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Introduction 
 

 

 

Since the birth of the independent republic of Indonesia in 1949, little attention has been 

paid to this archipelago of thousands of islands spreading over 736,000 square miles in 

Southeast Asia, north of Australia, and south of Malaysia and the Philippines.  Today, with 201 

million inhabitants, it is the fourth most populated country in the world after China, India, and 

the United States.   

In the period after World War II, U.S.-Indonesian relations were nevertheless very 

intense and they were particularly interesting until 1965, when a critical coup d'état took place 

in Jakarta.  For decades after the war, the U.S. often intervened abroad to serve its economic 

interests and oppose Communism.  Most of the time, the acknowledged reasons for this 

interventionism were the spreading of democracy and the expansion of the "free world."  

Today, it is widely accepted that more realist and self-interested motives fueled U.S. foreign 

policy such as the imposition of a global liberal capitalist order.  U.S.-Indonesian relations are 

significant because the American involvement there was constant and little discussed or 

questioned.  Washington had a very large influence in shaping the political developments of 

Indonesia, at times even encroaching on its right to self-determination and its sovereignty.   

The Indonesian case also very well exemplified U.S. relations with Third World or newly 

independent countries at the end of World War II.  The influence the U.S. had on Indonesia 

during the Cold War was not an isolated case.  American interventionism was widespread all 

over the world, especially where the "Communist threat" was more important. 

The purpose of this study will be to attempt to shed some light on the particularities of  

U.S.-Indonesian relations since 1945, and which are highly valuable as they are representative 

of U.S. dealings with non-aligned countries during the Cold War.  This first step will depict the 
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background that led to the longðthough not widely acknowledgedðinvolvement of the U.S. in 

Indonesia.   

This paper will also focus on the turning point represented by the 1965 coup d'état.  In 

the early hours of October 1, 1965, a group of military officers toured Jakarta, the capital city of 

Indonesia, in search of seven generals of the Indonesian Army high command.  Visiting the 

generals' homes, they managed to kidnap three of their targets but also killed three others, and 

one of them escaped.  After retreating to a nearby airforce base, they killed the remaining 

generals and announced that they had saved Indonesia and the President, Sukarno,1 from a 

Generals' Council trying to take over the government and whom the CIA backed.  Other officers 

in the army nevertheless quickly defeated the group of rebel officers.  In a matter of hours, this 

apparent internal army affair became the opportunity to blame the Indonesian Communist Party 

for the murders of the generals and for trying to take command of the government.  At the time, 

political power in Indonesia was indeed shared between President Sukarno and two competing 

factions, the Army and the Communists, whom the president checked and stabilized.  He was 

thus able to take advantage of both while keeping some balance in Indonesian politics.  Soon 

after the coup, a propaganda campaign against the Communists followed and the army 

strongly encouraged Indonesians to hunt them down.  A genocide followed in which most of the 

dead were Communist activists or partisans. 

The coup attempt is a fundamental issue in Indonesian history.  As a CIA study stated in 

1968, "it may well prove to be one of the most significant events of the post-war period."2  

Above all, the coup is momentous because the alleged Communists were brutally murdered all 

over Indonesia.  Figures vary widelyðestimates rank the killings of late 1965 and early 1966 

from 78,000 to 2 million people.3  Needless to say that, although we do not and will never know 

for sure how many people died, the extent of the murders was colossal.  Ironically, the CIA has 

very well described the atrocity of the massacres of Communists after the coup.  The killings 

ranked as "one of the worst mass murders of the twentieth century, along with the Soviet 

purges of the 1930s, the Nazi mass murders during the Second World War, and the Maoist 
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bloodbath of the early 1950s."4  Amnesty International, for its part, described the killings as an 

"inquisition"5 characterized by "arrest, extremely brutal interrogation, arbitrary selection of 

people for killing by soldiers and anti-Communist militants, arbitrary detention of people without 

trial."6 

A plethora of interpretations for the coup exists, and needs to be presented and 

weighed to figure out what most probably took place on that fateful night and afterwards, with 

particular attention paid to the American participation.  This will help us picture the different 

schools of interpretations concerning the coup attempt, which can be summed up as follows.   

Besides the argument against the Communists, thought to have instigated the coup to 

take power in Indonesia, there are at least two other noteworthy interpretations.  One of them is 

that the kidnappings were an internal army affair, a conflict between the army high command 

and lower-rank officers weary of their superiors' behavior and luxurious way of life.  In this case, 

the attempt having failed, the remaining generals would have seized the opportunity to get rid 

of their main political opponents, the Communists.  Alternatively, the coup has been analyzed 

as a conspiracy of some generals of the Indonesian Army to eradicate their opponents within 

the army and at the same time to oust Sukarno and the Communists from the government.  

The latter explanation often implies a CIA involvement and tacit U.S. government approval of 

the events.  These broad interpretations are those most commonly encountered.  Of course, 

they cannot be so easily gauged.  Often, the same authors agree on particular points of 

interpretation and at the same time clash on some others. 

The coup seems to illustrate very well recurring features related to United States foreign 

policy, and how policy sometimes gets out of hand, betraying American ideals.  Another 

element that needs to be exposed, besides the exact events of the coup, is the role played by 

the U.S. and the CIA in the Indonesian affair.  We can only speculate on the American 

involvement until all documents dealing with the coup are declassified.  However, of the many 

assumptions that have been made since 1965, some seem more accurate than others, and 

they are not those most commonly accepted.   
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The U.S. government under Lyndon B. Johnson might not come out of this as 

untarnished as many scholars, newspapers and magazines have ascertained at the time and 

for decades after the events.  The American government and press commonly took up an 

official explanation of the coup made up by the regime that came to power thanks to it, led by 

General Suharto.  Some right-wing scholars even have supported the American official position 

contained in the CIA study of the coup published in 1968 and accusing the Communists of 

conspiracy.7  As Robert Kennedy once declared: "We have spoken out against the inhuman 

slaughters perpetrated by the Nazis and the Communists.  But will we speak out also against 

the inhuman slaughter in Indonesia, where over 100,000 alleged Communists have been not 

perpetrators, but victims?"8  

Furthermore, the coup and the killings it triggered took place during a particular time 

during the Cold War.  The Cold War was a period in which Communism gradually became a 

major competitor and adversary of the U.S. liberal capitalist system.  Anti-Communism in fact 

became a belief rallying Americans, just as religion does.  For most Americans Communism 

forever became the number one antagonist.  The extent of the American anti-Communist 

vehemence was sometimes tragic.  As Robert Cribb put it, "Counting the casualties in this 

struggle [the post coup confrontation] was secondary to rolling back the so-called communist 

tide."9  Moreover, in 1965, the epitome of America's fight against Communism, the conflict in 

Vietnam, was flaring up.  President Johnson was determined to destroy the Communist 

presence in Vietnam.10  The period was obviously an era of intense anti-Communist feelings. 

The topic of U.S. foreign policy characteristics might appear at first as cliched and 

already dealt with with too much emphasis.  However, after a closer look, one finds that the 

killings in Indonesia were not so widely exposed in the past, or that they were not given enough 

significance.  The Cold War era has left many traces and the period has had many influences 

which still shape our world today.  Such an instance of a pivotal event is the killings carried out 

by the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia.  Pol Pot was the famous leader of the group that allegedly 

murdered 1.5 million people in the 1970s.11  This case has been widely debated and made 
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known to the public.  The Indonesian killings, on the other hand, were not as extensively 

denounced.  Although the number of victims of these horrifying massacres is not precisely 

known, many people think it ranks as one of the most significant mass murders of the century.  

Besides the murders, Amnesty International reported in 1977 that around 1 million people were 

arrested and detained12 many of whom were "victims of circumstances" and of arbitrary arrests 

in which "on the basis of one word or the pointing of a finger, people were taken away to be 

killed."13  

It would, therefore, be interesting to see, while studying the extent of American 

involvement in the killings, whether the U.S. "deni[ed] and subvert[ed] American ideas and 

ideals"14 in the policy toward Indonesia during the coup d'état, and on the other hand, to 

establish the degree of its implication in the mass murders that followed.  We will attempt to 

define whether the U.S. violated its own ideals of freedom and democracyðthose ideals 

advocated by the American "mission"ðin the 1965 coup and its violent aftermath.  More 

specifically, whether the U.S. government in Indonesia betrayed these "unalienable Rights" to 

"Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness," that distinguish and render exceptional the 

American nation. 

In addition, we will also seek to determine whether the American people was informed 

effectively or misinformed by the media of what was going on in Indonesia in 1965-1966, what 

the Americans knew about the killings, and whether the media told the people about their 

significance.  In other words, did Americans become actors in the foreign policy process and 

decisions?  

The mass media in the United States today are free, and they owe much to the 

Constitution for such a status.  The First Amendment provided for the basic liberties, including 

the freedom of the press.  The press is also often associated with freedom.  The United States 

as a whole is proud of its system and considers it is one of the freest in the world.15  People 

often compare the American system to the British system, which, according to some sources, is 

not as free from censorship as the American press, especially in the foreign policy field. 
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Britain has a ñhalf-free pressò as Harold Evans put it.16  The Official Secrets Acts, the 

British statute protecting official documents from being disclosed is often contrasted with the 

American Freedom of Information Act, giving free access to some government records for any 

U.S. citizen requesting it.  In the United States, one scholar declared, "the press is legally 

unrestrictedò17 and it can only be limited through judicial action.  However, the American 

government is not devoid of ways to control what is published in American newspapers.  

Although it is part of the Constitution, the freedom of the press can be bent through the ñprior 

restraintò process.18  Basically, the government cannot stop a newspaper from publishing any 

incriminating or secret news.  However, action can be taken after the publication has been 

made.  The American press thus appears more authoritative and seems to have more means 

to transmit the information to the public. 

The freedom the American press enjoys makes it a powerful medium.  A remark that 

often recurs when such freedom is granted to the press is the worries about an overwhelming 

influence.  Being so powerful, the press definitely possesses the ability to decide what news is 

more important, what news is "fit to print."  In other words, the press can dictate its own 

agenda, and have the people take notice of whatever news the press decides.  To what extent 

this is true is not clear.  Nor is the way in which the media actually manages to influence 

people.   

Contemporary critics, for example, argue that the media conglomerates controlling most 

of the media business endanger democracy and freedom in the United States.19  Today, less 

than ten companies such as these own the major part of the media.20  This first of all hampers 

creativity, but more dangerously, can contribute to a uniform, non-critical and universal vision of 

the news.  The US media market is already well under way toward this monopolistic domination 

of the news. 

In the 1960s, however, the situation was not so critical.  The problems regarding the 

media were then different.  They nevertheless had to do with the accuracy, relevance and 

reliability of the news.  The press has often been referred to as the ñfourth estateò21 because of 
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its ability to influence the people and the government.  The question of interest here is to know 

the extent to which the press has faithfully executed this particular role. 

In the case of the Indonesian coup d'état, another of its remarkable features is that, 

contrary to other famous CIA covert operations, it has not been comprehensively looked into.  

To this date, there is neither incontrovertible proof nor declassified documents implicating the 

U.S. in the 30 September affair, or in the killings.  Congress did not investigate this case as the 

Church Committee did in 1975 into CIA involvement in Chile or Cuba for instance.  Oddly 

enough, most major contemporary works concerning the CIA and American intelligence do not 

deal with the 1965 coup and killings.22  The research has nevertheless been carried out and 

scholars have been interested in the CIA operations during the coup although they have not 

been dealt with extensively.  Works that usually describe in length operations such as in 

Guatemala, Iran, Cuba, Chile, or even Brazil, sometimes do not even mention the Indonesian 

affair of 1965.  This gap, with no apparent explanation, endows the subject of this study with 

far-reaching implications and an even larger interest. 

To trace back U.S. policy toward Indonesia from 1949 through the 1960s, we will base 

ourselves on primary sources, especially U.S. government documents such as those contained 

in the Foreign Relations of the United States series and the Declassified Documents Reference 

System.  These sources reveal a great deal about American policymakers' mindset and about 

the real reasons for their decisions.   

For the section on the American public, the media and their relations to foreign policy, 

we will use articles from the major American daily newspapers (the New York Times, the 

Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal), magazines (U.S. News and World Report, Time, 

Newsweek, the Nation), and other relevant periodicals (Senior Scholastic, the Reporter, the 

Saturday Evening Post).   

We will also use secondary sources, mainly journal articles dealing with the coup 

attempt and their conflicting interpretations.  Other secondary works will include those useful for 
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a coherent survey and analysis of the period from 1945-1965 and of the most common issues 

associated with the American media.   

The present paper will aim at presenting U.S. foreign policy in Indonesia and its 

relations to the American press and people.  We will also consider the implications the 

American policy had on Indonesia itself.  These objectives will be achieved through the study of 

U.S.-Indonesian relations after World War II, of the American participation in Indonesian 

affairsðwith particular emphasis on the 1965 coupðand of the role played by the American 

press in the developments of 1965-1966. 
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The U.S. and the decolonization 
 of Indonesia, 1942-1949 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 In 1776, the American colonies severed the ties that had bound them to Britain for so 

many years.  The Declaration of Independence is probably the most important text in the 

history of the United States, and it has always been deeply rooted in the collective mind.  The 

U.S. thus very early had a particular relation with colonialism.  The U.S. also had a long history 

of territorial conquests in the nineteenth century, the age of Manifest Destiny and westward 

expansion.  It is a country whose history is deeply linked to the concept of colonialism, and it is 

not surprising that, even in the middle of the twentieth century, this notion still provoked 

partisan debates among policymakers. 

This section deals with the nationalist movement and decolonization process in 

Indonesia.  More specifically, this chapter is about the colonial policies of Franklin D. Roosevelt 

and Harry S. Truman.  Both presidents declared themselves opposed to colonialism, but their 

deeds did not always reflect their words.  There were factors specific to each administration 

and which dictated the conduct of American foreign policy.  These factors especially involved 

national interests and national objectives and need to be more precisely identified. 

 
 

The Indonesian nationalist movement 
 

The history of Indonesia had been eventful and turbulent, especially as a new wave of 

nationalism against Dutch rule developed in the early twentieth century.  The former colony played a 

crucial role for the Netherlands.  It was in the late sixteenth century that the Dutch East Indies 

Chapter  
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Company (or VOC, Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie) was established mainly to make profits 

from the spices that could be grown on the islands.  It was therefore a commodity-producing colony 

at the time, and the Netherlands was interested in the juicy trade that could be organized there.  The 

private Dutch company ruled over the archipelago and its peoples until the end of the eighteenth 

century, when the VOC went bankrupt, and the territories became the assets of the Dutch crown.1  

After a short Napoleonic occupation between 1808 and 1811, the archipelago was 

administered by the British (1811-1816), who had liberated the colony from France.  In the period 

that followed, the Netherlands East Indies were returned to the former mother country, which 

exploited the resources of the islands making huge profits.  The islands were then providers of raw 

materials and markets for Dutch finished goods. 

