introducing students 
to various stories of who possibly the culprit was. Those competing conceptual 
narratives have been written in the student textbook of the current curriculum 
(the 2013 curriculum) that she uses to teach. However, Maria claims it was the 
conceptual narratives in the school textbook of the 2004 curriculum that 
informed her various possible culprits in the 1965 event. Thus, her current 
teaching is somewhat influenced by the old curriculum and not the current one. 
The 2004 curriculum itself did not last long. To shortly recap, history textbooks 
of the 2004 curriculum were banned and burnt. Anti-communist groups 
protested the textbooks for not narrating the communist party as the responsible 
actor in 1948 and 1965 events (Syukur 2013: 356, 358-359).  

Besides telling students about who possibly the perpetrator was, Maria 
usually shares her childhood story to show that not all communists were evil, let 
alone murdered the seven military officers. Maria’s case exemplifies how personal 
experience is used to teach alternative versions of a historical event. This case 
corroborates the argument of Epstein and Gist (2015: 53-54) and Rodriguez 
(2018: 545-550) that personal experiences can be employed to teach students 
about an alternative portrayal of social reality.  

Similar to Maria, Nanda also saw ‘injustice’ since her early life. When 
interviewed, Nanda shares the story of the imprisonment of her uncles, which 
makes her identify herself as part of victims. She could not meet her two uncles 
as they were imprisoned for 12 years. Nanda herself did not directly see how they 
were jailed. According to her, they were considered to be involved in attempting 
the communist coup in 1965. She argues that the imprisonment was unfair since 
there was no trial in the first place.  

It is seen from my perspective as part of victims hehe. […] My uncles were 

imprisoned. Was it fair? No. I could not meet them for years. […] My uncle said that 

participating in the strike would make him promoted. […] My uncles were military 
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officers. […] Probably, they sided with progressive junior squads8. […] They said that 

the imprisonment was done without any trial in the first place. For them, it was 

unfair. 

Nanda refuses to draw on the story of the communist coup taught to her during 
high school to make sense the 1965 event. Instead, she refers to public narratives 
of what happened in 1965 assembled by her uncles and their fellow prisoners. The 
process of appropriation of the public narratives happened when she was an 
elementary student in the early 1980s until when she was about to finish high 
school. This happened as Nanda often gathered together with her uncles and their 
friends and listened to their stories. Those public narratives influence her 
ontological narrative as a person who disagrees if the communist party was the 
responsible actor in the 1965 event. For her, it was only the party’s elites who 
organised the kidnapping and killing of the military officers.  

After becoming a history teacher, Nanda expanded her knowledge of the 
history of the 1965 event. First, she appropriated various conceptual narratives 
about the villain in the event. It was her sibling who told her about numerous 
scholarly interpretations of the 1965 event.  

My sibling has friends, and they all are curious about banned books. Therefore, they 

tried to get them. I did not ask how he got the books; I just read them. […] We often 

had discussions, and I was informed, ‘Hey, there are many interpretations regarding 

the 1965 event.’ […] I responded, ‘Do you know the most update one?’ 

When teaching her students about who was responsible for the incident on 30 
September 1965, Nanda did not draw on public narratives about the role of party’s 
elites, which she acquired when gathered with her uncles and their fellow 
prisoners. Instead, she was more influenced by conceptual narratives in her 
sibling’s books. She presented different possibilities of who must be responsible 
for the 1965 event, ranging from the CIA, Soeharto, to the communist party. 
Nanda also says that she spoke to students that all versions are correct.  

However, according to Nanda, the story of the 1965 event did not end in the 
incident on 30 September 1965. In other words, according to her, the narrative of 
the 1965 event consists of two connected parts. It was begun by an incident on 30 
September and followed by mass killings that cause millions of people to die. In 
her personal story, it was her experiences of watching Joshua Oppenheimer’s film 
(The Act of Killing) and, especially reading John Roosa’s book that turned her 
focus towards the anti-communist mass killings. As emphasised, the stories in 
Oppenheimer’s movie and Roosa’s book portray anti-communist mass killings. 
Nanda herself got the book from a senior fellow history teacher and attended the 
screening of the film organised by one NGO. Her experiences of watching the film 
and reading Roosa’s book occurred in the last ten years. Before watching the film 
and especially, reading the book, she did not stress the story of anti-communist 
killings when teaching about the 1965 event. Of equal note, it is the influence of 
the story in the film and John Roosa’s historical narrative on Nanda that 
differentiates her from Maria who adheres to her childhood memory. In turn, 
narratives in Oppenheimer’s film and Roosa’s book guided Nanda to teach her 

 
8 The progressive junior officers led the action to abduct the right-wing army high command on the night of 
30 September 1965.  
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students about the story of the communist purges, a story which is not yet 
presented in school textbooks until now.  

Yes, approximately 2 million people. Furthermore, we do not know yet if they were 

proven guilty. […] I showed this historical fact to my students, ‘What do you think 

guys? That the story of our nation is not as flawless as you read in the textbook.’ […] 

I tried to inform them that the story of our country is not as flawless as what my 

students ever heard about. 

Different from Maria and Nanda who saw ‘injustice’ towards alleged communists 
since their early life that makes them disagree with or hardly question the 
narrative of the communist coup in 1965, Robert acknowledges that he once 
believed in the story of a communist coup. At school, he was taught about the 
narrative of Indonesian communism as a nation’s troublemaker. Although he 
once claimed himself as someone believing in that narrative, he later changed his 
view. As highlighted by Somers (1994: 618), identity and self are not fixed entities. 
The shifting of identity and self is related to a particular context where there is a 
set of prevailing narratives (Ibid: 624). In the case of Robert, he changed his 
perceptions after appropriating alternative narratives of Indonesian communism 
during university.   

From elementary to the high school level, I interpreted the 1965 event from the 

government’s perspective. Everything changed after being a university student. […] 

In the government’s version, the communist party is depicted as cruel and rebellious.  

The above quote demonstrates that an episode as a university student influences 
how Robert expresses himself as someone who refuses the idea that all 
communists were culpable. Robert once took a course and had an assignment to 
present the case of the 1965 event. For doing the assignment, he read many books 
on the event that in turn shape his current view that the communist party was not 
necessarily guilty. However, further acquisition of alternative narratives seemed 
to occur outside the formal educational context to a greater extent. It was his 
social relations with university friends that gave more access to alternative stories 
which disconfirm the New Order narrative of the communist coup in 1965.  

I also joined a student academic community. […] We had a discussion almost every 

week. […] It was through several times of discussion that we understood new things. 

We reviewed books and made summaries. 

 
He acquired public narratives of the 1965 event existed among his friends in a 
student community when engaging in a routine discussion. He also obtained 
conceptual narratives written in books on the 1965 event that were discussed in 
the student community. In addition, Robert watched Joshua Oppenheimer’s 
documentary films (The Act of Killing and The Look of Silence) together with his 
university friends who introduced him to the films. He employs the narratives in 
the movies to criticise the government’s narrative of the 1965 event that does not 
incorporate the stories of anti-communist bloodbaths.  

[…] but the government’s narrative does not portray the impact of the 1965 event. 

There were three million murdered people who were identified as a communist. […] 

It must be taught to students. It was a crime against humanity.  
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Unlike other teachers in this present study, Robert has yet to teach the topic of 
the 1965 event. He is going to teach the topic a week after the interview took place. 
However, he already had a plan on what to teach about the story of the 1965 event. 
His standpoint on the 1965 event influences his intention to present various 
versions of who possibly the culprit was and will ask his students to debate all 
versions. Robert himself has seen that competing versions have been available in 
one of the current history textbooks, although there is still a tendency to narrate 
the communist party as the mastermind of the incident. He also intends to screen 
Joshua Oppenheimer’s films to students to show that many alleged communists 
were victims, instead of perpetrators.  

In sum, with the exception of Robert, Maria and Nanda have taught about 
controversial history. When interviewed, Maria and Nanda exemplify how they 
employed alternative narratives of who the perpetrator was to counterbalance the 
New Order narrative of the communist party as the culprit. They also talk about 
the stories of anti-communist killings to show their students that many innocent 
people were murdered without any trial. One obvious similarity across them is 
that they appropriated the stories of anti-communist killings outside the formal 
educational context. As asserted by Robert and Nanda, the stories are not yet 
included in history textbooks and the history curriculum. Moreover, except for 
Robert who once took a course at university which somewhat influenced his 
current view of the event, learning process in school does not seem to have a 
significant role in shaping Maria and Nanda’s perception that the communist 
party was not the mastermind.   

8.2. Opposing the New Order Narrative 

The narrative of the communist party as a national threat who rebelled in 1948 
and 1965 is the remainder of the military-dominated New Order regime. While 
several Indonesians still adhere to that narrative (as written in chapter 2), this 
section examines how Immanuel, Troy and Harry cultivate their opposition to the 
New Order narrative of Indonesian communism. Their standpoints are shaped 
by narratives that are not of their own making.  

Immanuel presents himself as someone who criticises and even rejects the 
New Order narrative of the 1948 and 1965 events as a communist insurgence.  

When I was a university student, I read the standardised history book written by 

Nugroho Notosusanto, which is framed by the New Order’s perspective. For me, it 

should be criticised regarding the way the 1948 and 1965 events are storied in the 

book. […] For me, the New Order regime’s narrative of the 1965 event is outdated; 

we are not supposed to teach it, although it is still dominant nowadays. 

That ontological narrative appears to be the product of someone who never had 
any experience of pronounced hostility to Indonesian communism or being 
taught to hate the communist party in school.  

I have never been taught about the cruelty of the Indonesian Communist Party by 

my teacher. I have no basic knowledge of communist cruelty. […] Did my case prove 

that the 1994 history curricula fail to be executed at a school? 

Furthermore, his ontological narrative is significantly influenced by what he read 
during university. He acquired alternative narratives of the communist party due 
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to having access to lots of history book at a university library or at one student 
organisation that he joined. By referring to different conceptual narratives in 
some history books, he claims that the New Order narrative of Indonesian 
communism, which is still dominant nowadays, is problematic. The story of his 
experiences as a university student supports Glenn’s (2012: 330, 349) argument 
that preservice teachers’ experience of reading counter-narrative texts can inspire 
them to challenge the existing dominant narrative. 

When interviewed, he mentions one book on the 1948 event that he agrees 
with. It is the book on Soemarsono’s confession, which informed him that the left-
wing group did not rebel.  

If I am not wrong, when I was a university student, Soemarsono returned to 

Indonesia. He was discussed among people in community history; people said that 

he wrote a book and so forth. I followed the narrative of him. […] Although I did not 

read the whole book on his confession, I got his perspective.  

 
He noticed that the book existed because there was a public narrative of 
Soemarsono who returned to Indonesia and wrote an academic book on the 1948 
event. Soemarsono was an ex-troop who partook in the conflict in 1948 so that 
his return attracted the attention of people in the history education program. The 
public narrative of Soemarsono’s return was common among people in the 
history major. As a student in the history education program, Immanuel was also 
interested in exploring whether the 1948 event was a communist rebellion. When 
reading the book, he grasped that, according to Soemarsono, the left-wing group 
just defended themselves from the government’s troops. He also acquired 
narratives from other books, which inform him that what happened in 1948 was 
a conflict among elites to determine the best political landscape of Indonesia after 
independence. All those narratives influence him to reason that it is inappropriate 
to conclude that the communist party rebelled.  

He also speaks about his experiences of reading books on the 1965 event. The 
conceptual narratives in the Cornell Paper and John Roosa’s book are influential 
in forming his current standpoint, especially his opposition to the New Order 
narrative of communism. In brief, those books informed him about the cause of 
the killing of the seven army officers, the decommissioning of the political cabinet 
after the killing of those army generals and anti-communist massacres 
afterwards. Immanuel interweaves the narratives in those books into one 
alternative narrative to challenge the New Order narrative as expressed in the 
following quote. 

Hmm for the 1965 event, I like, oh I am not supposed to like. I prefer Ben Anderson’s 

Cornell Paper. According to him, the strike against the army high command on the 

night of 30 September was an internal army putsch by the junior officers against 

their seniors. […] Thus, we were not supposed to kill three million communist-

associated people, as John Roosa writes. […] For me, the post-1965 was a tragedy of 

humanity. […] The murder of army officers is an issue of elites. However, the victims 

were laypeople who were associated with Indonesian communism. [...] If we 

compare with novel historical findings, the New Order narrative of Indonesian 

communism is obsolete. 

What student teachers read during university do not only motivate them to 
criticise dominant narrative as researched by Glenn (2012: 338, 346, 348), but 
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the narratives in books can be employed to navigate their teachings as well. In 
line with Demoiny’s (2017: 128) findings of how experiences of reading particular 
texts in school influence the content of what educators teach, conceptual 
narratives that Immanuel acquired when he was a student direct his teachings on 
post-independence Indonesian communism. More importantly, he employs the 
conceptual narratives to counterpoise the New Order narrative of the communist 
rebellion in 1948 that is still circulating in the educational system through the 
history curriculum and student textbooks.   

I tell students that the term rebellion is an academic invention. […] ‘What do you 

guys think of Soemarsono? Is he a traitor or someone who has a contribution to 

Indonesia?’ He was incriminated of committing a rebellious action in 1948. […] 

However, in a book on his confession, he says that he and the left-wing group just 

defended themselves. […] In the student textbook, the 1948 event is called a 

communist rebellion. […] However, I usually do my teaching based on my version. 

The event was actually a conflict among elites.  

For the 1965 event, Immanuel speaks about his attempt to informs students about 
competing versions of the event on 30 September and the stories of the anti-
communist massacres.  

I always present the chronology of the event. […] I compare the murder of the army 

high command with the mass murder of 3 million alleged communists. […] I tell 

them that if we bring the case to forensics homicide, it is illogical. […] I also present 

competing versions of who possibly the perpetrator was. The New Order narrative 

portrays the communist party as the culprit who committed a coup against President 

Soekarno. If the communist party committed a coup, then the communists should 

replace Soekarno as a president. However, in fact, Soekarno was replaced by 

Soeharto. Thus, we should question if it was a communist coup.   

Similar to Immanuel. Troy also has a negative view of the New Order regime and 
its military. The main theme in Troy’s ontological narrative about his view of 
Indonesian communism is his opposition to the military’s narrative of Indonesian 
communism as a threat. There were two past experiences that influence him to 
have a negative view of Soeharto’s militaristic regime as well as its negative 
narrative of communism. The first one was his experiences at home.  

