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Forty years after state-sponsored massacres of alleged communists left some one million Indonesians dead and hundreds of thousands of others deprived of basic civil rights, the events of 1965-66 remain relatively unknown outside of the communities they devastated. Despite the contemporary global prominence of discourses of truth, transitional justice and post-conflict reconciliation, the case of Indonesia’s bitter past and its current struggles to reconsider its history has received little attention in the scholarly and human rights literature. Even in the works of area specialists of Bali, where 80,000-100,000 Balinese, some 5-8% of the population, lost their lives, there has been a reluctance to investigate the impacts of violence on what is often ahistorically termed “Balinese culture,” with a number of authors concluding that Balinese no longer wish to speak about this troubled time, having either forgotten, forgiven, worked through or moved on from the past. 

This essay, based on over three years of fieldwork in Bali, Indonesia, will pose challenge to claims that the violence of 1965-66 is part of a distant and removed history, identifying how in a political climate where “speaking truth to power can lead to death” (Ferme 2001) and where mass tourism has made acknowledgement of mass violence appear economically irrational, memories of terror have been articulated less through direct speech than through non-narrative practices of ritual, magic, community politics and spatial reconfiguration. I argue that far from being definitively past, the events of 1965-66 continue to channel and block possibilities for speech, social action and political agency in Bali. Yet at the same time as I highlight how 1965-66 still saturates the social, cultural and political landscape of Bali, I also explore the theoretical, methodological and political challenges of including “ethnographies of forgetting” in our approaches to the aftermath of violence. Posing anthropology’s desire to locate and excavate sites of memory – often assumed to be staging grounds for liberatory challenges to official histories and repressive silences – against Balinese practices of concealment, suppression and redirection, I show how a dialectic of social remembering and forgetting reworks relations of power and provide a means of ensuring continuing coexistence in communities where the lines dividing “perpetrators” from “victims” have been highly blurred and where particular versions of the past have become commodities of touristic value. I conclude with a consideration of concepts of “reconciliation,” arguing that a reliance on models that privilege “truth-telling,” confession and linear historical narrative may fail to account for local experiences of living in the wake of mass violence and genocide. 