These years of Dutch domination triggered recurring revolts and periods of tension opposing 

the native population and the foreign administration.  However, it was not until after World War II that 

the Netherlands East Indies people began unifying themselves and articulating a real resistance 

movement against the colonizer.  The times were indeed propitious for ideals such as democracy 

and progress, and the first nationalist organizations began to appear.  As these movements 

opposed Dutch rule, the colonizers naturally retaliated.  The Dutch often arrested or sent activists 

into exile.  Although the colonizers' repression was fierce, the nationalist movement paved the way 

for political parties.  The Indies Communist Partyðthe PKI2ðwas created in 1920, and was quickly 

banned for the rest of the colonial period after a rebellion took place in 1926-1927.  The Indonesian 

Nationalist PartyðPNI3ðdeveloped in 1927, and it was led by Sukarno, ultimately to become the 

first president of the newly independent United States of Indonesia in 1949.  The PNI was dissolved 

in 1929 though, and Sukarno was arrested by the Dutch in 1933, along with other nationalist party 

leaders, and forced to exile. 

The beginnings of Indonesian nationalism were hard due to a fierce Dutch authoritarianism.  

Nationalism nevertheless came into being and found its expression among a particularly varied and 

sometimes conflicting population.  The archipelago was indeed made up of a variety of religious and 

ethnic groupsðHindus and Islamic among othersðand tribes.  The population being so diverse, it is 
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remarkable how nationalism became a significant part of the Indies' political life in the 1930s.  

Although its existence was ensured, nationalism became a veiled and undercover movement 

because of the oppression exercised by the Dutch, who were not, as the Second World War 

dawned, inclined to relinquish the Indies or grant any form of autonomy to the Indonesian people.4 

 The question of the colonial policy of the Netherlands after World War II was deeply 

rooted in the global conflict.  With the beginning of the Japanese invasion of Southeast Asia in 

January 1942, and its occupation through August 1945, came the birth of a nationalist 

movement stronger than ever.  It was, in fact, the three-year rule by the Japanese that made 

possible the real development of the nationalist organizations, especially the Indonesian 

Nationalist Party.  Soon after the invasion of the islands, the Japanese occupation forces 

released the leader of this movement, Sukarno.  With the arrival of Japan in the Netherlands 

East Indies, the nationalist leaders were freed and compelled to work with the invading power.  

The natives, who were denied the right to work in the State administration under Dutch rule, 

were now taking part in it.5  Sukarno and other nationalists for their part collaborated with the 

Japanese at a higher level. 

 The way in which events developed helped the Indonesian nationalist movement take 

root.  In addition, the imperialist occupier overtly talked about a future independence granted to 

Indonesia therefore creating a desire among the population.  The promises of the Japanese 

also helped prepare the grounds for the nationalist and separatist movement to become 

stronger. 

The situation in Indonesia at the dawn of liberation by the Allies was that the nationalist 

movement had become popular.  Also, between the Japanese surrender on August 15, 1945 

and the time the first joint Dutch and British6 forces landed in the region on August 23, the 

nationalist movement quickly reacted and a new administration came to existence.  Sukarno 

was the one who seized the opportunity to proclaim the Indonesian Declaration of 

Independence, the "Proklamasi," as early as August 17.  He was also declared president, and 

the government was set up at the end of August. 
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The British and Dutch forces encountered in 1945 one of the most difficult conditions for 

the Netherlands.  Although the Dutch were not willing to give their colony away, desiring to 

keep their possessions at all costs, the independence movement was marching on, and the 

development of nationalism had reached a point of no return.   

 
 

Franklin D. Roosevelt: from self-determination to self-interest 
 

 Many authors acknowledge the fact that Franklin Roosevelt was concerned about the 

future of the colonized territories after the end of World War II.  What is usually emphasized are 

his convictions.  Most historians claim that Roosevelt believed that colonialism was outdated 

and did not fit in the period after World War II.  Roosevelt's son somewhat summed up his 

father's point of view on the question, quoting his own words, 

The thing is the colonial system means war.  Exploit the resources of an India, 
a Burma, a Java; take all the wealth out of those countries, but never put 
anything back into them, things like education, decent standards of living, 
minimum health requirements-all you're doing is storing up the kind of trouble 
that leads to war.  All you're doing is negating the value of any kind of 
organizational structure for peace before it begins.

7
 

Apparently, Roosevelt wanted to help uplift the colonies and bring them some self-

determination.  This was what he proclaimed as early as 1941, when he drafted the Atlantic 

Charter with British Prime Minister Winston Churchill.  The document, signed on August 14, 

1941, stated that: 

[The United States and the United Kingdom] respect the right of all peoples to 
choose the form of government under which they will live; and they wish to 
see sovereign rights and self-government restored to those who have been 
forcibly deprived of them [é] ; they will endeavor [...] to further the enjoyment 
by all States, great or small, victor or vanquished, of access, on equal terms, 
to the trade and to the raw materials of the world...8 

Colonialism, Roosevelt thought, involved ñeighteenth century methodsò9 as he once told 

Churchill.  In particular, the president often boosted the Philippines case,10 which was to be 

taken as an example for the European countries. 

 The idea Roosevelt came up with was the establishment of a trusteeship system in 

which the newly freed territories would get some support on their way toward independence.11  
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Some countries, the most developed, would have to look after the former colonies and help 

them.  Roosevelt particularly thought about the Allies that is, the United States, Great Britain, 

the Soviet Union, and China, which the president came to refer to as the ñFour Policemenò of 

the post-war period.  These great powers would cooperate to bring about global security.  As 

one scholar put it, the ñinternational trusteeship system was Franklin D. Roosevelt's 

prescription to cure colonialism.ò12 

 But was Roosevelt actually a ñphysicianò seeking to heal the world by getting rid of 

colonialism?  In the case of the Netherlands East Indies, the U.S. had a prominent role in the 

development of the events leading to the independence of Indonesia in 1949.  The U.S. 

standpoint in the relations between the Dutch East Indies and the Netherlands had been 

ambiguous.  Although Roosevelt's policy was actually pro-decolonization during the war and 

rather anti-Dutch, it began to deviate toward the end of World War II.  The idealist point of view 

weakened and Roosevelt became less anticolonialist.13  This irresolute foreign policy 

contrasted with Roosevelt's altruistic plans and his trusteeship system for the only well-being of 

the would-be independent territories and, more particularly, the Netherlands East Indies. 

 In keeping with the position of the U.S. toward colonialism under Roosevelt, the process 

taking place in Indonesia would have implied, first, a total support to the East Indies in their 

decolonization struggle and, second, pressure on the Netherlands to allow their colony to 

become independent.  This is not exactly what happened.  If Franklin Roosevelt shaped and 

influenced the post-war world with the concepts of trusteeship and self-government he favored, 

what happened in Indonesia was not exactly selfless. 

 As we have seen, between 1942 and 1945 most of Southeast Asia was under 

Japanese rule.  With the creation of a Southeast Asian empire, the raw materials and other 

supplies were benefiting the Japanese economy instead of the Western European states as 

before the war. 
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 This was considered a threat for the western powers in general, but especially for the 

U.S. and its postwar agenda.  The U.S. was rigorously opposed to the growing Japanese 

influence in Southeast Asia.  In 1941, Roosevelt even programmed the imposition of economic 

sanctions on Japan, and was followed by Britain and the Netherlands.  The outcome of this 

pressure was an embargo aiming at restraining the Japanese advance in the region since the 

country was actually planning to take over Indochina and was already present there in late 

1941.14  The fact that Japan invaded the Indonesian archipelago in 1942 is noteworthy here.  

Be it in Indochina, or in the Netherlands East Indies, the U.S. did not tolerate the Japanese 

presence in the area. 

 This is one instance when the Roosevelt administration reacted to a threat to western 

economic interests.  But this example was part of a more general change, as the policy 

adopted by this administration sought to protect national economic assets.  Moreover, by the 

end of the war, the true purposes of U.S. policy toward Southeast Asia clearly became more 

self-centered.  Now, the anticolonial policy that was conducted did not aim at liberating 

subservient peoples, but rather at preserving U.S. interests. 

 In the last years of World War II, Roosevelt's position had vacillated between the 

complete and progressive liberation of the colonies and their restoration from the Japanese to 

the European powers as before the war.  This was a turning point in U.S. policy.  It was also a 

reversal considering Roosevelt's personal anticolonial sentiments. 

 The reason for this change was not complex.  Toward the end of the war, it became 

obvious to Roosevelt that the prosperity of the U.S. in the postwar world would depend on its 

alliances and its ñspheres of influence.ò  Logically, the U.S. could no longer give outright 

support to the colonies in their quest for independence.  This would have triggered the dissent 

of Great Britain, France, and the Netherlands, and their detachment from the U.S. post-war 
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plans.  The western alliance would have accordingly suffered from such a policy. 

 On the other hand, the complete support of the major colonialists would also have 

endangered U.S. interests.  By backing them, the nationalist movements in the colonies would 

have lost their confidence in the U.S.  Supporting the independence movements would have 

also put an end to all prospects of economic benefits after the war.  If they wanted an open 

door in Southeast Asia, American policymakers had to be careful in their policies dealing with 

decolonization issues and they did not have to challenge the coloniesô leaning toward 

independence. 

 As Robert McMahon said, ñDuring the war, American policymakers became convinced 

that the postwar prosperity of the U.S. and of the world would depend to a large extent on open 

access to foreign markets and sources of raw materials.ò15  Roosevelt's position was therefore 

ambivalent.  He favored the progressive liberation of the colonies and at the same time 

supported the Allies in their new conquest of the territories. 

 The idealist sentiment that shaped the beginning of U.S. foreign policy in the 

decolonization issue transformed into a realist mindset.  Values such as democracy and human 

rights were superseded by greed and secure economic growth.  Trade and markets dictated 

Roosevelt's policy in the East Indies.  Although he advocated self-determination and 

decolonization, he still had in mind the creation of a sphere of influence and the development of 

an economic system favorable to the U.S.  By promoting a trusteeship system, the U.S. 

adopted a middle-of-the-road position.  It encouraged the development of self-government 

without, however, requiring the transfer of power from the mother country to an independent 

colony. 

 As Paul Orders put it, the moderation of U.S. policy was due to the fact that Roosevelt 

was not ñready to push anticolonial initiatives to an extent that threatened to damage 



 

24 

 

irreparably the U.S.ô relations with great power allies.ò16  What remained certain was that the 

American position was more ñrhetorical than substantive.ò17 

 The U.S. appeared as detached as possible in the struggle between the Indonesian 

colony and the Netherlands.  As George McT. Kahin explained, there were two reasons for 

that.18  First was the Potsdam Conference, where the U.S., Great Britain and the Soviet Union 

decided that Southeast Asia would be taken over by British and Chinese forces, and that the 

U.S. military zone would be handed over to these two countries.  This relieved the U.S., which 

would not have any responsibility for what could be going on in Southeast Asia in the future.  

Second, this U.S. attitude was justified by a ñlack of Soviet competition.ò19 Moscow was not 

interested by the events in Asia and there was no risk of the Cold War spreading in the area 

yet. 

 The main difference, as we shall see, between Roosevelt and Truman was that the 

latter had to face the ñspecter of Communismò and had to make the decisions when the Cold 

War was a sensitive subject in U.S. foreign policy.  The Cold War ideology spread during 

Truman's presidency, and the struggle greatly influenced the President and U.S. policymakers.  

As Melvyn Leffler argued, the U.S. did not want at first to compromise the Allies in Western 

Europe because of the ñprospective struggle against Soviet Communism.ò20 

 
 

Harry S. Truman: the specter threatens Indonesia 
 
 Obviously, a shift occurred between Roosevelt and Truman.  Although the latter kept a 

ñpassiveò position in the first few years after the war, the president soon adopted a different 

policy.  There was a shift due to the deterioration of U.S.-Soviet Union relations when the two 

countries passed from ñallies to adversaries.ò21  With Truman, the U.S. entered a new era, an 

era when the ñTruman administration moored decisively to an adversarial relationship.ò22 

 In his memoirs, Harry Truman affirmed that he ñhad always been opposed to 
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colonialism.ò23  He said he ñbelieved in Wilson's philosophy of óself-determination.ôò24  

Apparently, his foreign policy would have implied an opposition to the return of colonialist 

countries in their territories after the Japanese occupation.  This is the position he adopted as 

early as in 1946, not long after he succeeded Roosevelt.  In his State of the Union Address of 

that year, his program concerning international affairs was clear.  His platform would take into 

account the desires of the colonial peoples, 

We believe that all peoples who are prepared for self-government should be 
permitted to choose their own form of government by their own freely 
expressed choice, without interference from any foreign source.  That is true in 
Europe, in Asia, in Africa, as well as in the Western Hemisphere.

25
 

This speech led to a more precise program called the ñPoint Four Program.ò  The U.S. was to 

bring economic, technical, and military assistance to Third World countries in need of 

assistance and which were not opposed to the United States. 

 Truman's avowed goal was thus to bolster the development of the former European 

colonies and was aimed at ñenabling millions of people in underdeveloped areas to raise 

themselves from the level of colonialism to self-support and ultimate prosperity.ò26  But was 

Truman's objective as philanthropic as it was presented?  And what were the issues that really 

shaped his foreign policy more prominently? 

 The global climate had its influence in the decolonization process of Southeast Asia, 

which must be regarded in the broader context of the very first years of the Cold War.  The 

containment policy set forth by George F. Kennan in February 1946, Churchill's Iron Curtain 

Speech in March 1946, the Truman Doctrine in March 1947, the Marshall proposal in June 

1947, and many more conditions, contributed to or were the sources of the escalation in the 

ideological conflict of the post-war era.  It was as if all U.S. forces available were to be solicited 

for this global purpose, the struggle against the Soviet Union and the imposition of a world 

capitalist system. 

 Asia and the problems shaking the area were not disregarded, and as the anti-colonial 
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struggle was the core of Southeast Asia's difficulties at the time, they became part of the 

preoccupations of the U.S.  Global politics and the international context were the sources of 

this deviation in U.S. foreign policy in Southeast Asia.  The decolonization question was in fact 

part and parcel of the establishment of the future world economic system. 

 In the early years of Trumanôs mandate, the U.S. was confident that the issue opposing 

the Netherlands and their colony would find a solution without the U.S. having to intervene.  

The British ñassistance and proddingò27 in part explained this hands-off policy.  In addition, the 

U.S. was passive and officially ñneutral,ò but secretly in favor of the Netherlands.  The Dutch 

were undeniably seen as the best bet if the resources of Indonesia were to be exploited once 

any difficulty was settled.  This would then explain why the U.S. at first did not favor the 

handing over of Indonesia to the nationalists.  Indonesia could still fall into Communist's hands, 

whereas the Dutch were a secure ally. 

 In November 1946, the first post-war arrangement toward a settlement of the Dutch-

Indonesian dispute was established.  In the Linggajati Agreement, the Dutch recognized the 

Indonesian authority over the islands of Java, Madura, and Sumatra.  Moreover, both 

governments agreed to establish the United States of Indonesia under Dutch symbolic 

authority.28  But disagreement was still in the air.  In July 1947, the Dutch launched their "First 

Police Action"ðthey occupied most of the archipelago and bombed Indonesian cities. 