My Dad often indoctrinated his children that Soeharto and the military were 

problematic. We were influenced by my Dad’s thought on Soeharto and his 

militaristic regime. 

 
Another relevant experience was reading a book which presents a negative image 
of the military in the colonial era. These experiences in his early life trajectory 
become a bedrock of his current opposition to the military’s narrative of 
Indonesian communism.  

I am not an anti-military person; it is just that I dislike the military’s narrative (of 

Indonesian communism). 

His current opposition to the negative narrative of Indonesian communism also 
has its root in the educational context where he was not intensely inculcated with 
the New Order narrative of Indonesian communism. He went to a vocational high 
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school where the content of history subject was not as comprehensive as that in 
regular high school. As a result, he did not have in-depth knowledge of 
communist rebellion, let alone a deep hatred towards Indonesian communism. 
However, it was his experiences during university that shapes he perceives 
Indonesian communism. 

At university, there were experiences that are connected to his current view 
of the 1948 event. He acquired different narratives of the 1948 event when 
attending one course and reading books by himself. Those narratives enlighten 
him about what happened with the communist party in 1948.  

The term communist rebellion is used in the curriculum for the topic of the 1948 

event. […] I always use the keyword told by my lecturer. My lecturer said that it was 

an affair. The term is affair, not communist rebellion. [...] When we talk about what 

happened in Madiun city, we should take into consideration the causal variables. [...] 
I read Harry Poezze’s book. […] Hmm Alternative History of Indonesia, the one with 

blue cover. The book is interesting, it is like a pocketbook for university students, 

and it offers an alternative historical perspective of the 1948 event. I read the book 

in my final semesters at university. […] Those all shape my thought and teachings. 

Troy intertwines different stories, ranging from what his lecturer told him to 
conceptual narratives about the intermingling of international and local issues 
underlying the 1948 event, into one solid story to make sense the event in Madiun 
city. According to his alternative version, there was opposition from the left-wing 
group to the Indonesian government for two reasons. The first one was their 
rejection of the political agreement between the Indonesian government with the 
Netherlands. The second one was the negative treatment received by a left-
leaning prime minister, Amir Sjariffudin. For Troy, the opposition was not a form 
of rebellion, instead, it was just an ordinary political response. Thus, he prefers 
to use the term ‘the affair’ and thereof it becomes the ‘the Madiun Affair’, a term 
that he got from his lecturer. His view of the 1948 event drives him to tell his 
students that what happened in 1948 is not supposed to be called a communist 
uprising. However, he has to inform students about the version of communist 
rebellion as well as this version is still written in the student book they use.  

At university, Troy also obtained narratives of the 1965 event that are 
discordant with the New Order narrative of the 1965 event. First, he read John 
Roosa’s book informing him about what happened on 30 September 1965 until 
the implementation of anti-communist violence afterwards. His access to the 
book itself was made possible through his social connections with seniors at 
university. Moreover, similar to how a Taiwanese teacher was enlightened when 
discussing with university colleagues about controversial public issues (Hung 
2018: 73), Troy’s opinion that the event was not a communist coup was also 
influenced by his seniors’ narrative.  

I often stayed in a room where all seniors also gathered. It was a lodge full of history 

books on the 1965 event. John Roosa’s book was in there too. My seniors talked a lot 

about the 1965 event. […] They understood the 1965 event from a left perspective. 

They opined that the narrative of 1965 written in many mainstream books is 

Soeharto’s fake story. Soeharto’s fake story is maintained through education and so 

forth. ‘You better read these books to know other perspectives’, they said. 
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The adjective ‘left’ that Troy attaches to his senior’s narrative suggests that their 
public narrative contradicts the New Order narrative about the communist party 
as the blameworthy actor in 1965.  

His seniors’ public narrative and the conceptual narrative in John Roosa’s 
book he read by himself are like separate narratives that he assembled into one 
full alternative version of the 1965 event. Troy says that the version consists of 
three main relational parts: the background, the incident on 30 September and 
the anti-communist killings afterwards. The background is about Indonesia in the 
Cold War politics and the disharmony between the military and the communist 
party. Then, there are three possibilities of who masterminded the strike against 
the army generals on 30 September. For him, the possibilities are the junior 
military officers, the communist party’s leadership or the western-block 
countries. However, many alleged communists were accused of being involved in 
the strike. Those communist-associates were assassinated during the anti-
communist mass killings.  

When teaching about the 1965 event, he organises the content into three 
parts in accordance with his version of the event. He always begins by telling 
students about the background. Then, he presents various possible perpetrators 
of the incident on 30 September. Troy himself says that some versions, besides 
the narrative of the communist party as the villain, have been written in the 
textbook although there is still a tendency to blame the communist party. In the 
end, he emphasises the story of mass killings, which is not available in the school 
textbook that he uses to teach. For him, introducing students to the story of anti-
communist violence that caused many communist associates to die and suffer can 
stop the reproduction of hatred towards Indonesian communism. 

If we do not teach multiple facts of the 1965 event, we would only reproduce hatred 

towards everything linked to Indonesian communism. […] The reason why people 

nowadays seriously take into consideration a military officer’s claim about 

communist resurgence is that history is not studied in an appropriate way.   

The third teacher is Harry. When interviewed, Harry expresses himself as 
someone who refutes the New Order regime’s narrative. The same as Immanuel 
and Troy, Harry’s ontological narrative drives him to teach his students 
alternative narratives of Indonesian communism.  

I want my students not to believe in the historical narrative produced during the New 

Order era. 

His ontological narrative of how he views Indonesian communism is related to 
conceptual narratives that contradict to the New Order narrative of the 
communist rebellion in both events. When asked how he accessed academic 
writings on both events, he answers: 

[…] sometimes I try to search on Facebook where people also often sell books. [...] 

After the fall of the New Order regime, many texts flourish. I got updated information 

from those writings.  

As alternative narratives flourish and circulate more freely in a more democratic 
context since the fall of the New Order regime in 1998, Harry can access a diverse 
range of narratives to refer to comprehend what happened in 1948 and 1965. The 
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opening up of publications in the post-New Order era is much different from what 
happened during the New Order era.  

When I was a student in the New Order era, people were disallowed to talk about a 

narrative other than which had been set by the government. 

About the 1948 event happened in Madiun city, Harry does not really remember 
what he was taught at school as for him, his teachers were not inspiring. Actually, 
he has read many texts on the 1948 event, but until now, he is not convinced by 
those writings. However, there is an article in the newspaper that he tends to 
agree with. The article, written in 2003 by a university lecturer, sums up different 
theories of the Madiun Affair in 1948. The author argues that each theory might 
complement each other. That argument is a synthesis of four different conceptual 
narratives of the responsible actor in 1948, ranging from the communist party, 
the Soviet Union, the US and to the Indonesian government. The narrative in the 
article influences Harry to argue that it is not accurate to conclude that the 
communist party rebelled in 1948 as written in the school textbook he uses to 
teach. In turn, this is what Harry sometimes does when teaching history:  

I give the article from that newspaper to students regardless of whether they could 

comprehend it. […] That is the easiest text on the 1948 event. […] The conclusion of 

the article is, possibly, each theory complements one another so that none of them 

could give a final answer. 

When speaking about the 1965 event, Harry recalls a moment when he was a 
secondary school student and imagined if the communist party was not guilty 
although he was taught about the communist party as the perpetrator. Now, he 
emphasises the issue of humanity besides refusing to blame all communists. His 
stance is not only influenced by what he has read but also public narratives of 
innocent people’s suffering. Examples of books from which he acquired 
conceptual narratives of the 1965 event that influence his standpoint are John 
Roosa’s book and Geoffrey Robinson’s book. Those books enlightened him about 
the role of the communist party’s elites in organising the action on 30 September 
1965. The appropriation of public narratives about victims’ suffering happened 
when he conducted research on former prisoners. He once became a researcher 
of one NGO whose activities concentrates on the victims of the anti-communist 
violence in 1965-1966. One factor that makes him interested in joining the NGO 
and building social connections with people in the NGO is the alignment between 
his ontological narrative and the public narrative of the 1965 event existing 
among people in the NGO.   

Stephen: Hmm, it seems that you do not agree if the communist party was deemed 

as the perpetrator in 1965. 

Harry: Of course! People in that NGO and I disagree with the version of the 

communist party as the culprit.  

When he interviewed former prisoners, he got the stories that they did not know 
anything about the strike against the army high command, let alone partook in 
the execution. Public narratives that he got from former prisoners complement 
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the conceptual narratives that he acquired in a number of books such as John 
Roosa’s book and Geoffrey Robinson’s book. 

Almost all victims of anti-communist violence did not know what happened on the 

night of 30 September […] They were identified as a communist. [...] They were 

detained on Buru island. […] It was lucky that I could meet them; they were 

dehumanised victims. The issue of humanity becomes my concern up to now. [...] 

After I met victims and read books, I conclude that the incident was orchestrated by 

elites of the communist party […] Those elites did not represent the whole party. 

All those conceptual and public narratives are like parts that he interweaves into 
a solid story that represents his standpoint on the 1965 event and to make sense 
of what happened in 1965. The story depicts that elites of the communist party 
organised an action to abduct the senior army squads on 30 September 1965. 
Nevertheless, many people, who were associated with Indonesian communism 
and knew nothing about the action, were accused of being embroiled in the 
incident. As a result, they were killed or imprisoned. This story contradicts the 
New Order narrative of communists as the perpetrator. When teaching history of 
the 1965 event, Harry shares different narratives to students to contest the New 
Order narrative of the communist party. 

Before, when I was teaching history, I screened videos of victims’ testimony of how 

they were detained produced by the NGO where I joined. I gave students parts of 

books I read or scientific magazine which contain narratives that are different from 

the New Order regime’s narrative of Indonesian communism. [...] Now, I give them 

additional notes about what is not yet revealed in the current history curriculum.  

 
Furthermore, by referring to the stories of victims’ suffering, he also 
problematises the conceptual narrative of the 1965 event in the current history 
curriculum and school textbooks.  

The debate revolves around who possibly the villain was. People in the NGO and I 

question why the stories about victims are not revealed in school textbooks. There 

are so many victims. 

According to Harry, the narrative of the 1965 event in the curriculum omits the 
aspect of the anti-communist massacres that cause many innocent people to 
suffer and die. Thus, he once screened victims’ testimony produced by the NGO. 
Harry’s strategy to use teaching materials beyond the standardised textbook is 
similar to the strategy of feminist teachers studied by Stevens and Martell (2019: 
7-8). Those feminist teachers use teaching materials that adequately represent 
women because women are not adequately displayed in the book.  

This section illuminates the stories of Immanuel, Troy and Harry who openly 
disagree with the New Order narrative of communism. Their teachings on the 
controversial history of post-independence Indonesian communism is oriented 
by their opposition to the New Order narrative that still circulates in the formal 
education system. Such personal view is not formed abruptly since each of them 
is influenced by conceptual and/or public narratives of the Indonesian 
communism that are not of their own making. Formal education (secondary 
education and university) does not seem to have a dominant contribution in 
shaping their ontological narratives. Independent initiatives, as well as social 
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connections, seemingly play a more important role in accessing alternative 
narratives – in turn influence their standpoints on Indonesian communism.  

8.3 Being Critical of the New Order Narrative  

Andrew is an example of how an actor indirectly resists the narrative of 
Indonesian communism as a national threat exposed to him while at school. He 
presents himself as a person who has been critical of the negative narrative of 
Indonesian communism since high school.  

When I was a high school student, I kept asking why the communist party was always 

to blame for those conflictual events. In 1948, it was the communist party who was 

reprehensible. The same happened for the 1965 event.  

He became more critical of the New Order negative narrative of Indonesian 
communism at university as he frequently engaged in discussion with friends 
besides acquiring conceptual narratives in several books on the 1948 and 1965 
events. 

At university, he joined to student academic forums consisting of students 
with a critical perspective in construing controversial historical events. Episodes 
of his involvement in those groups during university are also parts of his 
ontological narrative. Andrew’s engagement in such social circles made him 
become more critical of the New Order narrative.  

I often participated in student forums with a critical orientation. […] I was actively 

involved in discussions with friends. They were critical and anti-mainstream. My 

friends and I questioned all controversial historical events instead of directly 

believing in the existing stories of those affairs. 

In student academic forums, he also obtained public narratives to contest the 
New Order narrative of Indonesian communism. For instance, he is inspired by 
the narrative of how Western powers attempted to bring into conflict the 
communist party and other elements in Indonesia. This narrative enlightens him 
to think that the US meddled in the 1965 event as an attempt to crush the 
communist elements and bring Indonesia to the liberal-capitalist pole. There are 
two indications in that particular narrative. First, it negates the New Order 
narrative about the communist party as the sole actor that wanted to dominate 
the state. Second, it shows that the communist party was a victim – forced into 
conflict with other groups, for instance, the Muslims.  

Andrew complemented public narratives that he acquired in student forums 
with conceptual narratives in a number of books. Regarding textbooks, he himself 
utters how, in the post-New Order era, access to written narratives is much easier.  

I am lucky that I live in the post-New Order era. Under the New Order regime, it was 

difficult to find books, especially books on those controversial issues. In the New 

Order era, we would be in trouble if we got caught of having those books. Now, 

finding knowledge is easier.  

 
Andrew’s narrative illuminates two issues about the broader social and political 
context where he is a part. First, there is a change in power relations among actors 
in the post Soeharto era. After the fall of the New Order regime in the mid-1998, 



Stephen Pratama: Teaching Controversial History 

 

 

50 

 

alternative narratives flourish since censorship was lifted (Vickers and McGregor 
2005: 44-2) and publication became freer (Meckelburg 2013: 25). Hence, 
proponents of alternative narratives of Indonesian communism can disseminate 
their narratives more freely to counter the negative narrative of communism. This 
situation is very much different from that in the New Order era, where there was 
almost no room for alternative narratives. Second, in that more democratic 
context, there is a diverse range of circulating narratives of Indonesian 
communism that he can employ to comprehend what happened in 1948 and 1965.  

When interviewed, Andrew explains that his standpoint on the 1948 event is 
a synthesis of conceptual narratives that he got from scholarly books on the event 
and public narratives acquired in student forums. According to Andrew, the 1948 
event can be categorised as a communist rebellion with an exception that it 
should not be understood in a negative way - rather the uprising was, in his eyes, 
a manifestation of a disappointment. Andrew informs that the left-wing group 
was disappointed since the Indonesian government was too willing to be 
influenced by the Netherlands’ political manoeuvre that could disadvantage 
Indonesia itself. Moreover, according to him, they rebelled because their interests 
were not accommodated by the government.  

Although his view of the 1948 event is very close to that of Robert (see 8.1.1), 
Andrew does not want to direct his students to believe that the communist party 
was culpable in the 1948 event. While Andrew focuses on the causes of the event 
rather than the action of the communist party, Robert still accentuates that the 
communist party rebelled. Furthermore, Andrew does not want his students to 
cultivate an aversion towards Indonesian communism regardless of how the 
communist party is narrated in school textbooks or the history curriculum.   

I do not want my students to hate Indonesian communism. Knowledge is not a 

source of hatred. [...] I ask my students not to believe that it was the communist party 

who was to blame; instead, I encourage them to ask why the communist party was 

considered guilty. I want them to think about why that event happened. 

Andrew conveys that all of his students employ the narrative of the communist 
coup in 1965. Students appropriate that narrative in their textbook, where the 
communist party is narratively depicted as a rebel. To contest the narrative 
circulating among students, he employs the conceptual narrative in John Roosa’s 
book and public narratives that he obtained in student forums during university. 
By referring to those narratives, he presents various possible perpetrators of the 
incident on 30 September, including the role of the CIA or western-block 
countries. He also screens Joshua Oppenheimer’s documentary films about anti-
communist mass murder to show that most communists were victims instead of 
perpetrators who attempted a coup in 1965. Andrew himself says that he got those 
films from his university friends. The following quote exemplifies how he tries to 
contest students’ narrative of the communist party as the perpetrator in the 1965 
event. 

I want my students to analyse and criticise that controversial event. I usually begin 

my teaching by posing a question, ‘If the real culprit was the communist party, 

meaning that communist party did a coup d’état in 1965, why was it General 

Soeharto who replaced President Soekarno? Why the communists did not replace 

President Soekarno?’ […] Why then most communists became victims? Students 

think if the party did a coup. I instruct them to make a group of 4 or 6, and I assign 
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them to explore further competing interpretations. […] ‘You guys better not conclude 

that the communist party was the culprit since there are competing versions.’  

8.4 “An Open-Minded Person”  

Francisia presents a particular account of herself as an open-minded person. She 
embraces all competing narratives of communism without judging which 
narrative is the right one. Her ontological narrative is linked to her experiences 
that concern two different social settings: family and university. She recalls her 
experiences with her father who often answered her questions with other 
intriguing questions. This habit accustomed her to think if there are always other 
possible interpretations. Moreover, she also accentuates the way her lecturers 
taught her at university that accustoms her to be willing to explore multiple 
historical versions.  

I am not supposed to expect that my fellow teachers could have the same teaching 

style as mine. I can perform this style, thanks to my life trajectory. […] If I were not 

taught by my Dad with his way of teaching me history, I would not be what I am now. 

[...] At university, I was lucky enough to be taught by those young lectures. 

Whenever Francisia was taught about the narrative of the communist rebellion in 
1948 at school, she always confirmed the story with her father at home. Her father 
informed her that the event in Madiun city was exaggerated because the 
communist party was involved. However, it was her lecturers at the university 
that inspired her by introducing two different terms for the 1948 event: affair and 
rebellion. For her, the former term denotes that it was only a small-scale event 
that was considered normal for a newly independent country. In the context of a 
new country, there were some groups who wanted to propose their version of the 
best political system based on their ideology. On the contrary, the term rebellion 
signifies how the communist party wanted to destroy Indonesia. Her lecturers let 
students use any term as long as they are consistent with their word choice and 
could come up with cogent argumentation.  

When teaching about the 1948 event, Francisia activates her stance as an 
open-minded teacher. She narrates that she let students choose whether they 
want to associate the event in Madiun city with a communist rebellion or just a 
small-scale affair. She requires her students to use any of the terms consistently 
and back up their choice with convincing arguments. In addition, she does not 
want to choose a student textbook in which the term of the event tends to reflect 
the version of the 1948 event as a communist uprising. 

We can decide to use student book from any publishers. Therefore, I choose the one 

that contains neutral terms. If the author still uses the term rebellion for the 1948 

event, I will not use the book. I do not want to use that sort of book for my students. 

 
For her, neutral term, for instance, the affair, instead of rebellion, is more 
representative towards all competing interpretations. Essentially, she does not 
want her students to be directed by one version only.  

At school, she was also taught to believe that the communist party was 
responsible for the 1965 event. However, she always told his father about what 
she got at school. Then, his father triggered her to think if there is an alternative 
version. It was actually her social relations with university friends, who had a 
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curiosity with alternative narratives of the 1965 event, that gave her access to the 
Cornell Paper, an alternative academic version of the 1965 event. To briefly recap, 
the Cornell Paper argues that the killing of right-wing army officers was organised 
by the ‘progressive’ young army officers and not the communist party (Anderson 
and McVey 2001: 20, 32-37, 183).  

Francisia: It was one of the most wanted texts when I was at university. 

Stephen: It was banned by the attorney general. 

Francisia: Yes, it was. Therefore, we copied the book in secret. There was no 

smartphone, so we made notes who held the book and when to return or pass it to 

the next friend. We worried if the book was returned lately because someone not 

from our group could obtain it.  

The moment when Francisia became aware of the issue of mass killings was when 
many publications on anti-communist violence began to flourish in the mid-
1990s. It was when she was still a university student. After reading some of those 
texts, she started to perceive that the 1965 event was not only about the murder 
of army officers, but that there was an episode of anti-communist purges 
afterwards. Her understanding of the anti-communist purges was reinforced 
when she attended a course held by an NGO in the early 2000s after becoming a 
history teacher. During the course, she was told about the stories of the 
imprisonment of people who were accused of being involved in the incident on 
30 September 1965. Those prisoners were differently treated based on gender 
during their detention period. After appropriating the narrative about anti-
communist violence that caused many people to die and be imprisoned, she began 
to grasp that most communists were possibly victims. Thus, she opines that the 
communists could be perpetrators or victims in regard to the 1965 event. As a 
result of this, she instructs her students to consider all versions without passing 
a judgment concerning which narrative is the right one. The following quote 
exemplifies how she teaches in a straight line with her ontological narrative as an 
open-minded teacher who encourages students to embrace all interpretations. 

I usually tell my students, ‘The 1965 event did not end on 30 September, but there 

was the aftermath of the incident which was part of the 1965 event. It was about the 

slaughtering of alleged communists, and it is part of new historiography based on 

victims’ perspective. So, let’s take into consideration their perspective.’ My students 

ever responded, ‘Mam, do you mean that the history in our textbook is wrong?’ I said, 

‘No, do not judge the book from a right-wrong spectrum. You just have to know that 

there are untold stories.’ […] For me, stories of alleged communists as victims are 

about how they were detained on Buru island without any trial. […] This version is 

not available yet in many history books. 

8.5 A Story of Self Transformation 

The story of Indonesian communism as a threat has driven people to develop a 
hatred towards anyone who was identified as a communist (Budiawan 2004: 3). 
Some people alter their negative views of the communist party and its people after 
knowing alternative stories (Ibid: 107-108). In line with Somers’ (1994: 618) 
theoretical argument, this shows that identity and self are fluid. The same 
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happened to some history teachers who narrate that they once thought that the 
communist party was a national threat. As a note, the shifting viewpoint of 
teachers has not yet been explored deeply in previous studies on teachers who 
teach alternative narratives. That alteration can be captured by exploring 
teachers’ trajectory, with a focus on when and how they appropriated alternative 
narratives that form their current standpoints on Indonesian communism. In the 
following two subsections, the stories of those teachers are delineated. 

8.5.1 The Revelation of Family’s Story as a Starting Point 
Similar to Nanda, Daliyah narratively identifies herself as part of a victim’s 
family. She says that her grandfather was murdered due to an accusation of 
joining the communist party’s affiliated organisations. After the 1965 event, all 
communists were regarded as villainous actors who organised the incident on 30 
September 1965 (Roosa 2006: 12). However, Daliyah did not find out about the 
story of her grandfather as early as Nanda knew the stories of her uncles. In brief, 
the story of her family, alongside her acquisition of other alternative narratives 
have a powerful impact in reversing her negative viewpoints of communism 
which were formed in the formal educational context.  

Daliyah admits that she once associated the communists with something evil 
since she was taught in school to hate Indonesian communism. Everything 
changed after the revelation of the story of her grandfather. This happened after 
she became a university student in the mid-1990s. 

I heard rumours from other relatives. Then I asked my Mom to tell me the truth. She 

finally divulged the story of her father. It was brief. […] Some versions said that my 

grandpa helped People’s Cultural Institute of Art and People’s Youth Wing9. […] My 

mom told me, and my big bro also told me as he was also curious about our grandpa. 

The stories were like parts that I must arrange to get the whole picture […] Hmm, 

according to my Dad, the corpse of my grandfather was dumped into a river named 

Snake River. […] (Before knowing that) I was the same as everyone else (I thought 

that) the communist party was an evil entity. Nevertheless, after knowing the true 

story of my grandfather, I started to question. So, my grandfather was a teacher. How 

could a teacher be a despicable man?  

Daliyah acquired new nuances to her ontological narrative based on separate 
stories that she connected by herself into one complete narrative of her family. 
The main plot of her family’s story is that her grandfather was an innocent victim 
who was regarded as a communist, accused of getting involved in orchestrating 
the communist coup in 1965 and then killed during the anti-communist killings. 
Her family’s story transforms her ontological narrative, making her a co-victim. 
Her grandfather, who was identified as a communist, was a teacher with a positive 
contribution to the Indonesian education, and this made her question if the 
communists were evil. 

Knowing the story of her grandfather made Daliyah more willing to explore 
what happened in 1965 and thereby, acquired different versions of Indonesian 
communism. She read a book (Nation’s Scars Our Scars) and watched Joshua 
Oppenheimer’s film, The Act of Killing. The film informs about the anti-
communist killings, which resonates with her family’s narrative about the murder 
of her grandfather. The conceptual narrative in the book tells about the 

 
9 These two organisations were linked to the communist party.  
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background of the 1965 event, which makes her reason that the 1965 event was 
not about a communist rebellion or coup. Furthermore, her enquiry to the topic 
of the 1965 event also brought her to one NGO that focuses on the victims of anti-
communist violence and mass detention.  

I was informed by a religious figure about Joshua Oppenheimer’s second film. It is 

The Look of Silence. He told me to contact one NGO that would be screening the 

film. I did. […] I attended the screening event of the film. In there, I also shared my 

family’s identity as part of the victims. […] Afterwards, people began to contact me 

and reach me through Facebook. Then, I found an NGO that concentrates on the 

victims of the communist purges. […] Ever since I often attend events organised by 

the NGO.  

As she often participates in activities organised by the NGO, she is implicated in 
a network of victims of the anti-communist purges. In this network of social 
relations, she slightly modified her identity. After encountering fellow victims and 
more importantly, acquiring victims’ public narratives of how they suffered and 
detained, her ontological narrative is seemingly shaped accordingly. She no 
longer identifies herself as a member of a victim’s family but a representative of 
all victims of anti-communist killings in 1965-1966.  

After knowing the stories of fellow victims due to meeting them directly, I do not 

perform my teaching about the 1965 event on behalf of my family, but I represent all 

victims. Those victims were happy and thanked me when I told them that I teach 

alternative narratives to my students. [...] Those victims shared their stories of how 

they were imprisoned on Buru island.  

Overall, it is her experiences of reading, watching and, especially, meeting fellow 
victims that influence her to present herself as a representative of all victims, who 
opposes the narrative of the 1965 event as a communist coup. This standpoint 
orients her to encourage her students to think that the communist party was not 
necessarily guilty in 1965 besides informing them about the mass killings of 
alleged communists. The following quote is an example of how Daliyah triggered 
her students to question the New Order narrative of a communist coup.  

I also asked, ‘Ok guys, what is a coup d’état?’ It is an overthrow of a government, 

right? Who must be the target then?’ ‘President mam.’ ‘Ok, so who was the president 

in 1965?’ ‘Soekarno mam.’ ‘Ok, but why Soekarno was accused of siding10 with the 

communist party who was to blame for the coup?’ ‘Oh yeah, you are right mam, why 

must Soekarno sided with the communist party to overthrow his own government? 

It means that the communist party was not necessarily guilty, right mam?’ ‘Find out 

the answer by yourself guys.’  

Daliyah also disagrees with the narrative of the 1948 event as a communist 
rebellion. Although her unwillingness to blame the communist in 1948 was also 
influenced by the story of her grandfather, this seems even more influenced by 
the book on Soemarsono’s confession and the book about the history of 
Indonesian Left Movement. Regarding the book on Soemarsono’s confession, 
Daliyah did not read the whole book as she just read the summary of the book on 

 
10 Soekarno was a left-leaning president who needed the communist party to popularise his slogans of anti-
colonialism, anti-neo colonialism and anti-imperialism during the Cold War (Roosa 2006: 296-297). 
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the internet. The online sources were given by people whom she met when 
attending public events on the topic of the 1965 event. She knits the stories from 
the two books into one alternative story with a main idea that the event in Madiun 
city was not a communist rebellion but a conflict within the military circle. 

For me, it was due to a political blunder inside the military. […] When I am teaching 

about 1948, I say that it was just an affair, not a communist rebellion.  

Her viewpoint that the communist party did not rebel in 1948 guides her 
teaching, as indicated in the last quote. She underlines that in the textbook, the 
1948 event is narrated as a communist rebellion so that what she tells to students 
is different from the conceptual narrative in the student book. Thus, her teaching 
could be understood as an attempt to challenge the narrative of the communist 
revolution in 1948, which is still existing in the educational system.  

8.5.2 Acquiring Alternative Narratives in University 

A few studies have underlined that meaningful events happening in university 
influence teachers to teach students about an alternative picture of social reality. 
For instance, Demoiny (2017: 128-130) shows that the incorporation of issues of 
race and racism in the teaching plan of American educators is influenced by their 
discussion with mentors and what they read in university. Hung’s (2018: 73) 
study in Taiwan also finds a similar pattern that a teacher’s teachings on 
controversial issues are affected by her past discussions with advisor or 
colleagues in a university. Referring to the stories of David, Filbert and Sally, this 
subsection confirms the previous studies. 