 At this point, the U.S. began to be worried.  In Gerlof D. Homanôs words, there was an 

ñevolution of American anticolonialism.ò29  The change of policy was the effect of the stagnation 

of the negotiations between the Netherlands East Indies and the Dutch.  It was also due to the 

policy adopted by the Netherlands, which directly affected the United States.  Because the 

Dutch policy became more violent and less tolerant as the negotiations dragged on, the U.S. 

became afraid of the repercussions this attitude would have for the image of the Allies.  The 
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Netherlands was a U.S. ally, and the rest of the world could perceive these coercive measures 

as obnoxious, especially the countries where the Communist threat was more vigorous.  In 

addition, because the U.S. was supporting the Netherlands in the decolonization issue, the 

nationalists might turn their back on the United States.30 

 The U.S. objective at the time must be bore in mind.  Western Europe had to recover 

from the war and the economic and ideological alliances had to be furthered in that part of the 

world.31  Therefore, neither the U.S. nor its allies had to disregard any possibility for new 

countries to take part into the system led by the U.S.  An act like the First Police Action could 

trigger the reinforcement of the Communist influence in still neutral countries.  This is why the 

Southeast Asian decolonization issue suddenly became one of the primary preoccupations of 

the Truman administration.  As Alfred Van Staden indicated ñ[the conflict between the 

Netherlands and Indonesia] had become a function of East-West rivalries, and for fear of 

driving them in the arms of Moscow, America did not want to antagonize the forces of 

nationalism in Asia...ò32 

 This ideological argument should also be contrasted with the economic argument 

because if the First Police Action triggered a reaction from the Americans, it was also because 

of economic reasons.  Indonesia was a pivotal country for the trade of the west.  It was ñthe 

richest colonial prize in the worldò33 and the U.S. traded heavily with the islands.  A close look 

at the trade figures available for the period indicates that both imports and exports between the 

two countries were notable for the years before and after World War II.  As from 1935, 

American imports from the Netherlands East Indies kept growing steadily, and in 1940, the 

colony was one of the most important providers of raw materials compared to other Southeast 

Asian markets.34  In 1947, the U.S. was in the third position (after Malaya and the Netherlands) 

of the countries importing goods from Indonesia.  The Indies were also heavily relying on U.S. 
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exports to their colony that same year.  The U.S. was in the first position, way ahead of the 

Netherlands.35  This accounts for the side taken by the United States as regards the 

independence of the islands.  These extensive mutual interests had produced a special 

relationship between the two countries.  Hence, the U.S. had to carefully plan its foreign policy 

toward the colony in the context of the Cold War. 

 The desire of the U.S. was ña rapid recovery of the world market and the restoration of 

the Indonesian economy to supply the western nations with vital commodities.ò36  And if the 

U.S. wanted this to happen, it was forced to support the colony.  Thus, in 1947, the U.S. 

returned to a more realist stance fearing for the post war economic order, and the First Police 

Action marks the beginning of the Truman administrationôs concern about Indonesia after a 

period of quasi non-involvement.  The U.S. then took a more overt position, abandoning the 

laissez-faire that characterized the years 1945-47. 

 After the First Police Action, the United Nations started to become involved in the 

struggle.  In August 1947, the United Nations Security Council called for a cease-fire in 

Indonesia and the following October, organized a Good Offices Committee (GOC), the body in 

charge of the negotiations thereafter.  The United Nations had reacted after India and Australia 

brought the issue to the Security Council, the latter asking for ñimmediate action to restore 

international peace and security.ò37  With the intervention of the United Nations Security 

Council, the U.S. was secured a relative influence in the unfolding of the crisis.  The U.S. was 

indeed nominated, along with Belgium and Australia, to be part of the GOC. 

 Another agreement was signed in January 1947, this time under the auspices of the 

GOC.  The Renville Agreement called for a truce in the islands and was mostly favorable to the 

Dutch.  The Netherlands would keep the territories gained in July 1947 until elections would be 

held for the people to decide whether they wanted to join the United States of Indonesia, or 
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become separate and autonomous states. 

 Still, the events that developed in 1948 brought up a remarkable change in the U.S. 

position as to the decolonization process of Indonesia.  What came to be called the ñMadium 

incidentò 38 constituted an absolute turning point. 

On September 18, 1948, the Indonesian Communist Party attempted a coup to 

overthrow the government.39  The PKI attempt was nevertheless easily crushed by the forces of 

President Sukarno and Vice-President Hatta.  This apparently insignificant reaction from the 

Indonesian government gave birth to a radical change in U.S. policy.  It was at this point that 

the U.S. began to favor Indonesia's independence and stopped supporting its long-term ally, 

the Netherlands.  The reason seems clear.  By getting rid of a Communist upheaval, the 

government placed itself on the side of the U.S. crusade against Communism.  Be it purposely 

or not, the result was that the anti-Communist and pro-containment policymakers in 

Washington began to consider the Indonesian nationalists as allies.  The putting down of the 

revolt was decisive in developing U.S. support for the Indonesian cause.  Because supporting 

the Dutch might repel the Indonesian nationalists (who were to govern Indonesia sooner or 

later), and because the risk of Indonesia going red was not relevant any more, the U.S. clearly 

sided with the nationalists.  After the Madium Incident, nothing justified the U.S. backing of  the 

Netherlands in the recovery of Indonesia.  American policymakers realized that the Dutch 

administration was doomed, and that further support of the Dutch would only antagonize the 

Indonesian nationalists, who were now clearly unfavorable to Communism.   

 Between the Madium incident in September 1948, sounding the death knell of Dutch 

sovereignty, and the actual transfer of power, the international developments also had their role 

in influencing the Netherlands so that they granted independence to Indonesia.  The end of the 

1940s was a period of build-up and escalation in the early Cold War.  Every strategic area in 
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the world was concerned by the American-Soviet struggle.  In Europe, the Marshall Plan was 

ñtying together the western world.ò40  The U.S. was trying to restore Europe according to its 

international liberal capitalist agenda.  Crucial elections in Italy and France were taking place, 

and the CIA was carrying out propaganda and covert activities to prevent the Communists from 

taking hold in these countries.  In February 1948, the Communist coup in Czechoslovakia again 

reinforced the idea of the Communist threat.41  As from June 1948, Europe was also divided in 

the Berlin Blockade, another example of increasing tensions ñtest[ing] Western unity.ò42  Asia, 

too, was the theatre of the U.S. uneasiness toward Communism.  In China, the nationalistsô 

situation worsened in 1947 and continued to deteriorate until the Peopleôs Republic of China 

was created in 1949. 

 The National Security Act of July 1947 (creating the National Security Council and the 

CIA, which were to become main agencies of the Cold War) is also important in this context.  

The Cold War was reaching its peak, and had repercussions both inside and outside of the 

United States, triggering dramatic changes at all levels.  Obviously, the Cold War was ñ[a case] 

of total conflictò43 where any possibility was put to contribution against the red menace. 

 The unsuccessful Communist rebellion in Indonesia occurred, therefore, in a climactic 

context as far as the fight against Communism was concerned.  All the events taking place 

during the period contributed to the decision of the United States to foster the  decolonization 

process.  The U.S. went so far as to "cajole, warn, and threaten the Dutch to push them toward 

granting complete independence to Indonesia,"44 which they did in December 1949. 

 As a result of these developments, the U.S. had on the one hand secured its influence 

in Indonesia ideologically, and, on the other hand, in terms of the continuity of American trade 

exchanges with the newly independent country.  The American anti-colonial policy between 

1945 and 1949 had successfully cemented ideological and economic ties between the two 
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countries.  These were the first steps toward even greater influence of the United States over 

Indonesia.  We will see, in the next chapter, how this influence gradually increased during the 

Eisenhower administration and reached a dangerous climax. 
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Dwight D. Eisenhower, John Foster Dulles 
and U.S. first imperialist policies in Indonesia, 

1953-1957 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 The relations between the U.S. and Indonesia during Eisenhower's presidency followed a 

gradual path toward more and more interventionism.  In the period between 1953 and 1957, 

although the broad objective of the Eisenhower foreign policy team remained the same as in the 

Truman administrationðthe fight against Communismðthe means of achieving it changed.  The 

containment policy was set aside, it had been debated in the 1952 presidential election and was 

considered a weak and ineffective policy against Communism.  The victory of the Communist 

Chinese in 1949, and the outbreak of the war in Korea in June 1950, were taken as examples of the 

futile and outdated policy of containment.  As the United States was on the verge of ñlosingò the Cold 

War, the new administration decided to opt for a policy of rollback of Communism and of liberation of 

the countries already ñinfectedò with Communism.  This is precisely the policy adopted in 

Eisenhower's first term in Indonesia.  The object of this chapter is to study the peculiarities of the 

policy conducted by Eisenhower in Indonesia, which broadened Washington's influence and 

interventionism there. 

 
 

A tolerant but active policy in the early 1950s 
 
 The Eisenhower presidency cannot be discussed without mentioning the influence of 

Secretary of State Dulles in shaping American foreign policy.  ñEisenhower always made the 

decisionsðbut always after consulting Dulles.ò1  The two men put the emphasis on cheaper 

ways to implement the anti-Communist policy.  Coined the ñNew Lookò policy,2 this program 

laid the emphasis upon nuclear weaponsô power of deterrence and the importance of alliances 

Chapter  
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between western countries.  Most important was the financial aspect.  Communism had to be 

dealt with effectively but capitalism did not have to go bankrupt because of the confrontation.   

In the early 1950s, the U.S. involvement in the development of the Republic of 

Indonesia was less blatant than during the struggle for independence.3  The Southeast Asian 

countryôs history in that period was more characterized by internal troubles and the difficulty of 

maintaining a stable government.   

 Political stability was not the main feature of the early years of independent Indonesia.4  

From 1949 through 1956, six cabinets were formed, succeeding one another almost every 

year.  According to M. C. Ricklefs, the succession of governments was due to the failure of 

every one of them to meet the needs of the people.  The independence movement had created 

hopes no cabinet was able to fulfill.5  The Indonesians were trying to establish a parliamentary 

democracy and the task proved difficult.  The country was not united, and the economic 

situation was not propitious. 

 The U.S. was apparently not significantly involved in Indonesian affairs in the early 

1950s.  However, it would be inaccurate to assume that the Eisenhower administration 

disregarded Indonesia.  The foreign policy adopted by the U.S. government at the beginning of 

the 1950s was characterized by a wait and see attitude.  Washington was not directly involved 

in the internal troubles of Indonesia but watched very closely what was happening in the 

archipelago. 

 As the National Intelligence Estimates, the NSC meetings, and reports of the 1952-1954 

period show, the main points that were mentioned were the ñinternal security problemsò that 

might occur and, of course, the progression, if any, of Communism.6  Most of the time, 

discussions in the NSC meetings hinged on how the U.S. could help prevent the growth and 

influence of the Communist party. 

 These concerns were not purely ideological.  In 1953, Indonesia was one of the major 

providers of rubber and tin.  A report of the National Security Council in November stated that 

Indonesia produced 40% of the world production of rubber and 20% of the production of tin.7  
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This situation, although it brought consequential earnings to the Republic, caused disarray 

when the prices of both commodities fell, thus creating surpluses.  The report declared that 

ñlow rubber prices [were] [é] a most serious obstacle to the attainment of U.S. objectivesò8 in 

Indonesiaðfighting Communism without alienating any domestic forces.  As the U.S. was the 

biggest customer of Indonesian commodities, blame could fall on America for the drop in 

prices.  In other words, this situation created a problem the U.S. wanted to avoid if it was to ally 

itself with the Indonesians and counter the Communists. 

 The surpluses of rubber and tin also worried the Americans because of the trade 

relations it could create between Indonesia and Communist countries.  The Peopleôs Republic 

of China was under a UN embargo, which Indonesia respected at the time.9  However, the 

Soviet Union was free to exchange commodities with Indonesia.  The trade between the two 

countries increased in 1952 and Indonesian exports rose to about 1% of Indonesia's total 

exports, with further increases ahead, the NSC team predicted.10  Part of the solution to these 

issues was U.S. financial and military aid to Indonesia.11 

Still another major difficulty for the U.S. was the stance adopted by President Sukarno 

toward the East-West confrontation.  Indonesia was a neutral country, and Sukarno did not 

want to participate in the competition.  The Eisenhower administrationôs position regarding 

neutralism was clearly expressed by John Foster Dulles.  The Secretary of State harshly 

criticized Stalin who he believed was looking toward Asia and the Third World most 

prominently.  For Dulles, Stalin was trying to get hold of the productions and supplies Asian 

countries could provide.12  More particularly, Dulles saw Indonesia as a ñpopulous and 

economically rich area in the world,ò13 that is, a country with economic and strategic interests 

not to be relinquished to the Soviet Union or another Communist power.  Another contemporary 

author described the situation as followsðthe Soviet Union was ñfrustrating American and 

Chinese hegemony in the region.ò14  It is not surprising then that Dulles despised non-aligned 

countries, and qualified their attitude as ñimmoral.ò15  
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Eisenhower and Dulles agreed on the question of neutralismðthere could not be any 

other position than those adopted either by the U.S. or by the Soviet Union.  As Eisenhower put 

it, there was no ñmiddle ground between East and West, between democracy and 

dictatorship.ò16  Moreover, Indonesiaôs official position was not to participate in the 

establishment of a Southeast Asian ñdefense pactò with Thailand, the Philippines, Australia, 

and New Zealand, which would later become SEATO.17  This pact was a protection against 

Communism for Southeast Asian countries.  By refusing to participate and staying neutral, 

Indonesia opposed both blocks, and, more worrying for the U.S., the Western one.  After 

Indonesia opposed the SEATO agreement in 1954, Sukarno organized the Bandung 

Conference of April 1955.  For the U.S. government, the conference became ña much more 

concrete problemò when the participation of the Peopleôs Republic of China was announced in 

December 1954.18  The neutralist stance further upset the Americans and the organization of 

the conference was another event that confirmed Washingtonôs thinking of Indonesia as more 

likely to follow Communism than Western countries.   

Although Indonesiaôs neutralism was not warmly welcomed by the Eisenhower 

administration, U.S. policymakers easily overcame this difficulty.  In the early 1950s, the ñactive 

neutralityò19 of Indonesia was not absolutely unbearable.  The U.S. was indeed aiding the 

Indonesians economically and Washington considered this as a tie to the West.  For instance, 

the Military Assistance Agreement of August 15, 1950 provided for $4 million in military aid, 

equipment, and training to Indonesia.20  The situation was therefore not perceived as critical at 

first, and American objectives in Indonesia in the early 1950s were clearly defined.  These 

could be attained relatively easily and with conventional methods.   

U.S. objectives had to do with the most important sectors of Indonesian economic, 

military, and political life.  On November 20, 1953, NSC 171/121 described to the Eisenhower 

administration the objectives and courses of action in foreign policy to follow in Indonesia.  The 

significance of Indonesia was made evident in this document with an emphasis in the countryôs 

resources i.e., rubber, tin, and oil.  The ñlossò of the archipelago the document stated, would 
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have ñserious security implications for the United States and the rest of the free world.ò22  NSC 

171/1 warned of the Communist influence in Indonesian society and politics.  The author of the 

document was nevertheless confident and trusted the Indonesian leaders would lean primarily 

toward the West. 