David explains how he, at school, was indoctrinated to believe that the 
communist party was the villain in the 1948 and 1965 events. He also had an 
experience of watching the film about communist treachery in 1965, a film 
produced under the New Order regime. As a result, he thought that the 
communists were rebellious. However, his experiences at university caused him 
to shift his narrative about the status of the communist party in each event. When 
interviewed, he portrays himself as someone who disagrees regarding whether 
the communist party was to blame each event. This ontological narrative is 
influenced by his experiences of acquiring alternative narratives of both events 
through discussion, reading and watching films.   

David’s social circle at university is influential. Discussion with fellow 
university friends, who were open-minded, paved a way to alternative narratives 
of Indonesian communism. 

David: I discussed with my friends who are not from a fundamentalist religious 

group. Thus, they are open-minded.  

Stephen: You guys discussed the events of 1948 and 1965? 

David: Yes.  

Stephen: Did you get something? 

David: Yes, but I also share my understanding.  

Stephen: What did you get from them? 
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David: We shared the same understanding, especially about the 1965 event. They 

knew that there are multifaceted interpretations of what happened in 1965.  

David also remarks that the public narratives he got through discussion with 
open-minded friends flesh out the narratives he got from reading or watching. He 
says that he bought many books in small book shops. For the 1948 event, he read 
Hesri Setiawan’s book and the book on Soemarsono’s confession. Conceptual 
narratives in those books informed him that there was no attempt to establish a 
Soviet Indonesian state by the communist party’s chairman. Overall, based on 
what he got through discussion and reading the books, he says that what 
happened in the 1948 event was not a takeover of a state and was not a rebellion 
by the communists. For the event in 1965, he read John Roosa’s book, Hermawan 
Sulistyo’s book and texts on victims’ testimonies. Also, he watched Joshua 
Oppenheimer’s documentary films. The stories in those books and films and what 
he got during discussion make David claim that it was only the communist party’s 
elites who were responsible for the strike on 30 September 1965, but lots of 
innocent people were identified as perpetrators and were murdered in the anti-
communist purges. Overall, he disagrees with the story of the communist coup. 

David utters that the anti-communist narrative is still dominant nowadays in 
society and is backed up by the People’s Consultative Assembly of Resolution 
which bans Marxism and Indonesian communism. That dominant narrative 
circulates in the educational system through the history curriculum and 
textbooks. To counterbalance the dominant narrative, he incorporates various 
versions when teaching about post-independence Indonesian communism. For 
the 1948 event, he copies some parts of the book on Soemarsono’s confession for 
his students. For the 1965 event, he says that the student book contains different 
interpretations of who the villain was even though there is still a tendency to 
blame the communist party. He instructs students to discuss those competing 
versions and screens Joshua Oppenheimer’s films to show that most communists 
were blameless victims.  

Just like David, Filbert concedes that he once thought that the communist 
party did rebel in 1948 and 1965. However, everything changed after becoming a 
university student.  

During university, I often learned through discussion although I also read books by 

myself. […] It was during junior high and senior high times that I was taught about 

the communist party as our nation’s enemy. [...] Then, I was lucky that I met certain 

friends at university. They are more open-minded. However, other people regarded 

them as leftists. Stephen, if I made friend with close-minded people, I would not be 

like what I am now. [...] Before that, I thought that the communist party was 

rebellious. [...] It was before I met my university friends who have alternative 

narratives that shape my current viewpoint. So, there was a change in my view of 

Indonesian communism.  

 
The term ‘alternative narratives’ mentioned in the last quote signifies that the 
stories of Indonesian communism circulated among his ‘left’ friends negate the 
story of the communist party as a rebel. Besides acquiring those alternative public 
narratives, Filbert also acquired conceptual narratives from many texts on the 
1948 and 1965 events. Concerning the 1948 event, one of the texts that he read 
was a book on Soemarsono’s confession. According to his understanding based 
on what he read and discussed with friends, the event in 1948 was not a 
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communist rebellion since it was just a conflict of interest between the left-wing 
group and the government. For the 1965 event, he mentions several books that 
he read, such as John Roosa’s book, Cornell Paper and Hermawan Sulistyo’s 
book. Besides, he says that recently, he read Geoffrey Robinson’s Killing Season. 
Across the narratives of the 1965 event that existed among his friends and that 
are written in those books, he says that there is a common thread. He says: 

What I got from discussions and readings is what makes me conclude the 1965 event 

was about Soeharto’s creeping coup against President Soekarno.  

 
Filbert argues that Soeharto was assisted by the CIA to topple President Soekarno 
who was close to the Socialist powers during the Cold War. He concludes that the 
1965 event was not a communist coup. He also adds that there was a continuation 
of the event on 30 September 1965. It was his experiences of watching Joshua 
Oppenheimer’s documentary films (The Act of Killing and The Look of Silence) 
that make him realise about the anti-communist mass violence happening after 
the incident on 30 September 1965.  

Having appropriated all alternative narratives of Indonesian communism, 
Filbert then expresses himself as someone who disagrees with the associations of 
the events of 1948 and 1965 with communist rebellion. This ontological narrative 
orients him to entangle alternative interpretations when teaching history. Thus, 
although the school textbook consistently narrates the 1948 event as a communist 
rebellion, Filbert does not use the term rebellion when teaching his students.  

I use the term affair instead of rebellion when teaching history of the 1948 event. […] 

I do not direct my students. There are various versions; they can choose. […] I always 

speak, ‘Which version do you believe? It is your task to explore further which story 

is the right one.’ 

 
He also says that there is still an inclination to display the 1965 event as a 
communist coup in the school textbook. Nonetheless, he teaches his students 
about various interpretations of who the villain was besides emphasising the 
stories of anti-communist bloodsheds that cause millions of people to die.   

It is stupid if a history teacher only focuses on discussing who the culprit was but not 

on the impact of the event. [...] There were millions of people who were murdered. 

[...] It was the biggest genocide in the 20th century, and it disgraces Indonesia.  

When asked about his motivation to spread alternative narratives of post-
independence Indonesian communism to students, Filbert replies: 

I never direct them to my own version. For me, at least, they must acquire alternative 

narratives. 

Filbert’s utterance informs us that his students are not passive actors. Students 
could choose any stories to make sense of social reality although their choice is 
also conditioned by the availability of narratives (Somers 1994: 614). Thus, what 
Filbert can do is providing them with all available narratives of both events, with 
a hope that they would draw on the alternative ones to comprehend what 
happened in 1948 and 1965. In addition, his teaching could be understood as an 
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attempt to slowly undermine the dominant public narrative of communists as a 
national threat that still exists nowadays in Indonesian society.  

Ex. officials of the New Order government is still maintaining that narrative 

whatever their position in the current government nowadays. Lay people also believe 

in that narrative, including the religious groups. [...] They exist across segments and 

sectors. They still believe in that narrative, with the exception of people who already 

appropriated alternative narratives. 

In comparison to David and Filbert - or among other teachers - Sally is the only 
teacher who claims that she once had an extreme hostility towards everything 
linked to Indonesian communism. Before going to university, she was as a 
communist-hater. She remembers that she was often warned by her parents to be 
careful with an ex-political prisoner living in their neighbourhood. The ex. 
prisoner was regarded as a communist. Everything changed radically after having 
discussions with her friends and seniors in a student organisation. She recounts 
how those seniors challenged her negative narrative of communism. She then 
slowly changed herself, from an anti-communist to someone who regards the 
story of communist mutiny in 1948 and 1965 as false.  

I become what I am now because of joining a student organisation. [...] Before being 

a university student, I deeply hated Indonesian communism. […] At university, I 

discussed Indonesian communism with friends; they kept posing critical questions 

about Indonesian communism to me. It was until midnight. ‘Sally, you cannot 

understand Indonesian communism just in one day. Let’s discuss again tomorrow’, 

they said. […] Finally, I understood that I knew nothing of Indonesian communism, 

and my judgment of Indonesian communism was mainly rooted in a deep hatred. 

[…] They gave me a book about reconciliation with communism. I read the book and 

began to understand something different. 

 
Since Sally changed her view of Indonesian communism, she started to have a 
willingness to explore the alternative narratives of Indonesian communism. She 
did it by reading books on the 1948 and 1965 events or participating in 
discussions in the student organisation that she joined.  

For the 1948 event, Sally acquired conceptual narratives from two books that 
explicate the political context behind the conflict in 1948. However, she rarely 
read the whole book. She often discussed books with her friends in the student 
organisation. As she often involved in the discussions, she also appropriated her 
friends’ public narratives to make sense of the event in 1948. In short, those 
conceptual and public narratives are powerful in shaping her view of the status of 
the communist party in the 1948 event. She interweaves all those narratives to be 
her own alternative version of the 1948 event. For her, the background of the 
event was a disappointment of a left-wing group towards the Indonesian 
government. The left-wing group also took opposition to the government. If 
according to a school textbook, it is called a communist uprising, Sally claims that 
it was not a rebellion. For her, it was very acceptable to oppose the government 
in the context of democracy.   

When teaching her students about the 1948 event, she incorporates the 
alternative narratives of the event that she got during university. She attaches an 
adjective ‘left’ to the alternative narratives, meaning that those narratives 



Stephen Pratama: Teaching Controversial History 

 

 

59 

 

contradict the rebellious aspect in the narrative of the 1948 event in the current 
history curriculum.  

I teach my students the government’s version but also the left versions. I give them 

all versions so that they could choose. […] Slowly, they begin to grasp the alternative 

version. […] I tell them, ‘There is a version of a communist rebellion. On the contrary, 

there is also a version showing that it was not a rebellion.’ […] In regard to the latter, 

I say that it was an expression of disappointment. In the context of a democratic 

system, it is normal for people to criticise the government.  

About the event on 30 September 1965, Sally obtained alternative conceptual 
narratives in several books besides acquiring narratives existed among her 
friends during discussion at university. She knits all those narratives to be one 
single alternative narrative of the 1965 event, with the central idea that the 
communist party did not commit a coup and many communist-associates were 
victimised. For her, the action on 30 September 1965 was an initiative by the elites 
of the communist party to protect president Soekarno from a clique of right-wing 
army generals who were about to topple him as a way to establish a liberal 
capitalist state. The original plan was actually to kidnap and then present those 
western-oriented generals in an unharmed condition to President Soekarno. 
However, according to Sally, in the implementation, those military squads were 
killed, and it was not clear who decided to kill them all. All communists were 
incriminated of being involved in the murder of those army officers. Most 
communists then were detained or killed during the anti-communist violence.  

Among all books, a book written by Ita F. Nadia, which she bought at a small 
store, gives her the most inspiration in understanding the post-1965 event. The 
book itself narrates how communist-associated women were tortured. Besides, 
the book also inspires her for doing a bachelor’s research on the Indonesian 
Women Movement, a progressive women organisation linked to the Indonesian 
Communist Party. An episode of doing bachelor’s thesis also constitutes her 
ontological narrative as someone who disagrees if the communists were 
blameworthy. Her research is very similar to Harry’s research on the victims of 
the mass detentions after the incident on 30 September (see 8.2.1). Nonetheless, 
Sally focuses on women who were former member and sympathiser of the women 
organisation.  

When teaching her students about the 1965 event, Sally divides it into two 
parts. The first one is about exploring who possibly the culprit was while the 
second part is about the post-1965 event (massacres). About the former, she says: 

I present different versions to my students. ‘Guys, there are competing versions. Let’s 

explore and we will later discuss them.’  

For the post-1965 event, Sally shares her experience of doing a research for her 
bachelor’s thesis besides stressing the stories of the anti-communist massacres. 

The post-1965 event was about anti-communist mass slaughtering. […] It is not 

revealed yet in the history curriculum, that is why I must inform my students. [...] I 

usually narrate about the book I read and stories of people of the Indonesian Women 

Movement. […] It is about how they were imprisoned. […] Then their family 

members were killed [...] I always recount the story of my experience back when I 

was doing a bachelor’s research, ‘Guys, I ever made a research on this Indonesian 
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Women Movement. I was inspired by this book.’ Then they responded, ‘Ohh really 

mam?’  

To be specific, it was the episode of doing her bachelor’s thesis that drives her to 
speak about the mass slaughtering in front of her students. 

A heart-touching moment was when I met two victims. They are so kind. [...] 

Seriously, they did not know anything about the plan to abduct the army squads on 

30 September! […] That is the moment which influences me to tell my students in 

order to change their perspective of the 1965 event.  

In sum, the stories of David, Filbert and Sally depict how the shifting of 
standpoints on Indonesian communism is influenced by an appropriation of 
alternative narratives of Indonesian communism. Those narratives contradict the 
negative narrative of communism that they referred to before going to university. 
The change in their views of communism itself happened during university, but 
that alteration was not caused by a systemic learning process in the classroom. 
They independently read books to acquire alternative conceptual narratives. 
Moreover, their social circles also matter in providing them with alternative 
narratives. Public narratives that they appropriated through discussion with 
university friends buttress narratives in academic texts they read.  

8.6 Discussion 

This chapter discusses multi-layered narratives that orient a group of high school 
history teachers to teach alternative versions of post-independence Indonesian 
Communism. The underlying perspective of this chapter lies on the influence of 
stories towards social actors in conceiving the social world in a certain way and 
in guiding their actions (Somers 1994: 614). Moreover, narratives do not emerge 
in isolation since they are acquired from or fabricated in specific social 
environments (Somers and Gibson 1994: 67). Thus, the social context of their 
narratives is elaborated as well.  

This chapter zooms in on the way history teachers express a particular 
account of themselves, i.e. ontological narrative, regarding their standpoints on 
Indonesian communism. Their viewpoints of the events in 1948 and 1965 are not 
individual attributes that emerged automatically. During interviews, teachers 
acknowledge that their perceptions of the communists are shaped by different 
public and/or conceptual narratives of Indonesian Communism that are not of 
their own making. While public narratives refer to what other people say about 
the communists in the events of 1948 and 1965, conceptual narratives are 
academic explanations regarding each event. Of equal note, most teachers 
assemble a single alternative story of each event by interweaving different 
narratives that are not of their own making. This indicates that although they are 
born into a world of stories and can be shaped by narratives to which they will be 
exposed, social actors are not passive receivers of narratives. 

Their standpoints were not formed in isolation. Their perspectives of the 
communists were shaped through their embeddedness within relationships. A 
teacher like Maria questions the New Order narrative based on her childhood 
experiences in a neighbourhood where many alleged communists were killed. Yet, 
being in social relations with other social actors constitutes the most mentioned 
factor that gives access to various narratives of Indonesian communism that 
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shape their current beliefs on it. Those actors can be friends (fellow teachers or 
university friends), victims of communist purges, lecturers, family members, 
NGOs or any combination of them. Some teachers employed public narratives of 
Indonesian communism which circulates among others or they got introduced to 
academic narratives by others.  

Most teachers also took independent initiatives to explore conceptual 
narratives in scholarly writings that inspire them to question or even oppose the 
New Order narrative of communism. Basically, the availability of academic 
writings is related to a change in power relations among actors in the post-
Soeharto regime. After the fall of the New Order regime in 1998, proponents of 
alternative narratives have more freedom to construct and/or disseminate 
different versions of the course of events in 1948 and 1965 to contest the New 
Order narrative of both events. Those alternative conceptual narratives, which 
exist in written forms, can be accessed in material spaces such as book stores and 
libraries. Besides, such scientific writings can be accessed online as well. In sum, 
teachers’ access to alternative conceptual narratives of both events are indirectly 
supported by wide-ranging actors’ attempts to assemble and/or disseminate 
academic explanations of the two post-independence events.  

One interesting issue is the seemingly less influential role of formal education 
in affecting most of the history teachers to comprehend that the communists were 
not deplorable in each of the two post-independence events. Some of the twelve 
teachers interviewed even concede that their school teachers exposed them to the 
New Order narrative of Indonesian communism. Some of them who were taught 
about the story of communists as a national villain thus had negative views of 
Indonesian Communism. Yet, they modified their viewpoints after acquiring 
stories that negate the narrative of Indonesian communism as a threat, and such 
acquisition occurred outside the formal learning context, except Robert who took 
one course at university which changed his view of the communists in 1965. 

The interviews suggest that some teachers’ standpoints are not consistent 
across time since standpoints are shaped and reshaped over time. This specific 
issue is not adequately discussed in previous studies. Parallel to Somers’ (1994: 
618) proposition that self is not fixed, the discussion in this chapter shows how 
some teachers modified the way they see Indonesian Communism. They once had 
negative views towards communism but transformed their viewpoints at a 
different point in time. Robert, Daliyah, David, Filbert and Sally are teachers who 
once associated Indonesian communism with something evil, but then altered 
their negative views during certain points in their life trajectory. The process of 
transformation happened after acquiring alternative narratives that illuminate 
them with different portrayals of the communist party and its people. Their social 
relations with other people (friends, family members, victims of the anti-
communist purges or any combination of them) facilitated the access to different 
stories that reversed their past standpoints. This evidence shows that a self is 
processual and is context-dependent. 

Furthermore, as Somers (1994: 614) writes that identities can be multiple, 
the empirical data in this chapter also demonstrates that some history teachers 
present contradictory viewpoints of Indonesian communism. Maria and Robert 
agree that the communist party committed a rebellious action against the 
government in 1948 but was not necessarily blameworthy in the 1965 event. 
Similarly, although she has doubts, Nanda also tends to conceive that the 
communist party mutinied in Madiun city in 1948, but presents herself as 
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someone who refutes the New Order narrative of the communist coup in 1965. 
The contradiction in their personal views is related to different narratives of 
Indonesian communism that they refer to.       

As emphasised, teachers’ standpoints on Indonesian communism, as 
expressed in their ontological narratives, guide their teaching. Nevertheless, it 
does not mean that all teachers strictly teach in accordance with their versions of 
Indonesian communism. They still creatively entangle various interpretations 
into their teaching. In other words, history teachers do not necessarily stick to 
their personal versions, let alone impose students with their perspectives of 
Indonesian communism. This implies that they let students to choose any 
narratives to make sense each of the two events. Students themselves are active 
social actors who can refer to any available stories exposed to them. Essentially - 
although the same view is not shared by all teachers - they do disagree with, or 
question, the New Order narrative of the communists; especially the status of the 
communists in the event of 1965. Thus, they try to countervail the narrative of the 
communist party as an insurgent with multiple stories that were mostly acquired 
outside of the formal education system. 

The findings in this chapter also suggest that there is a striking variation in 
the teachers’ teachings aside from one obvious similarity. Maria, Nanda and 
Robert have a contradictive feature in their teaching or teaching plan concerning 
the status of the communist party. As mentioned previously, it happens because 
they have different views of the status of the communists in both events and draw 
upon different narratives that navigate their teachings. On one hand, they inform 
students about the event in 1948 as a communist uprising. On the other hand, 
they do not want to teach that the communist party was the culprit in 1965. There 
is also one notable similarity. With the exception of Robert who has yet to teach 
the story of the 1965 event, all teachers teach their students the stories of the mass 
killings of people allegedly communists. For them, the story of the events of 1965 
does not end on 30 September 1965, but there was an episode of anti-communist 
purges that caused innocent people to die and suffer.  

Furthermore, the empirical data presented in this chapter picture that the 
history teachers are not passive ‘robots’ fully controlled by the government 
through the history curriculum. Most of the teachers draw on alternative 
narratives of Indonesian communism outside the educational system that 
navigate their teachings. The clearest example is the untold stories of anti-
communist bloodsheds which are not yet available in any school textbook. By 
disseminating the narratives of the massacres, they want to tell students that 
most communists were victims, instead of miscreants. Another example is that 
the story of the event in 1948, is not presented as a communist mutiny, a point 
which is absent in the current history curriculum nor history textbooks. Teachers 
who teach about the event in 1948 as a controversial history refer to alternative 
narratives outside the formal educational context to counterpoise the story of the 
communist uprising in school textbooks. However, not all teachers can smoothly 
teach alternative stories as will be shown later in this thesis. The next chapter 
explores teachers’ stories of teaching experience in different social contexts. 



9. The Ups and Downs in Teaching Controversial 
History of Post-Independence Indonesian 
Communism 
Chapter 8 focused on illuminating the formation of the twelve history teachers’ 
standpoints on Indonesian communism. To shortly recap, their standpoints on 
Indonesian communism – as expressed in their ontological narratives – are 
influenced by stories of Indonesian communism that are not of their own making 
and are assigned from different social contexts. Influenced by stories of 
Indonesian communism appropriated in certain moments in their lives, the 
teachers’ standpoints guide them to teach alternative narratives of Indonesian 
communism, in order to counterpoise the story of communist rebellion and coup 
in school textbooks. Nevertheless, teaching itself is not an independent action 
that occurs in isolation. As Somers (1994: 632) argues, actors’ action and 
experience can vary depending on their social setting. Viewed from Somers’ 
thought, it is necessary to relate teachers’ teaching experience to the social 
context of their teachings. A concrete depiction of how environmental factors 
affect teachers’ teaching experience can be seen in Shever’s study in the US. 
Shever (2014: 79) argues that it will be less possible to teach controversial issues 
when there are attempts to prevent the issues from being discussed in classrooms. 
He presents that any actors inside or outside the school environment can pose 
challenges that influence teachers’ teachings on controversial topics (Ibid: 157, 
184-185). School administration, parents or community around a school are 
actors that can affect the freedom and ease in teaching controversial issues. In a 
similar fashion, by referring to history teachers’ narratives, this chapter will show 
that the extent to which the history teachers can teach controversial history of 
Indonesian communism in line with their standpoints is context-dependent. 

9.1 Worrying about Repercussions of Teaching Controversial 
History 

Teaching alternative or counter-narratives is not without problem. Teachers who 
teach controversial issues might worry since they receive complaints from 
parents or might be punished by the school administration (Shever 2014: 157-
158). This section highlights the stories of Nanda and Harry, especially their 
worries about unexpected repercussion of what they teach about the event in 
1965. Their worries are related to certain actors outside the school setting who 
employ the anti-communist narrative. 

As informed in the last chapter, Nanda reveals her identity as part of the 
victims of the anti-communist purges in 1965. Her uncles were imprisoned, 
without any trial, due to an accusation of being involved in the strike on 30 
September 1965. At school, she hid that identity and did not want to tell the story 
of her uncles.  

I only tell my family’s story to certain people. If I revealed my identity, they probably 

would tell their parents, and their parents might disagree if I teach history. 
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Fearful of receiving complaints from her students’ parents, Nanda preferred not 
to show her family’s story to illuminate students about the impact of the 1965 
event. In addition, different from Shever’s (2014: 160-161) empirical finding 
showing that an American teacher feels free to teach controversial issues as she 
often communicates with parents about her teaching materials and receives 
support from them, Nanda did not want parents or any people outside the school 
environment to know her teachings. Thus, she asked students not to disseminate 
what she taught about anti-communist violence to people outside the school 
environment.  

Yeah, I once was worried. [...] I might be regarded as a threat due to my teaching. 

[...] People still associate the 1965 event with a communist rebellion. [...] I told 

students about the fact (of mass murder), but I emphasised that it is out of the record. 

‘It is only for this class.’ Our academic freedom is only in class. […] I think every 

history teacher has worries. 

The challenge that Nanda faced in teaching controversial history of the 1965 event 
needs to be understood in a structural relationship where she was embedded. 
Nanda noticed that she and her students had direct or indirect social relations 
with other people outside the school, including parents. She also perceived that 
outside the school setting, the public narrative of Indonesian communism as a 
national enemy still circulated around people, including the parents. 
Consequently, if students’ parents, who adhered to that public narrative, had 
known about her teachings on the 1965 event or her family background, she 
probably would have received complaints. In other words, she might be accused 
of siding with the communists. Hence, she warned students for not circulating 
the narrative that she taught.  

Similar to Nanda, Harry has a worry regarding his teachings on Indonesian 
communism although no one at school has any objection to what he teaches. 
Harry’s portrayal of himself as someone who opposes the New Order narrative of 
Indonesian communism orients him to present alternative narratives about it, 
including the stories of how most innocent communists were victimised. He is 
teaching at a religious private school, and he stresses that no one, including the 
religious leaders, has ever felt offended by alternative narratives of Indonesian 
communism he teaches. Seemingly, no religious leaders have hostility towards 
the communist party. Possibly, people at the school do not adhere to the negative 
narrative of communism although, in Indonesian history, religious groups, 
especially the Muslims, had conflictual relations with the communist party or its 
affiliated organisations (McGregor 2009b: 198-199). Yet, he is worried that 
students might misunderstand what he taught, regard the party as a national hero 
and make an online posting to glorify the party. They might be considered as 
proponents of the communist party by anyone who upholds the negative 
narrative of Indonesian communism.  

According to Harry, people often rely on one of the two dichotomous 
narratives, namely the narrative of something ‘good’ (white) and the narrative of 
something ‘bad’ (black). The former depicts that everything which is considered 
good (impeccable, respectable, etc.) can be glorified while the latter shows that 
everything that has negative aspects (harmful, threatening, etc.) must be 
condemned. Harry is worried if his students connect the narrative that most 
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communists were blameless and the narrative of something good, and then, they 
glorify the communist party as a national hero. 

The challenge nowadays is the spread of hatred toward Indonesian communism on 

social media. […] It is like a black and white perspective. I do not want if my students 

then glorify the communist party. I do not like that black and white viewpoint. [...] 

That is why I am thinking of how to design my teaching so that students would not 

construe the communist party from a black and white spectrum. 

In the age of technological advancement, people are getting connected with one 
another through social media. Harry himself implicitly state that his students are 
active social media users. Moreover, as indicated in the last quote, anti-
communist groups actively use social media to promote the anti-communist 
narrative. They might interact with Harry’s students on social media. Harry does 
not want if his students make online postings to glorify the communists and are 
perceived as supporting communism by the anti-communist groups. His students 
might be in trouble due to their online postings. Therefore, he wants to design a 
teaching method that can help students to accurately grasp what he teaches.  

Yeah, that black and white perspective. I must take into consideration my students’ 

readiness to accurately grasp all information.  

 
To conclude, Nanda’s and Harry’s worries are related to a possibility that students 
can circulate what is taught by them to people outside the school environment. 
The problem is that stories of Indonesian communism by both teachers, are 
discordant with anti-communist narrative employed by certain people. Thus, 
both the teachers and the students risk facing negative reaction from those who 
employ the New Order story of communists as a national enemy. However, such 
possible repercussion does not prevent both teachers from teaching multiple 
versions of the communists - including the stories of anti-communist violence. 
Also, they can freely teach about alternative versions as no one prevents 
alternative narratives from being discussed in classroom.  

9.2 Constrained by the Standardised History Examination  

One issue that a teacher has to deal as part of his or her teaching is preparing 
students for facing a standardised examination (Ahmad, Sodiq and Suryadi, 
2014: 271). The root of the problem is the incongruency between narratives of 
Indonesian communism that a teacher disseminates to students and the narrative 
of it written in the curriculum and standardised examination. This section 
highlights the story of Francisia about how she cannot teach in accordance to her 
convictions during the exam preparation period.  

As described in 8.4, Francisia presents herself as an open-minded teacher 
who does not want to conclude whether the communist party rebelled in 1948 
and 1965. She performs that ontological narrative by presenting competing 
narratives to students without telling which version is the right one. She also let 
her students choose whether they want to argue that the communist party was 
the perpetrator or the communist party was innocent. Francisia admits that at a 
religious private school where she is teaching, she can freely teach competing 
versions of Indonesian communism as none of her students resists her teachings. 



Stephen Pratama: Teaching Controversial History 

 

 

66 

 

Also, none of her fellow teachers has any objection to her teachings on Indonesian 
communism.  

Francisia is not the only teacher in this study who must prepare students for 
the final examination. However, she is the only one who considers the exam as a 
problem, especially since she once was involved in the making of the exam 
questions. In their final year, students have to undergo a standardised 
examination. This examination is standardised in the sense that schools in the 
same local administrative area will have the same set of exam questions arranged 
by teachers in the same local administrative area. Even though teachers can 
creatively develop exam questions, they still have to arrange the questions based 
on the curriculum and also the exam guides set by the government. Importantly, 
each teacher must take into consideration students’ ability in other schools when 
constructing the exam questions. Students’ readiness for the exam itself might be 
different and is affected by how their teachers prepare them for the exam. As a 
result, each teacher cannot put a very high standard that students in other schools 
might not be able to adjust. This context illustrates that a teacher is not an 
atomised individual but is implicated within relationships that condition his or 
her choices of questions to be included in the examination.  