The first three governments of the Republic did not appear hostile to America or the 

West in general.  Natsir, who belonged to the Masjumi, the major Islamic party in Indonesia, 

headed the first government from September 1950 to March 1951.  The Socialist Party 

supported it.  Although the creation of an Islamic state was mentioned, it was not a realizable 

plan.23  President Sukarno was opposed to this idea and considered it worse than the country 

going Communist.24  As far as foreign policy was concerned, the cabinet was set in the 

neutralist position adopted by Indonesia as a whole and was favorable to the western powers.25 

Between April 1951 and February 1952, the cabinet led by Prime Minister Sukiman 

Wirjosandjojo was made up of a coalition between the Islamic party and the Nationalists from 

the PNI.26  The administration did not contain any member from the party that had made up the 

previous government.  For this second cabinet, a completely new team was organized, 

suggesting that Indonesia was ñtestingò new political ideas in this period of development of the 

independent republic.  The Communist party in Indonesia had a certain influence but NSC 

171/1 stated that major opposing forces were present as well.  The PNI and Masjumi27 fought 

against each other on the one hand, and the Communists and anti-Communist on the other 

hand.  An interesting decision concerning this cabinet was an attempt to get rid of the PKI.  The 

Communist group was held responsible for attacking a police station during strikes in the 

summer 1951.  The government decided to arrest the members of the PKI, who were 

nevertheless released by the next administration.28  The reaction of Sukiman toward the 

Communists was a hint to the United States that the cabinet was aligned with the West, at least 

as far as Communism was concerned.  However, this orientation quickly led to the fall of 

Sukimanôs government.  The opposition was outraged when an aid agreement was signed with 

the U.S., which they considered as an alliance with the Western nations.29  Sukiman had to 
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resign because of this angry reaction, and the following government later dropped the 

agreement. 

The third cabinet coming to power between April 1952 and June 1953 was headed by a 

PNI Prime Minister, Wilopo, in alliance with Masjumi.  The major development occurring during 

this period was an uprising by the Indonesian military on October 17, 1952.  The government 

intended to reduce the size of the military and the bureaucracy to better face the economic 

crisis.  However, President Sukarno managed to control the situation and everything quickly 

went back to normal.  The dissolution of the parliament appointed in 1950 had been very close.  

This movement of protest made Sukarno promise the organization of legislative elections in the 

near future and appeased tensions for a while.30 

In July 1953, however, Ali Sastroamidjojoôs cabinet was formed.31  In June, the 

unpopularity of Wilopo triggered this other change of government.  When Ali Sastroamidjojo 

(PNI) became Prime Minister, his team included for the first time two members favorable to the 

PKI.  The new team was mostly left wing.32  The economic situation did not improve during the 

period the Ali cabinet was in place and the administration sought more power in preparation for 

the upcoming elections.33  NSC 171/1 dating from November, the effects of the new cabinet 

and its attitude were not presented yet. 

The progress report concerning NSC 171/1, however, stated that Aliôs cabinet 

ñcontinue[d] indecisive and vacillating.ò  The progression of the PKI memberships figures were 

also notedðfrom 126,000 members, it passed to 165,000 in 1954.34  This was a bad omen for 

U.S. policy since the elections were approaching and the PKIôs popularity was growingð

especially among peasants and the basis of the population. 

 To ñseduceò the Indonesian government, the U.S. had to work on three different fields 

and show Washingtonôs support for them.  Nationalism, anti-colonialism, and Islam were the 

driving forces of Indonesiaôs political life and the main natural oppositions to the PKI.  In 1953, 

the objectives of the U.S. were therefore 

To prevent Indonesia from passing into the Communist orbit; to 
persuade Indonesia that its best interests lie in greater cooperation and 
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stronger affiliations with the rest of the free world; and to assist 
Indonesia to develop toward a stable, free, government with the will and 
ability to resist Communism from within and without and to contribute to 
the strengthening of the free world.

35
 

 

The U.S. was to adopt a peculiar diplomacy and carefully plan the relations with Indonesia.  

The achievements sought were simpleðbeing active in Indonesian political affairs without 

appearing as such.  The U.S. was also seeking the dismemberment of the Communists and 

favored any group opposing them.  A mistake to avoid while fighting the Communists was not 

to alienate other groups that could become ñalliesò in this scheme against the left. 

Economically, U.S. assistance to Indonesia was to be raised.  The figures given in NSC 

171/1 were to rise from $5.9 million in 1952 to an estimate of $7 million in 1954.36  The Export-

Import Bank also had provided, and would continue allocating credits to Indonesia. 

Besides the decisions contained in this report, a memorandum of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff of the Secretary of Defense also proposed to provide more military assistance to 

Indonesia.  The August 31, 1954 memorandum recommended sending U.S. officers for 

ñIndonesiaôs training needs.ò37  

The U.S. position in the first few years of the 1950s was not so inactive as it might 

appear at first.  Indonesia represented a very important asset in the Southeast Asian region; 

close to ANZUS38 allies, Indonesia was also south of the Peopleôs Republic of China.  Just as 

Indochina, it could thus fall in the hands of the Communists as the domino theory suggested. 

However, Indonesia was not a country whose progress was so easy to control.  

Eisenhowerôs foreign policy team closely watched the political developments in the country 

although it is argued they did not understand them.39  It was not an easy task to plan American 

foreign policy in Indonesia.  The country reached a boiling point, especially as the general 

elections approached.  In a NSC meeting (December 1, 1954), Eisenhower once even 

exclaimed himselfðñWhy the hell did we ever urge the Dutch to get out of Indonesia?ò40  The 

Presidentôs lack of enthusiasm clearly shows the predicament in which U.S. policymakers 

found themselves in dealing with the Indonesian case as from 1953 and the advent of Aliôs 

more pro-Communist government. 
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A National Intelligence Estimate from the CIA issued in 195441 was more alarming than 

the NSC report we described earlier.42  As a rule, the estimate indicated and warned 

Washington that ñThe Asian non-Communist countries [were] dangerously vulnerable to the 

expansion of Communist power and influenceé ò43 

The CIA forecast a growing weight of the Communists in Indonesia.  Since the July 

1954 government of Burhanuddir took office, the PKIôs influence had grown.  Moreover, the 

Communist would try ñthrough both unconstitutional and illegal meansò44 to become more 

influent among the major forces of the Indonesian society i.e., the army, and the bureaucracy.  

The estimate obviously considered a prospective coup from the Communists for the period 

1954-1957. 

 
 

The turning point of the mid-1950s 
 
 Until the elections in 1955 American foreign policy toward Indonesia was attentive to the 

developments of the newly emerging nation.  The Eisenhower administration cared not to stain 

its image among the population, and especially the groups opposed to the PKI and to a 

Communist government.  A perplexing question is, therefore, why was the green light given to 

the CIA to carry out the covert operation that took place in 1957-1958 during the rebellion 

against Sukarno? 

 A first argument would be to take as justifications the operations led in Iran in 1953 and 

Guatemala in 1954.  If the Truman administration hesitated and did not send CIA officers 

abroad to carry out operations to fight Communism, Eisenhower and Dulles found the system 

particularly advantageous.  Overthrowing governments covertly proved to be a successful and 

inexpensive means of ousting non-desirable rulers who, according to Eisenhower and Dullesô 

calculations, leaned toward the Communist system.  This was of course not the main reason 

for the changes in American foreign policy toward Indonesia after 1955. 

 In the early 1950s, U.S. influence over Indonesia was careful and relied on diplomacy or 

economic assistance.  The United States tried to smoothly ñpenetrateò Indonesia ideologically.  
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However, Washington could not do so blatantly for fear of losing support from anti-Communist 

factions.  As a newly independent nation, any idea of colonialism, or show of imperialism was 

repulsive to the people, who could react by opposing the U.S.  This might explain the 

conciliatory U.S. policy, all the while working undercover to prevent the Indonesian domino 

from falling. 

 There were therefore events that triggered the change of orientation and means of 

Eisenhowerôs foreign policy.  Apart from the internal developments we talked about above, 

which are part of the puzzle and explain American change of attitude, there are other factors 

just as significant. 

 The official visits of the leaders of Indonesia and of the U.S. are worth mentioning 

because of the reactions they triggered.  In May 1956, Sukarno visited the U.S.  The president 

was impressed by the western capitalist system and praised it in his speeches during his visit, 

and back home.45  The American government believed the visit would be constructive and that 

it would be beneficial to facilitate further diplomatic relations.  Eisenhower also hoped that 

inviting Sukarno would have an impact on his position concerning neutralism and the East-

West conflict.  As he declared for a toast to President SukarnoðñAt least this is my hope: 

during your visit here in America, you find much of interest that you can carry back and possibly 

even applyðor find some adaptationðto your own country.ò46 

 However, much to the disappointment of Eisenhower, Sukarno also toured the 

Communist world.  He was in the Soviet Union and the Peopleôs Republic of China in August 

and October 1956.  He also praised Lenin and Mao Tse-tung.47  The American reaction was 

that this was a Soviet maneuver, a ñdiplomatic offensive.ò  A NSC report even described the 

situation as follows, 

The Soviet Union is now engaged in an all-out diplomatic and 
propaganda offensive in Indonesia.  In addition to invitations to 
President Sukarno to visit the Soviet Union [é] invitation has been 
extended with a lavish hand to parliamentarians, trade and business 
associates, women and youth groups, newspaper men, and labor 
unions.
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American policymakers were thus worried about political, cultural or economic ties that could 

be opened with the Soviet Union. 

Sukarno was sticking to his ñindependent but activeò policy, which obviously enraged 

Eisenhower so much that he refused Sukarnoôs invitation to visit Indonesia.  In the Soviet 

Union, on the contrary, President Voroshilov accepted Sukarnoôs request,49 which again added 

to the tense relations between Indonesia and the U.S. and might have contributed to the 

change of policy of the Eisenhower administration. 

 Similarly, U.S. disenchantment with Sukarnoôs foreign policy and his relations with 

Communist countries was again felt when the Soviet Union proposed to Indonesia $100 million 

in aid.  Sukarno had been offered this help when he was visiting the Soviet Union in 1956.  U.S. 

aid was indeed meager compared to the amount offered by the USSR.50  Although the 

Indonesian Parliament delayed the acceptance of this aid for two years, the results were 

disastrous for American policymakers.  For them, Indonesia was going Communist. 

 The Soviet Union was not the only power with which Indonesiaôs relations became 

closer.  The People's Republic of China also concerned the U.S.  The UN embargo on rubber 

toward China was supposedly violated by Indonesia, rubber being delivered to China by a 

Polish ship, the Polaski, on August 15, 1955.51  This was due, as we said above, to the drop in 

rubber prices and the surpluses being created.  In June 1956, the Indonesian government 

officially rejected the embargo on rubber.52  A question Washington might have been worried 

about was whether these renewed trade exchanges would imply a political hold of China over 

Indonesia. 

 Another important factor to consider in explaining the change in Eisenhowerôs policies 

are the general elections that took place in Indonesia in 1955, and the provincial elections of 

1957. 

 In September 1955, for Indonesia's first elections, as many as 91.5% of voters cast their 

ballots.53  The Indonesians were indeed concerned by the outcome of their attempt at 

parliamentary democracy and were probably tired of having a new government every year.  
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More remarkable was the advance of the PKI winning 16.4% of the votes, especially if we 

consider U.S. fears about Communism.  Politically, the results were favorable to four major 

parties that would have to be considered for the new governmentðthe PNI, Masjumi, NU,54 

and the PKI. 

A meeting on October 6 demonstrates how worried was the NSC group as the early 

estimates showed a progression of the PKI.  Secretary of State Dulles was already reckoning 

on having the ñworst prospectò for the U.S. i.e., the repetition of the coalition government 

between the PNI and the PKI as during Aliôs last cabinet before the elections.55  The early 

estimates showed that the overall number of votes from anti-Communist parties were lower 

than those of the PNI and PKI.  Things ñwere not going wellò Dulles pointed out.56  On October 

7, in a telegram to the Department of State, Ambassador Cumming regretted what the election 

results showed as they officially came out, they were ñdisappointing results from the U.S. 

viewpoint.ò57  The four winning parties were indeed those predicted earlier. 

 The other election took place in late 1957 and the results undoubtedly further raised 

fears in the U.S.  In these regional elections, some parts of the archipelago saw an 

extraordinary development of the Communist Party.  For instance, in Yogyakartaða city 

Southeast of Javaðthe PNI lost its leading position to the PKI.  On Java, the PKI amassed 

around 30% of the votes (compared to 19.8% in the 1955 election).58 

 U.S. fears for the 1957 election were ñwell-groundedò according to a June 1959 

memorandum.  The elections were clear evidence of a ñprogressively greater Communist 

threat.ò59  The 1957 elections therefore marked a turning point, worsening American fears over 

Indonesia going red. 

 Another issue that might have put Washington in a predicament was the Western New 

Guinea (or West Irian) dispute.  The territory in the far eastern part of Indonesia had always been 

part of the Dutch empire, even after the independence in 1949.  The two countries had been trying 

to solve the disagreement since that time, but no consensus had ever been reached as both 

countries claimed Western New Guinea. 
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 On the one hand, the issue was problematic for the U.S. because the Netherlands, 

Indonesia, and Australiaðwhich owned the eastern part of the island and was therefore concerned 

by the outcome of the disputeðall appealed to the U.S. for support.60  Supporting one party over 

another was not an alternative the U.S. could afford, and the American government chose to take a 

neutral stance as early as 1950.61  Eisenhower kept that same position. 

 The troubles became worrying when in the late 1950s, Indonesian and Soviet relations 

improved.  Indonesians considered the American neutrality as a support for the Netherlands, 

whereas the Russians and Chinese were more sympathetic to Indonesiaôs claim.62  Had the U.S. 

joined Indonesia in this matter, the effect on the Indonesian people would have been beneficial to 

American policy.63  Although they were aware of this possibility to improve U.S.-Indonesian relations 

and help Washington carry out its policy as planned, American policymakers remained neutral 

throughout the period. 

 The importance the Western New Guinea issue bore was Sukarnoôs reaction to the stalling 

of the dispute at the United Nations General Assembly.  In December 1957, the president started 

nationalizing Dutch owned companies and encouraged labor unionsðlater superseded by the 

armyðto seize Dutch properties.64  The seizure of Dutch businesses was a desperate effort to have 

the upper hand in the Western New Guinea issue and to blackmail the Dutch.  As the Foreign 

Ministry Secretary General of Indonesia declared in December 1957 ñif the Dutch government 

should even now indicate willingness to talk over all problems, including West Irian, the companies 

would be turned back.ò65 

 These developments in the Western New Guinea dispute aggravated U.S.-Indonesian 

relations a step further as Indonesia was yearning for American diplomatic support.  Moreover, 

Dulles was aware that ñthe situation [é] [was] alarming and to no oneôs advantage except 

Communists.ò66  Indonesia's behavior was interpreted as Communist inspired whereas Sukarno was 

trying to have his country's sovereignty respected. 