Francisia recalls her experience of arranging exam questions together with 
fellow history teachers from other schools. She remembers how she was warned 
for not arranging exam questions beyond the curriculum or exam guides. Thus, 
when arranging the exam, Francisia could not refer to any alternative stories 
outside the curriculum, ranging from the 1948 event not as a communist rebellion 
to the mass killings of alleged communist in 1965-1966. 

They said, ‘Hey Francisia, remember, the government wants us to arrange this sort 

of questions. Do not make questions beyond the framework of the curriculum. I did 

not teach my students the same as what you shared with your students.’ From what 

they said, I noticed that they wanted me to stick to the curriculum.  

In different places, there could be a different set of prevailing narratives (Somers 
1994: 624). It could be argued that there exist different narratives of Indonesian 
communism among students in other schools based on what is taught by their 
history teachers. Alternative narratives that Francisia shares to her students are 
seemingly incompatible with the stories of the events of 1948 and 1965 
appropriated by students in other schools. As implied in the last quote, teachers 
in other schools teach their students the narrative of the communist uprising 
while Francisia presents competing versions to her students. If Francisia compels 
her versions of communism to be included in the exam, students in other schools 
might not be able to answer. This, too, indicates that Francisia cannot teach 
various versions of Indonesian communism during the exam preparation period. 
Instead, she must teach her students in line with the content of the final exam. 

Francisia reckons that her approach in teaching controversial history might 
disadvantage her students. Students who draw on the alternative narrative that 
the communist party was blameless in the 1965 event might not be able to 
correctly answer the exam question that requires students to answer that the 
communist party was culpable. Her strategy to overcome this problem is by giving 
her students lots of practice to answer exam questions based on the government’s 
standard. So far, according to her, this particular strategy works effectively since 
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no one has failed in the examination. In essence, at a certain point in time, she 
cannot freely teach multiple stories of Indonesian communism.   

The head of the school ever informed that we must prepare students to pass the 

standardised examination. She told me that I could make my own exam for my 

students only, but for the standardised examination which is applied across a school, 

I better follow the curriculum. […] The exam is usually held in April so that we drill 

students along February and March. […] I have to tell students to follow the 

curriculum so that they could pass the examination. However, I also tell them to keep 

what I have taught as knowledge.  

One could also argue that government control teachers through the examination 
policy. By enacting the standardised examination, the government wants to make 
sure that teachers stick to the curriculum and exam guides. Thus, during the exam 
preparation period, Francisia is constrained by the history curriculum and exam 
guides. Consequently, during the exam preparation period, it is less possible for 
her to entangle alternative narratives of Indonesian in her teachings.  

9.3 Trying to Be Careful  

This section presents the stories of Robert, Troy and Sally. If Robert has yet to 
teach about the 1965 event, the latter two tell their stories of a rather safe way to 
teach students alternative narratives of Indonesian communism. Both of them do 
not frankly exhibit their identity as an opponent of the New Order narrative of 
Indonesian communism. Their stories of their teachings are related to their 
embeddedness in social relations with some people adhering to the negative 
narratives of communism.  

As discussed in section 8.1.2, Robert has not yet taught the story of the 1965 
event. Nonetheless, he already planned to present to his students about 
numerous interpretations of the event. In addition, he says about the possibility 
to introduce Joshua Oppenheimer’s films about the mass killings to students at a 
religious private school where he is teaching now. His teaching plan reflects his 
ontological narrative as someone who does not believe that all communists are 
blameworthy for the event in 1965. Yet, Robert emphasises that the plan to 
introduce Joshua Oppenheimer’s films about the anti-communist bloodsheds to 
students must be executed very carefully. The main reason is that according to 
him, at the school, most people think of the communist party as a national threat 
and as an anti-religion.  

They share the government’s perspective of Indonesian communism. It is contrary 

to my perspective of Indonesian communism. […] I am working at a religious school. 

My fellow teachers think that communists were anti-religion.  

Robert’s challenge is related to the incompatibility between his narrative of how 
he perceives the communists in the 1965 event and the dominant public narrative 
of Indonesian communism at the school. According to him, his fellow teachers 
favour the narrative of communists as a nation’s traitor. Also, his fellow teachers 
even urged the public screening of the film about communist treachery in 1965 - 
a film, which was produced in the New Order era. This film exaggerated the 
violent action initiated by the communist party and the sexual assault against the 
army high command conducted by members of the Indonesian Woman 
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Movement (Robinson 2018: 257). In addition, there are more people who have 
negative views of Indonesian communism so that he could not resist their request 
to screen the film. Further, if he straightforwardly resisted, he might be in trouble. 

When we were approaching the end of September, rumours popped up in a teachers’ 

office about the screening of the film about communist treachery. Last time, one of 

them said that we better hold a public screening of the film with me as the facilitator. 

The school principal then appointed me to be the coordinator. When we were about 

to watch, I gave like an introduction that this is only one version of the 1965 event as 

there are other versions. […] I know that my fellow teachers wanted students to know 

history, but it was their version of the 1965 event. This is the challenge to teach at 

school where my fellow teachers have different standpoint from that of mine.  

The negative narrative of communism, which exists among his fellow teachers, 
negates his ontological narrative as someone who does not believe that all alleged 
communists were to blame in the event in 1965. Robert tends to agree that most 
communists were blameless victims who knew nothing of the strike against the 
right-wing army officers, let alone partook in the strike or orchestrated a 
communist coup. That is why he wants to screen Joshua Oppenheimer’s films 
about the anti-communist massacres, albeit in a very careful way.  

Another challenge is his students who have a negative view of Indonesian 
communism. His students assigned the public narrative of the communist party 
as a national enemy, which exists outside the school. Also, most of his students 
are from military families. In Indonesian history, the military had a conflictual 
relation with the communist party and had a role in spreading the anti-
communist narrative (Robinson 2018: 149-150). Consequently, Robert might not 
freely teach alternative narratives by directly screening the films about the anti-
communist bloodbaths.  

Many of my students are from military families. […] They are against the communist 

party. […] For them, the communist party was anti-religion and disagreed with and 

wanted to change the philosophical foundation of Indonesia. […] I might be fired 

from the school if I am too blunt so that I better slowly introduce Joshua’s films to 

students in a very soft way. If I am too frontal, it will jeopardise me.  

 
From the previous quote, it could be said that if Robert is too blunt, students will 
think of him as a proponent of the communist party and tell other teachers about 
his teachings. Then, Robert might be in a risk of losing a job.  

Unlike Robert who has not yet taught students about the 1965 event, Troy 
already had experience of teaching students about the event. To shortly recap, 
Troy presents himself as someone who is against the military or New Order 
narrative of communists as a national enemy. He is teaching at a public school, 
and he says that he does not face any challenge from fellow teachers in regard to 
his teachings or his standpoints on Indonesian communism. He also says that 
there is a fellow history teacher who once had a negative standpoint on 
Indonesian communism but slowly changed after discussing with him. Troy 
further underlines that other history teachers are relatively open towards various 
narratives of Indonesian communism.  

However, Troy characterises himself as a teacher who always tries to choose 
proper wordings when teaching about the communist party. In front of students, 
he does not want to fully present himself as someone who is against the New 
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Order narrative of the Indonesian Communist Party. His teaching experience is 
related to who he believes his students are and what narrative of Indonesian 
communism that they seemingly employ.  

As I know, some of my students come from military families. […] What I ever 

experienced is that my student gave an opinion based on what he got at home. He 

comes from a military family. I do not want to judge that he is wrong or indoctrinated 

by the New Order narrative of communism. I only said, ‘Ok, that is not the only one 

version, I have my alternative version.’ […] I have to choose the appropriate words. 

I hope that he hmm, I do not know if he tells his parents about my teaching. I hope 

not haha. […] Students carry certain knowledge from home or other environments. 

I said, ‘Ok, I just want to tell you that your version is not the single truth since there 

are other versions as well.’  

Not all of his students employ the same narrative about Indonesian communism 
with that of him. Troy himself notices that a few of his students come from 
military families who inherit the New Order narrative of Indonesian communism 
as a national enemy. The existence of the students causes him not to fully present 
the narrative of himself as a person who is against the military’s narrative of 
Indonesian communism, let alone assert that the negative narrative of 
Indonesian communism is fake as what his seniors said to him (see 8.2.1). As a 
strategy, Troy partially performs his ontological narrative by exposing students 
to competing narratives Indonesian communism, without judging that 
alternative versions are more authentic and the New Order narrative of 
Indonesian communism is wrong. That is why he carefully selects appropriate 
wordings. If he fully displays his standpoint, it will disadvantage him, especially 
if his students tell their parents as informed in the last quote. 

Sally admits that she never gets any trouble, although the characteristics of a 
school where she is teaching are very close to the school at which Robert is 
currently teaching. Based on their stories, the majority of their fellow teachers are 
anti-communist. While Robert is teaching at a religious private school, Sally is 
teaching at a religious public school. There exists a negative public narrative of 
Indonesian communism at the school where Sally is teaching. The central theme 
in the school’s narrative of Indonesian communism is that communist elements 
still exist nowadays and could threaten Indonesia. Moreover, Sally concedes that 
this narrative is dominant. She also implicitly states that her students also adhere 
to the same negative narrative of Indonesian communism as they often have a 
very religious background. Her students are parts of a religious group who adhere 
to the story of the hostile relations between the communists and religious figures 
or leaders in the past (before the 1965 event).  

The negative narrative of Indonesian communism is harmonious with Sally’s 
prior identity as a ‘communist hater’ back when she was a high school student but 
discordant with her current standpoints on Indonesian communism. Now, she 
presents herself as someone who refuses to claim that the communists committed 
a revolt in 1948 and 1965. However, she strategically performs her teachings, 
instead of openly reveals her standpoints. 

I have to be careful when disseminating competing versions to students because my 

school is very religious. I must dissect the learning content in a very academic way 

although I personally argue that it was not a communist rebellion. […] Until now, I 

play safe. […] For me, I do not have to publicly express my opposing standpoint. […] 
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When my fellow teachers talked about Indonesian communism, I chose to remain 

silent. […] They said that the Indonesian Communist Party was anti-religion and so 

forth. […] I also remember, in a religious event at school, the head of curriculum 

division informed students that Indonesia is going to be infiltrated by communism 

from China. […] I remained quiet, and I spoke to myself, ‘Well, I would inform my 

students in classrooms that it is a hoax.’ That was it hahaha.  

As evident, she has to be careful when talking about Indonesian communism in 
front of her students. She partially performs her ontological narrative by teaching 
competing narratives without obviously directing students to any version. That is 
the reason why, for instance, when teaching about the 1948 event, she also 
teaches her students the narrative of a communist insurgence. This is what she 
means with ‘a very academic way’ of talking about Indonesian communism in 
class.  

This section illustrates the cases of the three teachers who try to not fully 
express their disagreement with the negative narrative of communism. In the 
cases of Troy and Sally, they present all versions of Indonesian communism to 
students without directing them in a straight manner to the alternative 
narratives. Their choices of teaching strategy are conditioned by relationships in 
which they are implicated. They cannot easily perform their ontological narrative 
as they are embedded in social relations with people (students and/or fellow 
teachers) who refer to the narrative of communists as a national miscreant. The 
next section will shed light on the stories of three teachers who are labelled as a 
communist due to what they teach about the communist party in the event of 
1965. 

9.4 Perceived as Proponents of Indonesian Communism  

One of the risks of presenting an alternative picture of social reality is being 
accused of siding with a specific group or party. For instance, Nichols-Cocke 
(2014: 86) demonstrates how a teacher is accused of spreading propaganda to 
gain sympathy among the Jews after teaching about the Holocaust history. 
Although no one prevents them from teaching alternative versions of the status 
of the communists in the event in 1965, Daliyah, Filbert and Andrew had an 
experience of being labelled as a communist due to their teachings. This section 
explores the correlation between the characteristics of the social environment of 
their teachings and their experience of being perceived as proponents of the 
communists.  

Daliyah is teaching at a public school. She explains that a few students adhere 
to the negative narrative of Indonesian communism, but she never encounters 
any problem when teaching them. It was her fellow teachers that identified her as 
a communist. Although she does not have a clear idea of why she was stigmatised 
as a communist, it was possibly because of her persistence to teach students 
alternative versions, especially regarding the event in 1965.  

They called me, ‘Daliyah is a communist teacher.’ Hahaha. […] Hmm I feel that I am 

different from other teachers as I was stigmatised as a communist teacher. […] Well, 

I do not really care what people said about me, I will still do what I am doing now. 

[…] The former headmaster labelled me as a communist, and her husband is a 

member of one religious group organisation.  
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Daliyah does not care about any stigma attached to her. Therefore, Daliyah keeps 
spreading alternative narratives that the communists were not necessarily 
culpable in 1948 and 1965 to her students. For instance, when teaching about the 
1965 event, Daliyah continuously screens the film The Look of Silence which 
presents the stories of anti-communist killings. The film itself is considered as 
communist propaganda by anti-communist groups (Robinson 2018: 277). 
Moreover, in Indonesia, there is a dominant public narrative circulated among 
anti-communist groups that any attempt to disseminate alternative narratives of 
Indonesian communism is an attempt to champion the communist party and its 
people (Hendrix 2017: 32; Eickhoff, van Klinken, Robinson 2017: 454). Probably, 
teachers who labelled Daliyah as a communist drew upon this dominant public 
narrative and perceived that Daliyah sided with the communists.  

She acknowledges that now, other teachers relatively have no more negative 
reaction to her teachings on the event in 1965. Of equal importance, Daliyah’s 
endeavour to keep screening the film about mass murder have slowly changed 
some fellow teachers’ belief of Indonesian communism.  

There is a fellow history teacher who had a negative view of the communist party, 

but as I continuously screened the film The Look of Silence, that teacher slowly 

changed such a negative view. […] The current headmaster also has a positive 

appreciation for what I am doing as a teacher. […] They understand me now. […] 

Even there was one teacher who asked me, ‘May I borrow Joshua Oppenheimer’s 

film?’ ‘Why?’ ‘I want to watch.’ ‘Ok, sure.’ That is a biology teacher. 

Viewed from Somers’ (1994: 624) theoretical lens, an actor’s experience can shift 
at a different point in time since relationships and prevailing narratives are not 
set in stone. In the case of Daliyah, a change in her experience could be connected 
to the alteration in the narrative of Indonesian communism which circulates 
among her fellow teachers. For instance, there are two teachers who began to 
change their viewpoint of Indonesian communism, especially in regard to the 
1965 event. These teachers have appropriated the narrative of communists as 
victims due to watching The Look of Silence. She also says that the previous 
headmaster who labelled her as a communist has moved to another school. In 
contrary to the former headmaster, the current headmaster is more willing to 
accept her teaching. Thus, it could be argued that when the narrative of 
Indonesian communism employed by Daliyah is rather congruent with its 
narrative circulating among her fellow teachers, they would not stigmatise her.  

Unlike Daliyah, who was regarded as a communist teacher by her fellow 
teachers, Filbert was considered as a communist by his students after saying that 
the communist party was not the perpetrator in the 1965 event. Filbert taught at 
religious private school in 2016 and has moved to another religious private school 
in 2018. His teachings are guided by multi-layered narratives, ranging from his 
ontological narrative to conceptual and public narratives. To recap, Filbert 
presents himself as a person who regards that the communist party was not 
necessarily guilty in 1965. Based on conceptual and public narratives of the 1965 
event that he refers to, he claims that the 1965 event was Soeharto’s creeping coup 
d’état against President Soekarno.  

My students said, ‘Oh my goodness, sir Filbert, you are a proponent of the 

Indonesian Communist Party.’ I responded, ‘No, not really. I am not a communist.’ 

[…] It happened when I told them that the 1965 event was not masterminded by the 
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communist party. ‘There are numerous narratives, you guys can choose.’ […] ‘Oh, but 

sir, the book says that the perpetrator was the communist party. My parents said so. 

It means that you are a communist sir.’  

Filbert’s ontological narrative as someone who disagrees with blaming the 
communist party did not fit with the narratives of Indonesian communism 
referred by his students. Consequently, they perceived Filbert’s teachings on the 
1965 event as an attempt to defend the communist party. Moreover, the last quote 
demonstrates a struggle over a narrative of Indonesian communism. Filbert drew 
on conceptual and public narratives, which he acquired during university, to 
argue that the communist party was not blameworthy. On the contrary, his 
students employed the conceptual narrative of the communist coup in 1965 in the 
textbook and the negative narrative of Indonesian communism transmitted by 
parents at home to challenge Filbert’s teachings. This case is similar to what 
Goldberg and Savenjie (2018: 512) write about some students who do not want to 
accept different versions informed by teachers. This also illustrates how students 
can also resist or even contest a teacher’s narrative. 

Different from Daliyah who did not care about the label given to her, Filbert 
did not want to be identified as a communist. Filbert used a certain narrative 
strategy as a way to present his ‘real’ identity to his students. Theoretically, at a 
different point in time, an actor can locate himself in different stories which 
endow him with different identities (Somers 1994: 618). As a result, social 
identities are not fixed entities and are multiple. In the case of Filbert, he 
enhanced certain parts of his ontological narrative to show his students that their 
accusation to him as a communist is wrong. Filbert’s narrative strategy to go 
against such accusation was by locating himself in a narrative of him as someone 
who actually disagrees with communism as a way of life. 

I responded, ‘No. I am absolutely not a communist. I do not even agree with 

Indonesian communism. When we talk about history, we should be aware that there 

are multi interpretations.’ 

Filbert also says that he often had a struggle over the narrative of Indonesian 
communism with his fellow teachers at school. His fellow teachers had a negative 
perception of Indonesian communism and thought that Filbert always defended 
the communist party. However, none of them labelled him as a communist. 
According to Filbert, his fellow teachers were never able to challenge alternative 
narratives that he employed to contest their negative view of Indonesian 
communism. It was because, according to Filbert, different stories of communism 
referred by his fellow teachers were incoherent one another. In contrast, Filbert 
weaved different narratives into one solid alternative version of communism that 
his fellow teachers acknowledged to be more logical and cogent in comparison to 
their narratives.  

By August 2018, Filbert has moved to another religious school. Although he 
has not yet faced any challenges when teaching in class, he admits that at the 
current school, he does not dare to openly challenge his fellow teachers’ negative 
view of Indonesian communism. There is a public narrative of Indonesian 
communism as a nation’s traitor circulating among fellow teachers. Moreover, 
there is also a routine public screening of the film about a communist coup in 
1965. When his fellow teachers talked about the agenda to publicly screen the film 
to students, he cannot openly counter them. 
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During the teacher’s meeting, they talked about the schedule to screen the film. 

However, I am a bit wary as my current school is very conservative. […] In my 

previous religious school, other teachers could not challenge me, but in my current 

school, my educational background is the lowest. […] Most of them have a 

postgraduate degree while I am only holding a bachelor’s degree. Thus, I just 

responded, ‘Oh my, why should we watch that film. Ok, if you guys think that the 

communist party was culpable in 1965, that is fine. However, please take into 

consideration the bad repercussion of the 1965 event. Watch this film by Joshua 

Oppenheimer, The Act of Killing.’    

Filbert cannot freely perform his ontological narrative as someone who refutes 
the New Order narrative of the treachery of the communist party, especially in 
front of his fellow teachers. This condition is related to inequality in power 
relation between him and his fellow teachers. As Somers (1994: 629) argues, 
which sorts of narratives that predominate in a certain context are related to the 
distribution of power among social actors. In Filbert’s case, the public narrative 
of the communist party as a threat is upheld by fellow teachers who he finds to be 
more powerful than him due to having higher level of education. As a result, 
Filbert tends to comply instead of frankly counter them with his alternative 
narratives of Indonesian communism.  

Just like Filbert, Andrew is teaching at a religious private school. There is a 
dominant public narrative of Indonesian communism as a national enemy at the 
school. That narrative is maintained by a yearly routine activity, namely a public 
screening of the film about the communist coup in 1965. Moreover, Andrew says 
that religious leaders at the school agree with the narrative in the film and even 
initiate the screening of the film. He further asserts that all of his students claim 
that the communist party was the perpetrator in 1948 and 1965. However, he 
wants his students to be critical of the New Order narrative of Indonesian 
communism. Andrew usually screens Joshua Oppenheimer’s films (The Look of 
Silence and The Act of Killing) as part of his teaching strategy. His attempt to 
show that most communists were victims by screening those films caused him to 
be called a communist teacher. His students initiated the construction of the 
narrative of Andrew as a communist teacher. After watching the films, students 
told religious leaders at school about what Andrew taught in the history class.  

My students spoke to religious leaders as they often spent their times together. […] 

It was last year or maybe in 2017. Then, the religious leaders insinuated me. […] They 

said, ‘Hmm, Andrew is a communist.’ […] Maybe because I taught my students 

nonmainstream narrative. […] They gossiped about me at the back. […] However, 

everything is fine now. It is over. […] I only need 2 or 3 months. 

Andrew might not yet be able to undermine the public narrative of Indonesian 
communism as a national threat at school, but he has successfully challenged the 
public narrative of him as a communist. The public narrative of Andrew as a 
communist teacher omitted the story of Batavian people who impossibly become 
a communist. Thus, Andrew employed the public narrative of Batavian people to 
counter the narrative of him as a communist teacher.  

Ethnically speaking, I am Batavian, and no Batavian people were a communist. […] 

In history, there was no record that a Batavian favoured Indonesian communism. 

[…] I said to a religious leader at school, ‘No Batavian is a communist sir.’ 



Stephen Pratama: Teaching Controversial History 

 

 

74 

 

As Andrew successfully countered the public narrative of him as a communist 
teacher, the public narrative has disappeared.  

9.5 Stories of the Ease in Teaching Controversial History 

Unlike all teachers discussed in the previous sections, David, Immanuel and 
Maria narrate that they do not face any challenge at all when teaching about the 
controversial history of post-independence Indonesian communism. They also 
can perform their teaching without having to be wary. This section connects how 
they characterise their teaching practices to how they narrate their teaching 
environment.  

According to David, at a public school where he is teaching, there are a few 
people who have a negative view of Indonesian communism. There are one senior 
fellow teacher and a few students who adhere to the negative narrative of 
Indonesian communism. However, he says that he can still perform his teaching 
without any hindrance. His teaching is oriented by his ontological narrative as a 
teacher who disagrees if the communist party was to blame in 1948 and 1965.    

David socially differentiates himself from a senior fellow history teacher who 
is a proponent of the narrative of the communist party as a villain. He also does 
not want to initiate any discussion on teaching materials related to the topic of 
Indonesian communism with any history teacher who he finds to be an anti-
communist and spent most of his life in the New Order era or before 1998.  

I avoid a teacher who is an anti-communist; I do not want to have any discussion 

with that teacher. It is useless to open a discussion with that kind of teacher. […] 

There are three history teachers in this school, including me. Among us, there is one 

senior teacher who was part of the generation raised during the New Order era.  

David refers to his storied experience of having a discussion in the past with the 
senior fellow teacher as a reason to avoid the teacher. David says that his senior 
fellow teacher never accepts any other narratives, except the New Order version 
of the communist party as a national enemy. He also refers to the narrative of 
history education during the New Order era to make sense of the background of 
the senior teacher. During the New Order era, there was only one available 
narrative: the narrative of communist party as a menace. People who spent most 
of their life in the New Order era were intensely indoctrinated with the negative 
narrative of Indonesian communism. They also tend to be reluctant to embrace 
alternative interpretations of communism. David then concludes that teachers 
who were born in the 1960s and raised during the New Order era tend to oppose 
any alternative narratives.  

They are close-minded. They have embodied the New Order’s way of thinking. They 

will not read a text like the Cornell Paper. 

 
On the contrary, according to him, people who were born in the early 1990s tend 
to be more willing to embrace alternative narratives of Indonesian communism.  

If David avoids embarking a discussion with any teacher who adheres to the 
New Order narrative of Indonesian communism, he has an eagerness to teach 
alternative narratives. However, students are not passive since they can actively 
choose any narratives, including the story of communism that they appropriate 
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outside the formal learning context. According to David, few of them stick to the 
narrative of the communist party as a rebellious villain.  

It is onerous to discuss with students who are exposed to the narrative of the 

communist party as a national threat. It is difficult to discuss with them about other 

versions. […] That kind of students has been frequently exposed to the narrative 

circulating on social media platforms. Luckily, only a very few students are like that. 

I cannot imagine if I have to teach a lot of students who are anti-communist. […] Up 

to now, I never have any problem, such as receiving complaints from parents. […] 

Basically, I still can do my teaching smoothly. No pressure at all. It is just that few 

students do not accept what I teach. ‘Oh, c’mon sir David, why you not believe that 

the communist party was rebellious?’ 

As shown in the last quote, students who employ the negative narrative of 
communism are a minority. Therefore, David can perform his teachings smoothly 
without facing collective resistance.  

The students with a negative view of communism are not isolated individuals. 
They exist in social environments where they acquire the story of the communist 
party as a dangerous insurgent in the events of 1948 and 1965. As stated in the 
last quote, they are influenced by the anti-communist narrative circulating on 
social media. David also adds that those students appropriate the negative 
narrative of Indonesian communism through their engagement in religious 
extracurricular activities at the school. In David’s opinion, that extracurricular 
group has been influenced by religious actors outside the school environment, 
who continuously spread the anti-communist narrative.  

They join an extracurricular group. […] In most public schools, this particular 

extracurricular group is under the influence of a religious group who is against 

Indonesian communism. That extracurricular has been influenced by a radical 

religious group whose elites often use and spread the narrative of a communist 

threat. What I can do is only keep informing students that there are alternative 

versions. 

 
David contends that the New Order narrative of Indonesian communism is still 
dominant in society nowadays. Hence, the religious group that David talks about 
contributes to perpetuate the New Order narrative by spreading the anti-
communist narrative in schools, including at the public school where David is 
teaching. According to David, continuously teaching alternative versions of 
Indonesian communism is the best way to counterpoise the anti-communist 
narrative. 

Similar to David, Immanuel never faces any difficulties in teaching 
controversial history of Indonesian communism. One interesting point is that 
Immanuel is working at a religious private school which has the same religious 
root as schools where Harry, Sally and Filbert are teaching. As shown in Sally’s 
and Andrew’s stories, teaching controversial history of Indonesian communism 
in religious schools might not be easy. Of equal note, in Indonesian history, 
religious groups, especially the Muslims, had conflictual relations with the 
communist party or its affiliated organisations (McGregor 2009b: 198-199). 
However, both Harry and Immanuel assert that people in the school environment 
never pose any challenge to their teachings. Thus, it is inaccurate to argue that 
history teachers in religious schools will definitely face challenges when teaching 
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controversial history of the Indonesian Communist Party. Instead, particular 
attention must be given to the existing narrative and the characteristics of people 
at each school.  

Immanuel narratively characterises himself as a teacher who can freely talk 
and teach about Indonesian communism at a religious teaching environment.  

I never face any obstacles at this religious school. The religious organisation which 

is in charge of my school is flexible towards alternative versions of Indonesian 

communism. The same goes to religious leaders of this religious organisation. […] I 

sense that my fellow teachers doubt to the government’s narrative of Indonesian 

communism. They often say that the Indonesian Communist Party was 

controversial. They do not say that the party was the villain in 1965. They frequently 

ask me about the 1965 event. Then I answer them. […] I put my books on Indonesian 

communism on my table in the teachers’ room, and it is okay. […] So, people at my 

school are inclusive towards alternative versions so that I do not face any problem.  

There are two public narratives indicated in the above quote. First, what exists at 
the school is a collective narrative of doubts over the story of the communist party 
as the perpetrator. This public narrative, which circulates among fellow teachers, 
is somewhat compatible with Immanuel’s ontological narrative as someone who 
is against the New Order narrative of Indonesian communism. Moreover, he 
refers to the public narrative of the religious organisation which oversees the 
school to make sense of why his fellow teachers are open to the controversial 
history of communism in Indonesia. According to Immanuel, the religious 
organisation is inclusive so that people can freely discuss competing stories of the 
communist party. Thus, for him, the reason why his fellow teachers do not reject 
alternative versions of communism is that they work at a school which is part of 
an inclusive religious organisation. Those two public narratives are powerful in 
forming his ontological narrative as a teacher who can freely teach controversial 
history of communism at an inclusive religious school.  