 Certainly, Washington was mostly worried by the developments of 1956.  Sukarno was 

progressively gaining more power, which climaxed in a new policy he wanted to adopt.  In October, 
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he referred to his concept of ñGuided Democracyò and called for an end of party politics.  The 

president believed the Western democracy system could not work in Indonesia.67  Sukarno also 

believed Indonesia should have a national council with representatives from the PNI, the NU, 

Masjumi and the PKI, the four major parties.  The council would advise the legislative branch and 

the cabinet, also made up of members from the four most prominent parties.  Indonesia had tried 

since independence to adapt the western democracy structure without succeeding, and it was time, 

Sukarno thought, to move on and develop a new system.  As Sukarno said in his autobiography, 

ñWe saw capitalism and Western democracy in action through the Dutch.  We have no wish to 

maintain that systemò (sic).68  Opposition to his suggestion started being felt, especially among the 

Masjumi party and the army dissident groups in the outer regions they controlled.69  These groups 

were mostly opposed to the participation of the PKI in the government.  The prospect of having 

active Communist members inside the cabinet did not please them.  Former cabinets had included 

supporters of the Communists although they never were party members. 

 The country was now facing a political crisis.  Vice President Hatta disagreed with Sukarno 

and resigned from office in December 1956.  The armyôs influence was growing, too, especially in 

the outer islands.  This group was divided thoughðsome officers remained loyal to Sukarno while 

others tended to split.  Sukarno formally proposed and started to implement his Guided Democracy 

policy in February 1957.  The turmoil created triggered the resignation of the cabinet and Sukarnoôs 

proclamation of martial law in March 1957. 

 Thus, the situation became more difficult for the Americans, and their hopes of dealing with 

Sukarno vanished.  In a National Intelligence Estimate from August 27, 1957, the concept of Guided 

Democracy was summed up as followsðña fuzzy concept which, however, clearly involve[d] less 

democracy and more guidance.ò 70  The PKI would now have members in the cabinet, a precedent 

set by the Guided Democracy program.  The Department of State became suspicious of Sukarnoôs 

policy, fearing an increase of the PKIôs influence in the next cabinet appointed by Sukarno.71  

Washingtonôs only hope now resided in the Indonesian anti-Communist forces. 
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Indonesian foreign relations: the "Cold War formula" 
 

The events discussed above certainly provoked a turning point in the U.S.ô dealing with 

Indonesia.  From 1957 on, Washington would try other means to influence political developments in 

Indonesia.  Financial and military aid, and formal diplomatic relations will be set aside.  The 

Eisenhower administration would now adjust its foreign policy to include more covert actions and the 

support of the anti-Communist, anti-Sukarno, rebels.72  And as the movement against Sukarno grew 

stronger, the opportunities for America to intervene and back up the rebels expanded. 

 What happened was that Sukarno believed the revolution was not reaching its goals.  He 

was in fact seeking the support of the popular and increasingly powerful PKI for his own purposes.73  

This was the manner in which Sukarno was trying to solve the disunity problem that had divided the 

Indonesians since 1949.  This maneuver appears legitimate since the PKI was popular among the 

Indonesian peopleðas proved the 1955 and 1957 election results for instanceðbut there was a 

significant opposition to Communists among the other parties, and the dissident section of the army.  

Abroad, the U.S. saw Sukarnoôs move as a dangerous decision for their plans of keeping 

Communists out of the Indonesian government. 

 The developments of 1956-1957 can account for the American policy orientation changes 

and the recourse to more covert plans.  During these two years, the U.S. witnessed what they 

believed was a bettering of Indonesian relations with Communist countries.  The PKI came to be 

ranked among the most important parties over the years.  Sukarno was apparently becoming closer 

with the Communist bloc, and at one point lost his confidence in the Western system of government.  

This did not mean Indonesia was going red though.  Sukarno was disappointed with the feuding 

among Indonesian political parties, he was growing tired of a dispute with the Netherlands that never 

was resolved, and he intended to find a solution to the disunity that characterized the Indonesian 

people. 

 The events presented earlier nevertheless reinforced the Eisenhower administrationôs 

thinking of Indonesia as going for the ñevilò side of the struggle.  The policy decisions that 

ensued were much more different than the diplomatic and friendly relations attempted in the 
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first years of the 1950s.  As we will see, the CIA conducted covert operations and supported 

the rebellion against the government in 1957-1958. 

Robert J. MacMahon saw this change in U.S. policy as a ñgross exaggeration of the 

Communist threat.ò74  The U.S. was unable to accurately neither assess nor understand 

Indonesian foreign policy and nationalism.  Dulles particularly epitomized this point of view, as 

Richard Immerman describedðñDulles could not distinguish between indigenous nationalism 

and imported Communism.ò75  Obsessed by the Communist menace and always interpreting 

the developments in Indonesia in those terms there seems to have been no impartial nor 

balanced decision made by Eisenhowerôs team.  To MacMahon, Washington ñmisread the 

dramatic events that were shaking Indonesian society to its very rootò and ñreduc[ed] 

complicated [é] developments to a simple Cold War formula.ò76 
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U.S. covert activities in the Indonesian 
rebellion, 1958-1961 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The following chapter deals with the 1958 rebellion and the covert operation led by the CIA 

and monitored by the Dulles brothers and Eisenhower in Washington.  These activities were a 

significant turning point in U.S.-Indonesian relations and clearly marked a break in Eisenhower's 

policy.  The U.S. entered a new period characterized by different means of achieving anti-

Communist objectives in Indonesia.  It also showed that the President's and his Secretary of State's 

favorite way of influencing foreign countries domesticallyðcovert actionsðdid not work in Indonesia 

in 1958. 

 

 

The CIA covert plans and the Eisenhower-Dulles contradictions 
 
 The rebellion that took place in 1957-1958 began in late 1956, developed through 1957, and 

reached its climax in 1958.  It was very complex in nature and grew in strength as the political crisis 

in the central government took shape.  What is important here is the role the U.S. played in the 

rebellion and the extent to which the CIA was involved in the affair. 

In January 1958, it was clear that the U.S. would ñemploy all feasible covert means to 

strengthen the anti-Communist forcesò in Indonesia.1  The plans had been thought of long before the 

situation imperiled American objectives, as Eisenhower and Dulles believed.  The operation in 

Indonesia, code-named Operation Haik, was to become one of the major CIA failures of Allen Welsh 

Dullesô mandate as Director of Central Intelligence.  Included were both propaganda and covert 

support of the forces rebelling against Sukarno. 

Chapter  
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 In March 1957, the Permesta2 rebellion began, after Sukarno had introduced his Guided 

Democracy concept.  Permesta was led by army officers opposed to Sukarnoôs program for 

Indonesia.  These officers were in charge of the outer islands economies and they protested 

against the central government and Sukarnoôs careless economic policies.  These protests 

were the very first steps of the Indonesian rebellion.  The regions produced a significant part of 

Indonesiaôs exports and were outraged by the Javanese government.3  The regional leaders 

were upset because three fourths of the revenue of Indonesia came from Sumatra and only a 

small amount was going back to them, the rest being squandered by the government in Java.4  

Progressively, the army took over in the outer islands, beginning in Sumatra, with the officers 

declaring martial law in their respective circumscriptions.5  

 The next step in the rebellion took place in February 1958 when the Permesta officers 

met and set up a revolutionary government, the PRRI.6  At the same time, a group of dissidents 

from Padang7 sent an ultimatum to the central government while Sukarno was on a visit 

abroad.  They asked for the dissolution of the cabinet and the return to the system as it was 

before Guided Democracy.8  The two dissident groups later united and were referred to as the 

PRRI government.  The central government in Java naturally rejected the ultimatum, and 

preferred to settle the conflict through force. 

 This was the time when the CIA plans could enter into action.  As the Deputy Director of 

Plans Far East Division phrased it, it was time to ñhold Sukarnoôs feet to the fire.ò9  Allen Dulles, 

Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), had already given the green light for a covert operation in 

1957 with a $7 million budget to help achieve American goals.10  The operation was similar to 

Operation PB Success, which triggered the downfall of the Arbenz government in Guatemala in 

1954, and placed his rival, Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas, at the head of the government.  The 

major difference with the Guatemalan operationðanother case in which the CIA helped fight 

indigenous nationalism and not imported communismðwould be the complete failure of the 

CIA in Indonesia. 
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 The propaganda campaign that accompanied the operation in Indonesia involved the 

making of a pornographic movie.  Happy Days, as it was entitled, was to star a Sukarno look-

alike who would act with a Russian female spy.  The purpose of the movie directed by an ex-

FBI officer was to show that Sukarno had succumbed to the Soviet Union, and to help topple 

him.  As ridiculous as it might seem the CIA wanted to exploit Sukarnoôs propensity to 

womanize.  However, the movie became even more ludicrous when the movie crew could not 

find an actor resembling Sukarno.  The decision was then made to have the lead of the movie 

wear a Sukarno mask.  Not surprisingly, no positive result was achieved with this film, and it did 

not discredit Sukarno at all.11 

 In the active phase of the operation, the CIA supported the rebels by sending military 

advisors, B-26 bombers, and pilots, who would execute bombing missions for the rebels.12  In 

addition to that, various kinds of suppliesðweapons, ammunitions, and other equipmentðwere 

dropped for the rebels by American planes stationed in Taiwan and the Philippines.13 

A close look at the documents available in the Foreign Relations of the United States series 

shows that the period between March and May 1958 was the most critical and active for U.S. 

policymakers.  The major concern of the administration during these three months appears very 

clearlyðthe discussions often centered on the rebelsô capability to win over the regular forces of 

Sukarno.  What is noticeable in these documents is also a gradation toward an increasingly 

pessimistic vision of the NSC team, and the Dulles brothers more particularly. 

 On March 12, for instance, Secretary of State Dulles was still confident about the 

outcome of the rebellion, and believed Sukarno could still be ñdisposed.ò14  On March 27, at the 

NSC meeting, Allen Dulles reported on the predicament the rebels found themselves in 

because of their weakness in numbers.15  Later, on April 14, the DCI qualified the rebelsô 

situation as ñextremely difficult.ò16  Four days later, the Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern 

Affairs reported that ñthe dissidents [é] controlled very little of [Sumatra] and were giving up 

Padang and other areas without a fight.ò17  
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 The intelligence was alarming as to the future of the rebel movement and its 

achievements.  However, Washington was still in favor of continuing and did continue to back 

up the opponents to Sukarno.  The ñdissident forces should not be abandonedò a memorandum 

from the Joint Chiefs of Staff18 to the Secretary of Defense advised in April 18.19  Not long after 

that, John Foster Dulles and Eisenhower were telling the press that the U.S. was not involved 

in the rebellion. 

 Eisenhower and Dulles in fact clearly maintained the neutrality of the American 

government.  Eisenhower told a NBC journalist at a press conference on April 30, ñwhen it 

comes to an intrastate difficulty anywhere, our policy is one of careful neutrality and proper 

deportment all the way through so as not to be taking sides where it is none of our business.ò20  

In a press conference on May 19, to a journalist asking if the government could control the 

American ñsoldiers of fortuneò (as Eisenhower had named them) and stop them from 

intervening in Indonesia, Secretary of States Dulles answered that the very existence of 

American citizens being active in the rebellion was not certain.  ñI donôt think we knowò [if 

Americans are involved in the rebellion], he declared, and he concluded by emphasizing the 

fact that, if there were any Americans in Indonesia, the government was powerless and could 

not control their activities.21  So both the president and his Secretary of State lied to the 

American public. 

 The situation in the civil war quickly evolved but at first the U.S. still hoped for a victory 

of the rebels.  Doubts formed progressively through the months of March and April.  Eventually, 

on April 23, the adoption of a new line of action was first mentioned.  In a telephone 

conversation between the Dulles brothers, the Secretary of State first proposed ñswitching 

around and backing the [Sukarno] govtò (sic).  The DCI approved, commenting on the 

imminence of this switch, which would take place ñabout a week from now.ò22  At this point the 

rebel forces had almost collapsed, but fighting was still going on.  Then started a new policy 

orientation in which the U.S. considered resuming its military aid to Sukarnoôs Indonesia. 
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At the end of April, while the rebel forces were weakening and the CIA and American 

pilots were still lingering in the area, a special meeting of the highest foreign policy staff took 

place in the White House.  Policymakers then officially decided to give a positive answer to 

Indonesiaôs requests for arms, provided these were not used against the dissidents.  

Indonesiaôs pleas for more weapons had indeed remained fruitless in 1957, Washington 

delaying the answers to the requests and eventually replying with undecided and wavering 

statements so as not to support Sukarno's forces without, at the same time, clearly declaring 

it.23 

 The resuming of the American military support's interest lays in the fact that it 

represented a break from the covert operation policies adopted beforehand.  It is an illustration 

that Washington became more aware its CIA plans were not effective and that the U.S. was 

supporting a hopeless rebellion movement. 

This shift in policy implementation is also relevant as it also showed how American 

objectionable activities were kept from the public.  The renewal of the military aid is another 

instance in which John Foster Dulles lied publicly.  On April 28, he affirmed that the U.S. did not 

receive any demand for military aid from Indonesia and that, anyway, the U.S. ñconformed 

scrupulously to the principles of international lawò and ñit did not seem wise to the United States 

to be in the position of supplying arms to either side of that civil revolution.ò24  On April 29, the 

day after this press conference, the Secretary of State attended the White House meeting 

mentioned above and when the delivery of weapons to Indonesia was approved. 

 
 

The Pope incident: how the U.S. lost face and had to support Sukarno 
 
 The reasons for the switch from a covert policy supporting the rebels to military aid to the 

loyalists had its roots in the rapid deterioration of the effectiveness of the rebel forces.  On the other 

hand, the U.S. also realized that waiting too long to resume their military aid to Sukarno would 

endanger the future of their plans for Indonesia, which could benefit from more support from the 

Sino-Soviet bloc.  The economy of the country became a major concern for the Americans early in 
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May.  It had been and was still significantly deteriorating, and became the ñmost urgent problem 

facing Indonesiaò a memorandum from May 9 stated. 

 The reversal in American foreign policy was already engaged when the covert operation 

went awry, on May 18, 1958, after one of the CIA planes was shot down in an attack raid.  The 

plane bombed a church, killing the people seeking shelter from the bombings inside.25  The 

plane had been badly damaged in the counter attack and the crewmen were forced to 

parachute.  One of the crewmembers, the pilot, was Allen Lawrence Pope, an American 

working for the CIA.  After the incident, he was captured by the loyal forces of Sukarno. 

Unfortunately for the American government, the plausible denial that was normally part 

of every CIA covert action was in this case compromised.  Covert operations were always 

carried out in a manner in which the involvement of the U.S. was concealed and impossible to 

trace back so as to safeguard the integrity of the government.  Instead of ñflying sterileò26 i.e., 

without any incriminating document linking him to the CIA, the pilot had kept evidence of his 

working for the American government with him.27  The capture of Allen Pope and the revelation 

of his nationality triggered the failure of the entire operation and its abandonment. 