How Immanuel characterises his teaching environment shows that not all 
religious schools become a setting where the negative narrative of Indonesian 
communism exists. To assert that the religious school where he is teaching is 
‘different’, Immanuel refers to a public narrative of his fellow teachers in other 
religious schools. 

The case is different in other religious schools. I often hear how other teachers 

lament about their schools. […] For instance, I have a friend who once brought a 

book on Indonesian communism. Other teachers then labelled him as a lefty. ‘Oh, 

you are a communist. You are a lefty, are not you?’ Another history teacher then 

assured all other teachers that my friend is a communist. I know him well. He is not 

a lefty. He does not even understand Marxism.  

Immanuel seemingly wants to assert that it is not the religious identity of the 
school and people in the school that matters, but how people in the school 
environment perceive the communist party and its people. To put it differently, 
in different religious schools, there could be different prevailing narratives of 
Indonesian communism. This is in line with Somers’ (1994: 630) theoretical 
argument that the existence and nature of narratives are contextually specific.  

Maria also admits that she never encounters any problem when teaching her 
students that the communist party was not necessarily guilty in the event in 1965. 
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Her story is related to the context of her teaching environment, where no one is 
against her teachings on the event in 1965. She has been teaching at a public 
school since 1997, and at the school, she has the freedom to teach in accordance 
to her standpoints on Indonesian communism.  

I have been teaching here for almost 22 years and never face any problem due to my 

teaching. I never get any pressure. I am free to teach anything in the class. Thanks 

God, none of my students ever complain. I have been a favourite history teacher for 

decades. 

What she teaches about the 1965 event is oriented by her ontological narrative as 
someone who does not believe if all communists were perpetrators in the 1965 
event since high school. Instead, she suspects if Soeharto was the real villain. As 
highlighted in 8.1.2, Maria has been informing her students if Soeharto possibly 
masterminded the strike against army generals since her early teaching career in 
the New Order era. It was the era when people were not allowed to speak about 
any versions other than the official narrative of the communist party as the 
culprit. Although now she is free to tell her students the same narrative about the 
1965 event, when teaching history in the New Order era, she warned her students 
not to disseminate what she taught outside the school environment, especially 
about the story of Soeharto as the possible mastermind of the incident on 30 
September 1965. 

We just talked about this issue in the class. ‘This is an academic arena. If you 

disseminate what I have just said, it is your responsibility. It is just between us.’ That 

was what I said.  

Maria’s strategy is parallel to that of Nanda. The reason why Maria warned her 
students for not disseminating what she taught is that during the New Order era, 
people were prohibited from fabricating any stories to disproof the dominant 
narrative of the communist party as a national enemy. Maria refers to a narrative 
about the powerfulness of the Soeharto’s New Order regime to make sense of the 
risk of challenging the dominant narrative of Indonesian communism.  

Soeharto was a president. We could be in trouble. […] So, do not be frivolous. We 

might be imprisoned. We had to be careful.   

 
Her strategy to warn her students appeared to be effective since, according to her, 
none of her students recklessly disseminated what she taught about the 1965 
event in a public area.  

After the end of the New Order era, people can freely talk about multiple 
narratives of what happened in 1948 and 1965. As a result, Maria does not have 
to tell students for not spreading out what she taught. She even asserts that her 
students tend to believe that the incident on 30 September 1965 was a 
manifestation of a strike from junior military officers against their seniors. Thus, 
her students’ narrative is rather in tune with Maria’s standpoint. They share the 
narrative that the communist party was not the mastermind of the event. This 
makes Maria can openly teach controversial history of the event in 1965. Thus, it 
could be argued that the ease in teaching controversial history is rooted in the 
congruency between a teacher’s narrative and the narrative employed by 
students.  
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9.6 Discussion 

The possibility of teaching about the controversial history of Indonesian 
communism is not only affected by the choice of narratives employed by teachers 
to navigate their teachings, but also conditioned by the social context of the 
teachings. As stated by Somers (1994: 632), social actors’ position in a social 
setting is a more appropriate indicator to comprehend their experiences and 
actions. This means that the way teachers characterise their experience in 
teaching controversial history must be understood in relation to actors inside 
and/or outside of a school; as well as the narratives of Indonesian communism 
employed by those who are embedded in social relations with the teachers. Based 
on teachers’ stories, this chapter depicts that all teachers, except Robert who has 
yet to teach about the 1965 event, can entangle alternative versions of Indonesian 
communism when teaching about it. No one attempts to prevent alternative 
versions to be discussed in classroom. However, the degree of ease in teaching 
controversial history varies. In some contexts, it is easier to teach controversial 
history of Indonesian communism in accordance with teachers’ standpoints, but 
in other contexts, it is more challenging to teach controversial history.  

In general, teachers’ stories of their teaching practices suggest that not all of 
them face challenges in teaching controversial history of post-independence 
Indonesian communism. Some teachers arguably never encounter any difficulty 
in their teaching, or if even so, the challenges are minimal, verging on 
insignificant. One indicator of having freedom and ease in teaching controversial 
history of Indonesian communism is when teachers can teach about alternative 
versions of communism without facing any resistance from students and fellow 
teachers. This can happen when the history teachers’ viewpoints of Indonesian 
communism seemingly tend to be compatible with narratives of Indonesian 
communism referred by most of their students or fellow teachers in school. 
Arguably, when they share similar narratives of Indonesian communism, there 
would be no struggle over the status of the communists in each post-
independence event. 

Some teachers have to deal with challenges although they still can employ 
different stories of the communist party that navigate their teachings. The 
challenges are rooted in the incompatibility between the history teachers’ 
standpoints on Indonesian communism and its narratives referred by any actors 
who are embedded in social relations with the teachers. Each of the teachers who 
face challenges has a distinct strategy to deal with problems that might appear or 
have emerged. A few of them prefer to partially teach in line with their ontological 
narrative. Hence, instead of openly showing their opposition to the New Order’s 
narrative of Indonesian communism, they choose to act on a more neutral basis. 
For instance, Troy and Sally do not want to judge whether the narrative of a 
communist rebellion is problematic. Instead, they present competing versions of 
Indonesian communism without directing students in a straight manner to 
alternative versions. Others such as Filbert and Andrew used similar narrative 
strategy when accused of championing the communists. They draw on a certain 
narrative to show that they are not a proponent of Indonesian communism.  

Somers (1994: 635) emphasises that people who share similar attributes do 
not necessarily have the same experiences. She exemplifies how eighteenth-
century English workers, who were property-less and exploited, had different 
levels of empowerment across the social and geographical landscape (Ibid: 632). 
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In tune with Somers’ argument that the condition of all English working people 
could not be generalised across contexts, the empirical findings in this chapter 
show that there is a variation among teachers who encounter challenges in their 
teaching. Those challenges are contextual so that it cannot be generalised that all 
teachers who face challenges will have the same issues. Various actors who are 
implicated in social relations with each of the history teachers can pose different 
challenges. Among the history teachers who consider actors inside the school 
environment as the primary source of the challenges, they mention students, 
fellow teachers and also religious leaders. A few teachers have to deal with either 
students or fellow teachers who they find to be anti-communists. Yet, the other 
few have to deal with both students and fellow teachers, including religious 
leaders, who adhere to the narrative of communist atrocities and coup. Besides, 
there are teachers who do not face any challenge from students and fellow 
teachers but say about possible challenge posed by actors outside the school 
environment. These actors can be parents, common people, history teachers from 
other schools, the government, or any combination of them.  

One interesting finding highlighted in this chapter is that an issue faced by 
some history teachers is not necessarily constant over a period of time. As 
theorised by Somers (1994: 621), relationships and narratives are not set in stone. 
Teachers’ experience may also change due to the change in public narratives 
circulating in their teaching environment. For example, Daliyah is no longer 
labelled a communist after some of her fellow teachers began to embrace an 
alternative story that most communists were victimised in 1965. Another example 
is Andrew who is no longer regarded as a communist after countering a public 
narrative of him as a communist teacher by presenting a narrative of himself as 
part of Batavian people who are absolutely not communist. These empirical 
findings show that a social context is not static but processual.    

The interviews also reveal that there seems to be no correlation between the 
status of the school (private, public and religious private or public) and the degree 
of ease in teaching controversial history of Indonesian communism. There is even 
a variation in teaching experience of history teachers in schools with the same 
religious identity. Some teachers encounter challenges in religious schools while 
teachers such as Harry, Francisia and Immanuel admit that people inside the 
religious school environment have no objection to their teachings. Teachers may 
find it difficult to teach a subject on the controversial history of Indonesian 
communism when stories of communist coup and atrocities are shared among 
most students and fellow teachers and are used to counter their teachings. It 
could also be argued that such negative narratives of Indonesian communism can 
exist in any school regardless of its status. Negative narratives of Indonesian 
communism can be drawn from school textbooks or the history curriculum. 
However, students or fellow teachers can also assign certain narratives of 
communism from other social environments and circulate those narratives in the 
school. Furthermore, social actors (e.g. religious groups) outside the school 
environment can play a role to spread a certain story of the communist party in 
schools as highlighted by David. This signals that a school is not an isolated space 
but is part of a wider network of relations. It is through a network of relations that 
narratives can move from one setting to another setting.  



10. On the Possibility of Teaching Controversial 
History of Post-Independence Indonesian 
Communism 
A trend of spreading alternative narratives of post-independence Indonesian 
communism, though still nascent, could be found among some Indonesian 
history teachers. By employing these alternative narratives, the teachers 
counterpoise the mainstream narrative of the post-independence communist 
rebellion in school textbooks and the history curriculum, thus teaching 
controversial history. The term ‘controversial’ signifies that their teachings 
contain multiple accounts on the communist party, particularly in events 
occurring in 1948 and 1965. Applying Margaret Somers’ narrative and relational 
framework, this thesis analyses how a group of history teachers who teach 
controversial history of post-independence Indonesian communism. According 
to the twelve history teachers, two aspects affect the possibility to teach 
controversial history of Indonesian communism. First, influenced by stories of 
Indonesian communism appropriated in certain moments in their lives, the 
teachers’ standpoints guide them to incorporate alternative versions of the status 
of the communist party and the people when teaching history. Second, their 
teachings are affected by other actors inside or outside of a school.  

10.1 Navigated by Multi-layered Narratives 

The first empirical chapter focuses on the shaping of the twelve history teachers’ 
standpoints on post-independence Indonesian communism. History teachers’ 
standpoints on Indonesian communism guide what they teach about the 1948 
and 1965 events, and such viewpoints are influenced by stories of Indonesian 
communism that are not of their own making. Moreover, this chapter also stands 
on an argument that appropriation of stories of the 1948 and 1965 events and the 
development of their current standpoints do not happen out of a void.  

History teachers’ standpoints on Indonesian communism – as expressed in 
their ontological narratives – do not emerge automatically. How each teacher 
perceives the status of the communists in each event is influenced by conceptual 
and public narratives regarding Indonesian communism. While the conceptual 
narratives are manifested in academic texts on the two events, public narratives 
are stories exist and circulate among other people. Those narratives are shared to 
students to counterbalance the story of communist uprising in school textbooks.  

The teachers’ standpoints on Indonesian communism were formed by 
different social contexts. One interesting issue is that formal education seemingly 
did not play a significant role in shaping the teachers’ beliefs on how the 
communist party and its people were innocent in the 1948 and/or 1965 events. 
Some teachers even stress that they were taught in school to see Indonesian 
communism negatively. History teachers who once had negative views of the 
communists changed such standpoints in certain moments in life. Being in social 
relations with other actors is the most frequently mentioned factor that facilitates 
history teachers to acquire various stories of Indonesian communism. In that 
specific context, some of them acquired public narratives of Indonesian 
communism existing among other people or were introduced to scholarly 
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writings by others. Besides this, most of them also took independent initiatives to 
read academic writings flourishing in the post-New Order era, and this has 
shaped their current understanding of Indonesian communism.  

As emphasised, multi-layered narratives, ranging from ontological narratives 
to public and/or conceptual narratives navigate the teachers’ teachings on 
Indonesian communism. With the exception of one teacher who has not yet 
taught the story of the 1965 event, most teachers employ the story of the 
communist purges to tell students that many communists were blameless 
victims. Interestingly, some teachers teach that the communist party was the 
perpetrator in the 1948 event but not in the 1965 event, proving that the teachers’ 
accounts on the two events may differ. 

10.2 The Social Context of Teaching 

Teaching process in schools is far from an independent activity. From a relational 
point of view, the history teachers are positioned in multiple social relations with 
different actors inside and outside the school environment. Those actors 
influence the extent to which history teachers can easily and freely teach 
controversial history of Indonesian communism in line with their standpoints. 
Basically, all teachers in this study can entangle alternative narratives of 
Indonesian communism in their teaching. However, some of them find it to be 
more challenging to do such teaching.  

Challenges occur when there is an incompatibility between history teachers’ 
standpoints on Indonesian communism and the stories of the communists 
referred by other actors who are embedded in social relations with the history 
teachers. Inside the school environment, students or fellow teachers, for example, 
can affect the teaching depending on how they perceive communism. Further 
challenges may be posed by external actors such as parents, common people, 
history teachers from other schools and the government. However, challenges do 
not remain constant across time. For instance, teachers who were stigmatised as 
a communist no longer receive such label. Furthermore, challenges can occur in 
any school regardless of its status (private, public and religious private or public). 
That is to say, negative narratives of Indonesian communism can circulate in any 
school and be employed by students or other teachers to oppose a history teacher 
who thinks that the communists were innocent in the two events.  

In sum, teachers’ narratives grant a picture of their teaching experience and 
the social context of their teaching. Nonetheless, their stories might not 
adequately represent the voices of any actors, for instance, students and fellow 
teachers, that are mentioned in the stories. This calls for further studies on 
perspectives of any actors who are embedded in social relations with the history 
teachers. In regard to the teaching process, participant observation method can 
generate fruitful findings on dynamics of social relations between history 
teachers and their students in the classroom. Moreover, it is also necessary to 
dissect the objective power relations among actors with other theoretical 
traditions that provide adequate tools to analyse such issue since Somers’ 
conceptual framework does not provide comprehensive indicators to study the 
objective basis of power relations. Filbert’s narrative (see 9.4) indicates that level 
of education is one of the bases of power relations in school. A comprehensive 
study on power relations can give a deeper picture of who can determine which 
narrative of Indonesian communism is socially predominant in school.  
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