 The Pope affair was detrimental to American plans for different reasons.  First, because 

it had Operation Haik aborted.  Shortly after the incident, and as soon as Dulles heard the news 

that one of the CIA pilots was missing, he ordered one of the task force members for Operation 

Haik to ñpull out the plug.ò28  The Secretary of State recalled the CIA team, which was 

evacuated from its positions in Indonesia.29  This incident was indeed the last straw for the 

American operation already doomed for sometime before that.  The rebels did not do well in 

front of the loyal army, and at the time of Popeôs capture, little hope was left in Washington for 

a reversal of the situation.  The covert operation was already going to the dogs, and after the 

Pope incident, it had definitely failed.  The White House was faced with a difficult situation, 

which reached a deadlock.30  Washington had only one choice leftðgoing back to supporting 

the legitimate government in the hope that the anti-Communist forces would eventually outstrip 

the Communists and become the most prominent group. 
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 The revelation of the CIA backing up the rebels also gave a blow to American credibility 

in Jakarta.  Although Eisenhower explained the incident as independent actions from the part of 

ñsoldiers of fortune,ò the harm was done and it was obvious to Sukarno and Indonesians that 

the U.S. had been supporting the dissidents.  Rather than taking advantage of the situation and 

spreading the word that the Americans scorned Indonesian sovereignty, Sukarno turned the 

situation to his own advantage.  He took this opportunity to benefit from more American aid, 

which the U.S. compelled to supply.  The failure of the covert operation had a ñblackmail 

effectò31 as one author put it and Sukarno was eventually the only one benefiting from the CIA 

plans. 

To improve relations with Indonesia and to prevent further worsening of the American 

position in the eyes of the nationalists and anti-Communist forces, the U.S. agreed to lift an 

embargo on arms and military equipment.  Indonesia received weapons worth $1 million to help 

in the civil war against the rebels.  The U.S. also delivered 35,000 tons of American rice to 

Indonesia worth $5.5 million.32  A Special National Intelligence Estimate, on August 12, also 

reported an expanding growth of the PKI.  The estimate recommended furnishing aid to 

Indonesia so as to strengthen the non-Communist factions thus enabling them to resist the 

development of the PKI.  That same month, an agreement was signed in which the U.S. agreed 

to provide $7 million in military assistance.33  

These decisions did not turn out to be so dramatic considering the fact that the 

Americans had been caught red-handed in their support of the rebels against the legitimate 

government of Indonesia.  Also, having learned their ñlessonò from the failure of the covert 

operation, resuming more friendly relations was the U.S. policymakersô only way out of the 

predicament they found themselves in. 

 The shift in policy was also due to a new development in Indonesian politics.  Although 

the PKI was still very powerful, the PNI came to oppose the Communists.  The Indonesian 

Ambassador to the U.S. indeed claimed that the PNI, NU, and Masjumi were now standing on 

the same side.34  This new picture of the situation in politics was the result of the civil war.  The 
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army had also become more prominent and most of its members were anti-Communists.  The 

balance of power was therefore modified to the detriment of the PKI, which could not count on 

the support of the PNI any longer.  These conditions were advantageous for the Americans and 

they needed to pull back if they did not want to oppose the anti-Communist forces. 

 Another element that might have helped the U.S. abandon their covert policy and to go 

back to officially supporting the Indonesian government is the election that was to take place in 

1959.  If the PKI would keep on doing well among the electors, and the other three major 

parties would become weary of the American involvement in Indonesian affairs, the risk for the 

Communists not to be driven back would become larger.   

There was an urgent need for a re-evaluation of the American stance.  Thus in May 

1958, the Eisenhower administration once again shifted its policy.  Washington dropped the 

covert plans and put more emphasis on military aid.  The covert action had proved to be a 

failure and turned out to produce more harm than benefit for American plans in Indonesia.  

Operation Haik had given bad publicity to the Americans among the anti-Communist and 

nationalist factions.  By turning to covert plans in 1956 and failing to reach their goals, the U.S. 

created the worst desirable situation ever.  The American attempts to influence the 

developments in Indonesia against Communism without alienating any allied forces actually 

turned sour.  The change in policy during the civil war in 1958 proved to be a redeeming action 

for the Americans.  U.S. policymakers did not seem to have a decisive and consistent policy 

toward Indonesia in the 1950s, and so they made mistakes, among which was the failed covert 

support of the rebels.  They seemed to have learnt from these errors and this is why American-

Indonesian relations changed in the latter part of Eisenhowerôs term. 

 
 

The Army: the Americans' new anti-Communist ally 
 

More relaxed relations between Indonesia and the United States characterized the period 

from mid-1958 to the end of Eisenhower's term.  Still, the policies adopted were driven by the 

Communist perceived threat and possible takeover of Indonesia by the PKI. 
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 The features of American foreign policy that remained the most salient were the 

continuation of the economic aid and the careful monitoring of the internal politics of Indonesia.  

In this regard, the Eisenhower team continued to send equipment and food to the archipelago.  

One such instance was an aid program signed by John Foster Dulles on November 5, 1958.  

The plan was to provide for $7.8 million in military aid and $2.7 million to help the development 

of the Indonesian economy.35  As these figures show, the main objective the U.S. sought in 

1958-1959 was to strengthen the military.  The rebellion had proved to be beneficial for the 

Army and especially for General Nasution, whose power grew due to the rebellion.36  General 

Nasution had become the ñlinchpinò of American policy.  The Army indeed emerged as the 

major force that could oppose the growth of the PKI, and Nasution was the epitome of this 

position in the military.37  The Army was also predominantly anti-Communist. 

 Thusly, American hopes were placed on the Armyôs opposition to the Communists.  

Although the rebellion did not officially end until the period between March and August 1961,38 

the Americans provided the Jakarta government with as many assets and help as possible.  A 

decision to send more support to Indonesia's military forces was also made.  Of the $7.8 to be 

apportioned to the Indonesian military originally, $2.4 million were to benefit the Army, $2.9 

million were for the Navy, and $2.5 million for the Air Force.  However, in January 1959, the 

Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs recommended an increase and a different 

distribution of the amounts, which John Foster Dulles instantly approved that same month.39  

The new arrangement increased the amount to be allocated to the Army to $9.6 million while 

the sums to be given to the Navy and the Air Force remained unchanged.  This sudden change 

of tactic very well illustrates the objectives sought by the U.S. as most of the aid amount went 

to the Indonesian Army. 

 The U.S. counted on the new position the Army had acquired and was less preoccupied 

by Sukarno, whose government then saw ñthe danger of allowing the Communist influence to 

grow and alienating the Westò as Dulles put it.40  Moreover, the pressure from the Army and a 

consensus among the major political parties competing against the PKI had the 1959 elections 
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postponed in September 1958 for at least a year.  The delay in organizing the elections 

hampered the PKIôs influence for some time.41  As NSC 5901 stated in February 1959, the PKI 

was already well organized and, had the elections taken place in 1959, its strength would have 

increased.42 

 Another ñthreatò that justified the augmentation of American aid to Indonesia was the 

Sino-Soviet influence there.  NSC 5901 argued that internal PKI efforts were complemented by 

Russian and Chinese military and economic aid.  Indonesia had indeed received $350 million 

since September 1956 according to the report.43  The U.S. naturally had to counterbalance the 

Eastern bloc by giving more funding to the Indonesian government as well.  Thus, the 

American aid for Fiscal Year 1959 totaled $22 million.44  The major issue for the U.S. was the 

lack of improvements in Indonesia and the failure of the government to provide the people with 

the necessary public facilities.45  This need for better living conditions was exploited by the PKI, 

American policymakers believed.  As a result, the U.S. had to help improve the well-being of 

the Indonesian society, which would help better confronting the PKIôs influence.  So, on May 

29, another agreement was signed between the U.S. and Indonesia.  This time the U.S. agreed 

to provide Indonesia with $40.3 million worth of wheat, cotton, rice and nonfat dry powdered 

milk.46 

 
 

The U.S. imperialist stance 
 
 The U.S. therefore radically changed their policy after the failed support of the rebels by 

the CIA.  The U.S. supported the anti-Communist forces and the powerful Army and gave more 

and more financial aid to the government of Sukarno.  A Special Intelligence Estimate of 

February 1959 clearly outlined the main errors committed in the previous years.47  There were 

two basic mistakes.  First, the U.S. had ñunderestimated the strength of the anti-Communist 

forces on Java that remained loyal to the central government, especially the Army.ò48  Second, 

the policies ñoverestimated the strength of anti-Communism as a primary motivating and 

unifying factor among the various groups in armed opposition to the central government.ò49 
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 The policy of the last two years of Eisenhowerôs mandate was aimed at correcting the 

mistakes previously made due to weak estimates of the situation in Indonesia.  American 

policymakers also recognized that they had disregarded the importance of nationalism, ñthe 

strongest [force]ò from which ñCommunist strength in Indonesia will suffer most when 

Indonesians come to believe that Communism is anti-Indonesia.ò50  Eisenhower and Dulles 

never really understood that what mattered most to Indonesians was the development of their 

sovereign nation by all workable means.  Indonesia was not keen on forming alliances with 

either faction of the Cold War.  To a certain extent, Washington seemed to have become aware 

of this, but it was too late for Eisenhower to backpedal.  The integrity the U.S. possessed in its 

dealings with other countries had already been compromised. 

 With the death of John Foster Dulles in May 24, 1959 and the election of John F. 

Kennedy in 1960, the Eisenhower government only had time to start a new policy orientation.  

Eisenhower and the Dulles brothers would eventually be remembered by what was the 

principal characteristic of their mandate i.e., the covert operationða blunderðand the 

ñstubborn a priori prejudicesò they held against Indonesia and which dominated their political 

decisions.51  These prejudices were in part explained by the policymakersô anti-Communism 

and emphasis on Cold War politics. 

 The operation carried out in 1958 was a complete failure.  The policy had results 

contrary to those that had been sought.  Instead of getting rid of Sukarno, his power had been 

strengthened.  He had acquired a powerful political position for his role in putting down the 

rebel movement.  On July 5, 1959, Sukarno was also able to re-introduce through a 

presidential decree the constitution of 1945, which gave strong powers to the executive 

branch.52  Sukarnoôs presidency was thus even more powerful than between 1950 and 1959 

(the period of the second constitution).53 

As to the PKI, it was still one of the major Indonesian parties in 1960.  The PKI was in 

fact the great beneficiary of the rebellion in terms of popularity as it remained the most 

nationalist party throughout the time of the rebellion and fiercely protested the American 
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intervention in Indonesiaôs internal struggle.54  In general, ñthe intervention in Indonesia was by 

far the most destructive in human terms, had a heavier and more lasting political impact, and 

with respect to U.S. objectives, was the most counterproductive.ò55 

The American involvement in Indonesia in the 1950s was marked by ardent 

imperialism.  As in Korea or Vietnam, the U.S., through its opposition to Communism, came to 

replace the former colonialists.  By intervening in other countries with such resolve, the U.S. 

government betrayed the ideals that once led to the formation of the independent "thirteen 

united States of America."  The U.S. was trying to enforce its own interests upon Indonesia by 

intruding in its internal affairs, not acting like a colonial power, but by pushing to bring Indonesia 

closer to America.  The scheme was to bring U.S. domination there through market exchanges, 

but also economic aid, which ensured trade retributions.  Ideological considerations were also 

taken into account since Communism did not have to survive in Indonesia.  The U.S. clearly 

acted as a hegemon over Indonesia and its policy was imperialist in nature although it was not 

considered as such by American citizens, who were not fully awake and alert to the dangers 

inherent to the method, and new little about U.S. interventions abroad. 

American policymakers did not clearly tell the people what the U.S. was doing in their 

name in Indonesia.  They were representatives of the U.S. population who elected them, but 

whom they betrayed by hiding their policy decisions from them.  Americans were not aware of 

the level of intervention of their government in other countries' internal affairs.  Had they known 

about their government's activities, protests would have certainly erupted.  The cult of secrecy 

surrounding Executive covert plans led by the CIA was still very much intact in the 1950s, and 

the population did not question their government.  The configuration of the social and political 

context did not favor the development of the indignation of the American people.  This would 

come later in the 1960s and 1970s, but until then, the American government would have a free 

hand and would continue interfering in other countries' affair.  In Indonesia, this would take 

place lavishly until the U.S. governments' goals would be met in 1965. 
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U.S.-Indonesian doomed relations 
 and the logical path to the coup  

d'état, 1961-1964 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Before going into the proper coup events analysis, one last step is necessary.  A brief 

look at the presidencies of John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson will reveal that, although 

this is a very short period, major changes occurred.  It is especially significant to focus first on 

Kennedy's attitude, breaking from previous U.S. policies, and then to consider Sukarno's 

belligerent and more radical foreign policy and U.S. response to it. 

 
 

Kennedy's attempt to wipe the slate clean 
 

When John F. Kennedy took office in January 1961, the major issue that had to be dealt 

with in Indonesia was the fight for West Irian.  As we saw in chapter three, the question 

regarding this western side of the island of New Guineaðcalled Western New Guinea or West 

Irianðhad been lingering since the independence of Indonesia.  In 1949, the agreement signed 

between the Netherlands and Indonesia stated that the Dutch would keep the territory until 

further negotiations were held.1  Basically, no agreement was ever reached as to whether West 

Irian should be part of Indonesia or should become an independent state.  So, West Irian 

remained an almost uncontested Dutch possession until August 1960, when Sukarno broke 

relations with the Netherlands to ñcomplete the revolutionò2 and the dispute became an urgent 

matter to settle.   

The Indonesian president was determined to regain West Irian, and his agenda in 1961 

and 1962 was exclusively focused on this dispute.  Sukarno believed that if the territory 

remained in Dutch hands, their empire and their influence in Indonesia would never end.  What 

Chapter  
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he wanted to oppose was in fact western colonialism and imperialism.3  As the president put it 

in his autobiography, Holland sought to ñretain some prestige of her former greatness.ò4  To 

Sukarno, there was no reason but imperialism for the Netherlands to continue having West 

Irian under control.  The people there were ethnically and culturally different from the Dutch, 

and there was no economic interest in the territory for Holland.5  Sukarno described the issue in 

bellicose terms and put forward the legitimacy of Indonesia.  ñWould anybody allow one of his 

limbs to be amputated without putting up a fight?ò was how he justified his behavior.6 

Sukarnoôs determination was seen as rooted in Indonesian nationalism.7  Traditionalists 

also saw the Indonesian leader as a vain president with dictatorial powers and a ñgreat 

nationalist demagogueò not trusting the west.8  He was a ñclever politician who had squandered 

the opportunity to promote the development of his country in favor of posturing on the world 

scene and personal self-indulgence.ò9  So, the Kennedy administration was faced with a 

resolute president, who would employ all feasible means to gain hold of West Irian.  Sukarno 

was completely in control of Indonesiaôs foreign policy, coined ñconfrontationò due to its 

belligerent nature especially as from January 1963. 

In Washington, the issue was taken as part of the Cold War rivalry between the U.S. 

and the Soviet Union, with Indonesia standing in between.  On the one side, the Soviets had 

kept arming Indonesia and providing the country with financial aid.  In January 1960, 

Khrushchev visited Jakarta and a $250 million credit was approved for Indonesia.10  A year 

later, General Nasution went to Moscow and was able to return with a $450 million loan for 

arms.11  As a result, the Indonesian army received most of its equipment from the Soviet Union.  

On the other side, the United States, which had helped train Indonesian officers in the 1950s, 

did not supply Indonesia with much economic aid.  Congress was definitely reluctant to send 

aid to Indonesia.12  There was, therefore, more influence exerted by the Communists than the 

U.S., and the army grew significantly due to Soviet support.13  At one point, General Nasution 

even declared, ñWe will end up an American-trained Soviet-equipped army.ò 14 
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This was precisely the issue at stake and Kennedy set about to counter the ascendancy 

of the Communists in Indonesia.  John F. Kennedy would not be the first, nor the last American 

president to mistake Sukarno's radical nationalist policy for Communism.  The approach taken, 

and in which Kennedyôs objective could be attained, was by supporting or at least by being 

sympathetic to Indonesia in its tense relations with the Netherlands.   

In May 1961, Kennedy received Sukarno with all the honors due to his rank of 

president.15  This first step by Kennedy was intended to establish newer and friendlier relations 

with Indonesia.  The assumption was that, if a war should occur over West Irian and Sukarno 

was thrown out, the Indonesian Communist Partyðwith the support from the Soviet Unionð

would be at the head of Indonesia.16  Also, in case a war broke out between Indonesia and the 

Netherlands, the U.S. would be forced to back its European ally, member of NATO.17  In a 

memorandum to the president in April 1961, Secretary of State Dean Rusk described the West 

Irian issue as resulting ñin a drift by Indonesia toward the Soviet Bloc.ò  Rusk went on saying, 

ñthe fighting between an Indonesia backed by the Soviets and the Netherlands is a growing 

possibility [é] and such hostilities would be a catastrophe for the Free World.ò18  The point was 

clear and it concerned the competition with the Soviet Union.  Hence Kennedy made sure 

Sukarno would be well disposed toward him and would accept the United States as a friendly 

nation.19  The Soviet Union did not have to outdo the Americans.  ñIf we let Sukarno leave 

Washington for Moscow without a clear impression that we are moving in his direction, we 

leave the cards in Moscowôs handsò a memorandum from the National Security Staff said after 

Sukarno's visit.20  Sukarno was also thought to have ties with the Peopleôs Republic of China.  

The relations between Sukarno and Communist China were seen as a shadow play, and the 

Indonesian president only sought to advance Chinese interests.  Washington believed that 

Sukarno was leaning toward Communism.21  After the 1958 rebellion, Sukarnoôs only means to 

curb the power of the army gained out of the conflict was to advocate the PKI, the other strong 

political force in Indonesia.  As the army opposed Sukarno's domestic policy, Nasakom,22 and 

the PKI, the West saw Sukarno as a Communist-driven leader.23 
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The mindset was therefore very much in terms of the Cold War.  For Washington to 

regain their confidence, Sukarno and those who had remained loyal to him during the 1958 

rebellion had to forget about the troubled relations with the U.S. in the 1950s.  On the other 

hand, improving relations and parting from total anti-Communism was what mattered most, and 

the U.S. thought cooperation to be able to better influence Indonesia.24  This did not mean anti-

Communism was given up.  Kennedy just adopted new tactics to counter the Soviet stronghold 

over Indonesia.  In other words, Sukarno had to be tamed and influenced.25  Also, the 

resolution of the West Irian issue would help counter the Soviet Unionsô influence in 

Indonesia.26 

After a first period of friendlier relationsðcompared to the Eisenhower administrationð

and of military growth due to Soviet aid, the U.S. pushed for negotiations between Indonesia 

and the Netherlands.  In December 1961, Sukarno had indeed announced he would take West 

Irian by force if necessary, pushing the antagonism with the Netherlands a step further.  It was 

at this point that Indonesian forces entered the disputed territory and that the Dutch increased 

their troops stationed there.27  What the U.S. could do was to act as a go-between in the 

negotiations between the two countries so that, as Sukarno warned, the situation would not 

result in a break with the U.S. and the Netherlands on one side and the Soviet Union and 

Indonesia on the other.28 

Negotiations started after pressure from the U.S. on the Netherlands in January 1962.29  

In February, Attorney General Robert Kennedy was sent to Jakarta partly to bring Indonesia to 

the negotiation table, and to ask for the liberation of Allen Pope, who had been sentenced to 

death.  In March, the talks secretly carried out in Virginia failed, and both countries kept 

differing.  An agreement was finally reached in August and the Dutch consented to transfer 

West Irian to the United Nations for seven months, period after which Indonesia would take 

care of the territory.  In 1969, the population of West Irian would decide whether to become 

independent or not. 
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What is interesting in the West Irian issue is that Sukarno managed to obtain what he 

wanted with the consent of both the U.S. and the USSR.  He indeed won the West Irian contest 

with the help of the Soviet Unionôs weapons, with which he could show his determination to the 

world.  Then, he benefited from the American diplomatic support in negotiating with the 

Netherlands.30  Without opposing them, Sukarno could use the two blocs as tools to reach his 

goal and beat the Netherlands.  In fact, John F. Kennedy's new approach and break from 

Eisenhower's and previous policies benefited Sukarno.  The Indonesian President took 

advantage of this easing of tension in U.S.-Indonesian relations to achieve one of his major 

foreign policy goals.  Most important of all, the resolution of the West Irian dispute and 

especially Sukarno's tactic proved that the president was not keen on joining either of the blocs.  

Rather, Sukarno offset one party's influence over the other's.  He also was fighting to preserve 

his country's sovereignty and dignity on the world scene, and claiming his nations' right not to 

participate in the global confrontation. 

 
 

Assistance to Indonesia: the other race with the Soviet Union 
 

The subsequent developments concerning U.S. Indonesian relations during the 

Kennedy administration had to do with economic aid.  As Robert Komer from the NSC Staff told 

the president, ñhaving invested so much in maneuvering a W[estern] N[ew] G[uinea] settlement 

for the express purpose of giving us leverage in this competition, weôd be foolish not to follow 

throughò.31  Now the relations between the two countries were improving, the U.S. had to prove 

it was eager to help Indonesia financially.  The help from the USSR already totaled $800 million 

in military aid and $640 million in economic aid.32  Moreover, the Indonesian economy was in 

shambles.  Indonesiaôs focus on foreign policy matters like West Irian and, as from December 

1962, on the creation of Malaysia, which Indonesia opposed, resulted in a poor economic 

situation.  The economy was not stable and social development scarce.33  Sukarno's focusing 

on the confrontation with the Malaysian Federation caused him to disregard other problems, 

especially the internal economic difficulties Indonesia experienced.  The dispute with the 
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Malaysian Federation caused the economy to further deteriorate as Indonesia broke trading 

relations with Malaya.34  What Indonesia opposed was the ñimperialismò of a western country.  

Britainôs 1961 proposition for a federated Malaysia including Malaya, Singapore, Sarawak and 

North Borneo, and its formation in September 1963, was seen as a neocolonial plan.  

Indonesia felt ñencircledò and protested that it did not ñwant neocolonialism in [its] vicinity.ò35  

The economic measures to stabilize the country taken by Sukarno in early 1963 were quickly 

abandoned as the foreign policy issue became more prominent.  Some scholars argued that 

the opposition to the creation of Malaysia was a way to divert people from blaming the 

government for the economic crisis.36 

By 1963, the Kennedy administration set about to win the Indonesian ñprizeò and 

compete against the Soviets.37  The Americans planned to counter the Soviet Unionôs influence 

there and to ñdiminish Indonesiaôs reliance on Soviet support.ò38  The policy adopted by John F. 

Kennedy possibly produced an amelioration of the relations between the United States and 

Indonesia as Audrey and George Kahin argued.39  What is certain is that Kennedyôs policy was 

detached from previous actions and contributed to the easing of tensions following the support 

of the 1958 rebellion.  U.S.-Indonesian relations were nevertheless deeply anchored in a Cold 

War mindset. 

On November 22, 1963, Kennedy was assassinated and Lyndon B. Johnson 

succeeded him.  Nineteen sixty-four being a presidential election year, and Johnson having to 

deal with other issues, Indonesia did not come first in the presidentôs agenda.  American 

foreign policy during that period was indeed very much dominated by the Vietnam conflictðthe 

Tonkin Gulf Resolution was passed by Congress in August 1964 for example.  The sending of 

troops escalated in 1965 and constituted a climax in Johnson's dealing with the war.  Major 

developments also occurred around that time such as the operation Rolling Thunder, 

intensifying the bombings of North Vietnam started in March 1965.  These events have 

undoubtedly affected American foreign policy on Southeast Asia, hence in Indonesia. 
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Increasing tensions under Lyndon B. Johnson 
 

The relations between the two countries started to deteriorate as Johnson became 

president.  This was in part due to the political changes in Washington, but also to the more 

radical attitude adopted by Sukarno and the U.S. firm stance regarding the Malaysian issue. 

As Ambassador Jones put it, 1963 was an ñunsatisfactory year for Indonesia-U.S. 

relations.ò40  After the Federation of Malaysia was created in September 1963, tension mounted 

in Indonesia and mobs attacked the Malaya Embassy and burned down the British Embassy.41  

Later that month, Sukarno declared in a speech that he would ñgobble Malaysia raw,ò which 

was more often translated by ñcrush Malaysiaò and taken as one of Sukarnoôs mottoes.42 

In the Capitol, there was widespread opposition to Sukarno and he was seen as an 

obstacle.  Congressmen saw no immediate danger of Communists taking power in Indonesia 

but the policy decisions taken by Sukarno were seen as serving their interests.43  According to 

Jones, American fears were justified by the economic stagnation of Indonesia, the rising of the 

PKI, and the always-increasing opposition to Western countries.44  

As to Sukarno, he explained his outright opposition to the formation of the federation by 

saying that Malaysia could not possibly be a good neighbor.  The treaty, he argued, provided 

for the British to have military bases there.45  His argument was anti-neocolonialist and he 

would support this by citing the 1958 rebellion in which the forces opposing his government 

were stationed in Singapore.46  Sukarno also stressed the right of the people to self-

determination as Brunei was opposed to its inclusion in the federation. 

While the Soviet Union and the Peopleôs Republic of China favored Sukarnoôs policy, 

the U.S. became more distant from Indonesia, which was increasingly anti-Western and anti-

American.  Indonesia even started to criticize the American policy in Vietnam after the Buddhist 

crisis of 1963 and the assassination of the South Vietnam puppet leader Ngo Dinh Diem in 

November.47 
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In 1964, the U.S. did not stand Sukarnoôs attitude easily.  Americans were helping the 

Malaysian federation economically and pushed so that it be part of the United Nations Security 

Council, actions which Sukarno disapproved of.48  

Peter Dale Scott talked about a gradual diminution of the American aid between 1962-

1965.49  However, he pointed out a shift in military aid, which was directed to friendly elements 

in the Indonesian army.50  On March 25, 1964 Sukarno declared he did not need Americaôs 

help anymore.  A magazine in the U.S. had in fact declared that if Indonesia did not stop 

opposing the formation of Malaysia and withdrew his guerrillas from Borneo, the U.S. would 

have to terminate its aid.51  Sukarnoôs answer was stern, he declared, ñWe will never accept aid 

with political strings attached [é] when any nation offers us aid with political strings attached, 

then I will tell them [é] Go to hell with your aid!ò52  This declaration of course infuriated 

Congress.  The Capitol resonated with debates over the American aid provided to Indonesia.  

Senator Birch Bayh from Indiana for instance declared, ñI do not believe in continuing to ask the 

American people for their tax dollars to support a man who is arrogant, insulting, incompetent, 

and unstable.ò53  Another Congressman, Senator Wayne Morse of Oregon declared that, ñSo 

long as the present regime is in power in Indonesia, we shall never be able to help the 

Indonesian people with American aid.  We shall only be strengthening the tyrant who 

dominates them.ò54  Sukarnoôs impulsive and brutal reaction further poisoned American-

Indonesian diplomacy and the U.S. supposedly cancelled any new aid programs to Indonesia. 

Peter Dale Scott is convinced that, publicly, the Americans declared the aid was 

stopped while it in fact continued covertly.  Scott argued that Congress agreed to have the aid 

given to the Indonesian Army kept secret and overlooked by only two Senate Committees and 

the Speaker of the House of Representatives, who the president had to inform.55  A secret 

Department of State memorandum to the president signed by Dean Rusk from June 1964 

stated that, ñour limited programs of economic and M[ilitary] A[ssistance] P[rogram] assistance 

with Indonesia have continued, in accordance with your decision recorded [é] February 3, 

1964.ò He went on saying, 
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In my judgment, concurred in by the Secretary of Defense and the 
Administrator of AID, it is essential to the national interest to carefully 
continue selected economic and military assistance to Indonesia of the types 
now being provided.  We should not, however, make a formal public 
announcement of continued assistance for this might give unwarranted 
encouragement to President Sukarno.56 

 

The memo suggested that the U.S. had ñto influence Indonesiaôs long-range development in a 

direction consistent with [U.S.] security needs."57  As Peter Dale Scott put it, the U.S. government 

funding had ñobviously shifted from the Indonesian state to one of its least loyal componentsò58 and 

he noted that in 1965, when the Military Assistance Program was officially over, the personnel 

needed to implement MAP actually increased.59 

The next step taken by Sukarno was to withdraw from the UN in December 1964 and to 

seek some support from China.60  Meetings between the two countriesô representatives became 

more frequent but China did not become as influential as it was commonly believed, especially in the 

U.S.  In February 1965, the Indonesian government seized some American businesses and in April, 

the Peace Corps representatives were expelled.61 

By early 1965, the relations between Indonesia and the U.S. had gone from bad to worse.  

Sukarno alienated the U.S. and the West while appearing to become closer to China.  On the eve of 

the coup dô®tat, diplomatic relations between Jakarta and Washington were far from good.  The U.S. 

aid was officially suspended when in reality it existed and was serving to support anti-Communist 

groups favorable to the U.S. 

 Once again, the U.S. misunderstood Indonesia's development and put Sukarno in the 

rebel, pseudo-neutralist ruler category.  Indonesia was in fact becoming more radical in its 

foreign policy and its neutralism and nationalism were not appreciated to their face value.  To 

change Indonesia's course toward Communism, the Americans decided to lend more support 

to forces opposing Sukarno.  The Indonesian Army benefited from U.S. help to a large degree.  

Through his aid, the Americans thus became responsible for the larger gap that grew between 

the government and the Army.  The American meddling in Indonesian affairs account for the 

breach that took place in the October 1 coup d'état as Washington backed the right-wing 

military. 
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The coup d'état and the anti-Communist 
crusade, October 1965-early 1966 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 The coup attempt of September 30-October 1, 1965 is a very complex and puzzling 

affair.  It is especially intriguing to anyone who intends to study this case and is confronted with 

the abundance of scholarly articles, which frequently diverge in their interpretations.  Also, as 

Peter Dale Scot put it, "much of what happened can never be documented; and of the 

documentation that survives, much is both controversial and unverifiable."1 This makes it hard 

to decipher all the events of the coup and of its aftermath. 

Another difficulty comes from the affair being a very partisan question.  As most of the 

literature on the subject is not founded on primary sourcesðbecause they scarcely existðit is 

hard to draw a line between suppositions and reality.  The different schools of interpretations of 

the coup d'état therefore need to be presented and measured according to their accuracy.  

Major conflicting points of the coup will also be examined to support our argument that the 

attempted coup was not a PKI movementðas has always been suggested by a large number 

of scholars, the CIA, and most American mediaðbut a mixture of CIA and Army activities. 

 
 

The September 30 Movement 
 
 Early on October 1, at around 4 a.m., a group of middle-ranking officers from the 

Indonesian Army, one of them named Lieutenant-Colonel Untung, attempted to kidnap seven 

prominent Generals.  In their expedition in the streets of Jakarta, the troops managed to take 

prisoner three of the generals.  Three other Generals were killed as they tried to resist arrest.2  

The last one, General Nasution, Minister of Defense, managed to escape, climbing the wall of 
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the Iraqi Embassy next door.  One of his aides was supposedly mistaken for him, and taken 

prisoner.  All the Generals were then taken to a place called Lubang Buaya, near the Halim Air 

Force base, in the Jakarta suburbs, where they were also killed and thrown into a well. 

On that same night, the group of officers and their troops also took control of the 

Presidential palaceðalthough Sukarno was out at his wife's houseðand several important 

buildings on Jakarta's Merdeka Square among which was the radio station.  On the next day, 

Lieutenant-Colonel Untung announced that the "September 30 Movement" or GESTAPU3 had 

saved the Republic and the President from a "Generals' Council" aiming at overthrowing the 

government a few days later with the help of CIA agents.   

The coup troops retreated to their headquarters located at Halim and President Sukarno 

was taken there allegedly for his own safety.  The September 30 Movement also announced 

the formation of a "Revolutionary Council," set up in a Nasakom pattern.  General Suharto, who 

had not been targeted by the September 30 Movement, took command of the Army in the 

absence of his superior, General Yani, who had been killed during the night.  He became the 

Commander of KOSTRAD, the Army Strategic Reserve.  Suharto announced he was in control 

and that a counter revolutionary movement had kidnapped six Generals.  Suharto quickly 

suppressed the rebellion by taking back Merdeka Square.  He then proceeded to forcing the 

surrender of Untung and his movement by occupying the Halim Airbase with his troops.   

The major point in this entire story is that Suharto and the Army afterwards put the 

blame for the coup on the Communists.  The horrific and fabricated details of the murders of 

the generals were spread and the hunt of the Communists began.  The presence of some PKI 

women's and youth groups during the kidnappings, and the fact that the bodies were found 

near Halim, where Communist trained, was also spread to further develop the responsibility of 

the PKI.   

 Describing the exact nature of the Untung movement is not an easy task.  The main 

features of the group, their goals and the extent of their action can nevertheless be determined. 
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Right-wing analysts argue that the PKI used the Untung groupðin which some 

elements were favorable to leftward leaning politicsðas the executioner of their task during the 

coup.  Untung and others were mere "dupes" of the PKI, the CIA says.4  The PKI was 

presented as a devilish institution capable of mesmerizing a few elements of the Army, and 

have them act according to their plans.  Officially, too, the PKI was declared the main instigator 

of the killings of the six Army generals.  This was the version of the coup attempt as the 

Suharto regimeðeventually following Sukarno's in powerðdisseminated it in the 1960s along 

with the U.S. government and media.   

 To support this thesis, two major accounts were published not long after the coup took 

place.  These are a CIA study, written in 1968, and an analysis of the coup by two Indonesian 

historians, published in 1968.5  The argument of these two sources is simply that the group of 

officers and troops who went out in Jakarta looking for the Generals were Communist 

partisans.  The CIA, for instance, states that there is "overwhelming evidence" against the PKI, 

which planned the coup "in every detail." 6  Aidit, the leader of the Communist Party since the 

1950s, was the main instigator of the plot.  The argument, however, lacks supporting evidence.  

Nugroho Notosusanto and Ismail Saleh were apparently very close to the Army and they also 

agree that the PKI was the instigator of the plan.  The reasons for the PKI to carry out the 

kidnappings and therefore the nature of the movement were political.  The authors justify their 

argument citing the formation of a "Revolutionary Council" by the Untung group.  The creation 

of this council implied a political maneuver of the PKI.7 

Others like Justus Van der Kroef, a scholar who has written extensively on the 1965 

coup and the PKI, argue that the purpose of the supposedly Communist coup was to move 

closer to a Communist state, although it was not yet intended to become a full-fledged 

Communist democracy.  The scholar further emphasizes that officers from the Army who had 

some dealings with the PKI and conspired with them carried out the coup.8  The September 30 

Movement was therefore controlled by Communists, and was to eventually lead to the 

establishment of an entire government run by themselves.   
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The two Indonesian historians, also favor the argument that the PKI mainly attempted 

the coup because of Sukarno's declining health since it proved to be an excellent reason to 

advocate the culpability of the Communists.   

 
 

Sukarno's improbable involvement 
 

President Sukarno had indeed suffered from several kidney strokes in the period before 

the coup d'état, some of them in public, while giving speeches.  This point is a crucial element 

in the affair, and believed to be an activator of the failed attempt.  Because of these problems, 

some people already saw Sukarno in the graveðwe now know that not only Sukarno 

recovered from his illness, but he also faced and overcame the political crisis that followed the 

1965 affair.9  The argument that Sukarno's ill brought about action from the Army or the PKI 

can be found in all interpretations of the affair.  Those advancing the thesis of a PKI 

masterminded plan, those advancing the thesis of an internal army affair, or of a CIA backed 

rebellion at least all agreed on this point.  Sukarno's health troubles were a catalyst of the coup.  

Be it from a PKI group, or from a military faction, the coup attempt was triggered by the 

changes in Sukarno's health situation of 1965 and they obviously facilitated action. 

The Communists, the official explanation argues, were preparing for the post-Sukarno 

era in trying to get rid of the faction that opposed them.10  The Indonesian historians believe 

that the omnipresence of Sukarno in Indonesian politics was what provoked the PKI to act 

quickly against the Army.  The president's decline would have been a sign for the Communists 

to move.  They were seen as having been distressed by the situation. 

The president was indeed the only person holding together the political organization of 

Indonesia.  Without the Sukarno linchpin, the Army would not have permitted the presence of 

Communists in the government.  If Sukarno disappeared suddenly, the outcome would be 

detrimental to the PKI.  For those convinced of the PKI's culpability, these prospects pushed 

the Communists to act quickly in an attempt to eliminate their enemies in the Army, thus to 
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organize this plot against the most important generals of the branch, and replace them, with 

Sukarno's help, with more lenient and left-wing generals. 

In this case, as the Army was the third major force in Indonesian politics, it might as well 

have acted to take power before Sukarno would vanish.  As the Army and the PKI had 

comparable strength within the Guided Democracy system and were opposed to each other, 

the prospect of Sukarno's death would have been a warning to the Army as well.  The 

argument against the PKI is therefore not strong enough to prove its involvement in the coup. 

 The argument of the decline of President Sukarno also serves another thesis.  Those 

arguing for a plot within the Army maintain that the it was divided.  On one side stood the high-

ranking generals who were murdered, and on the other side, a group of lower ranking officers 

supposedly weary of their superiors' luxurious way of life.  Most prominently, the Army corps 

was divided into right-wing elements and more left-wing ones.  The plot on that morning would 

have been a move from the right to destroy the less leftist elements of the Armyðthe Generals 

who were murderedðand to then accuse the left of having massacred their superiors.  This 

would lead to a series of accusations from the right against the Communists, and open the way 

to the slaughter of the PKI members or sympathizers. 

Another major source on the health of Sukarno question, Van der Kroef argues that 

both the Army and the PKI were preparing to take over the government around July 1965 as 

Sukarno showed signs of illness.11  There was a conspiracy going on and the PKI acted first to 

take control.  Sukarno's health therefore spurred the move against the Generals on October 1. 

Right-wing interpretations often believe that the PKI masterminded the coup with the 

help of Sukarno, who had some kind of dealing with the plotters.  The CIA study stresses the 

fact that, after October 1, Sukarno tended to show sympathy for the September 30 Movement.  

Once the insurrection against the PKI began, he tried to downgrade the party's involvement in 

the "atrocious" killings of the Generals.  Sukarno even praised the PKI as the most important 

faction in the winning of the revolution in 1949. 
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According to the CIA, these arguments are evidence that the president knew of the 

PKI's plans before they actually took place.  The author of the study gives a "proof" of 

Sukarno's knowing in advance what was going to happen.  He cites Sukarno's reaction after 

the attempt, 

Sukarno does not seem to have been either shocked or surprised by the 
news of the coup.  He is not known to have asked questions about the 
kidnapping of the generals, a most abnormal reaction to hearing such 
news for the first time.  The only thing that seemed of interest to him was 
the report that Gen. Nasution had escaped.12 

 
The CIA report offers no supporting evidence implicating Sukarno in the plot of the September 

30 Movement.  One can hardly see how a report from an unverifiable source could be taken as 

evidence of Sukarno's culpability.  There is no reference or note concerning the person who 

reported and the situation in which Sukarno supposedly uttered these sentences.  Moreover, 

the way Sukarno's reaction is presented looks like a statement made exclusively to blame 

Sukarno and without any objectivity.  The reference to Nasution's escape, for instance, is 

ridiculous.  How could have Sukarno been so stupid to react as described above if he had had 

previous knowledge of a PKI coup? 

 Sukarno's going to Halim is also seen as an indication that the president was the 

accomplice of the Untung faction.  There, according to the CIA, he was supposed to make a 

public announcement endorsing the coup as Untung expected him to do.13  The elimination of 

the top Army officers was consistent, the CIA believed, with Sukarno's previous policies.  He 

was amassing more and more power in his own hands, and the Generals were considered as 

an obstacle.14  The study does not mention how tense were the relations between the triangle 

formed by the Army, the PKI, and Sukarno within Guided Democracy, and the motive Sukarno 

would have had to dispose of the Generals.  The study does mention, however, that Sukarno 

did not eventually announce his support of the Untung movement.   

 Another stunning "evidence" found in the CIA paper is the closing argument about 

Sukarno's involvement.  The author insists that Sukarno was well-informed of the Untung 

plans.15  His case relies only on conversations between some actors of the events or reports 
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and indirect sources.  As mentioned previously, the criticism that can be made about these 

claims is that there is no way of knowing when and in what circumstances these statements 

were made.  The lack of convincing allegations is not favorable to the case made by the CIA 

concerning Sukarno's participation in the coup. 

 For Van der Kroef, Sukarno's involvement in the coup and his being aware of a 

conspiracy is evident, he states that "considerable, if circumstantial, evidence exists."16  

However, no evidence is discussed, nor the reason why it is important enough to be taken into 

account.   

 Arnold Brackman, a conservative scholar, claims that Sukarno was the instigator of the 

plans with the PKI.17  The goal of this move was the creation of a Communist state in 

Indonesia.  This absurd thesis is in line with the commonly accepted vision of Sukarno, 

especially in the media, as an anti-Western dictator seeking only to promote Communism.  The 

problem was that Sukarno's radicalism and anti-imperialist policies were misunderstood and, as 

they did not match with the "free world's" vision, they were interpreted as being part of a 

Communist conspiracy.  There was no room or acceptance of a neutralist position in global 

politics, and Indonesia was expected to take sides.  As the country and its president were not 

unambiguously pro-American, they were considered as Communists allies, and more precisely, 

Chinese puppets, especially toward 1964-1965. 

The major issue with the arguments generally found in right-wing literature is that they 

are often based on testimonies from the trials of the alleged coup planners.  This is especially 

true of the CIA study and the work of Notosusanto and Saleh.  Arnold Brackman also makes 

use of these testimonies as evidence of the PKI culpability.  Concerning Sukarno's 

involvement, he says, "Suharto and the new general staff have incontrovertible evidence that 

Sukarno was implicated in the plot.  General Sutopo Juwono, for example, has said that it is 

'impossible to dissociate' Sukarno from the purge of the Generals" (emphases added).18  Who 

was General Sutopo Juwono?  Brackman does not tell us about him, and he is not one of the 

well-known actors of the affairs.  How can the words of a man, who is obviously biased, be 
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taken as evidence in supporting an argument of such significance? Moreover, a writer who 

complained that "[the Indonesian killings] lacked only the refinement and efficiency of the 

exterminations that have marked the development of modern authoritarian states such as 

Soviet Russia, Nazi Germany, and Communist China"19 cannot possibly be trusted. 

A study from a group of Cornell University scholars is also of interest.  In 1966, they 

wrote an analysis of the October 1 events.20  The study, known as "The Cornell Paper," was 

very controversial particularly among its detractors and the supporters of the official thesis 

concerning the coup.  The document was published in 1971, and at first circulated 

confidentially among scholarly circles due to the danger it represented for some of the 

Indonesian participants if it reached Jakarta and Suharto. 

The Cornell scholars disagree with their right-wing counterparts as to the role that was 

attributed to Sukarno.  They assert that the president had no previous knowledge of the plot 

carried out by Untung.  Their main argument is that the coup was an internal Army affair and 

that the killings stemmed from a group of Army officers who used the PKI as a scapegoat to 

cover up the rifts within the Army.  The Cornell Paper rejects any involvement of the president 

in the affair.   

However, the authors envision the hypothesis that Sukarno might have wanted to get rid 

of the Generals, as they were the only obstacles to his policies among which was nasakom.21  

Combined with this are the prospects of Sukarno's decline.  He would have wanted a more 

favorable succession in case of death.  One of Sukarno's options would have been to charge 

the Generals with treason, and of being associated with the CIA.22  However, the Cornell 

scholars argue that this is not a relevant alternative since, according to them, Sukarno very well 

managed to control the Armyðas he did with the PKIðand had "domesticated" it.  Moreover, 

why would Sukarno have let the arrests of the Generals being carried out the way they were? 

Sukarno had sufficient power to do what he wanted with the Generals openly.23  He did not 

need to hide in order to act; he would have found popular support if he had announced that the 
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Generals were traitors.  The argument implying Sukarno's awareness of the coup thus fails to 

convince. 

What is most probable is that Sukarno was not aware of any coup either from the PKI or 

the Army.  The president knew for sure that something would take place sooner or later as 

many different rumors were widespread before the coup.  One of them was the existence of the 

council of generals to act by October 5.  In this climate, it is therefore hard to see how could 

have Sukarno known of a specific plot by Communists.   

There is no clear evidence that, if Sukarno had been in favor of the move by the Untung 

group, he would have benefited from the political situation afterwards.  In his Guided 

Democracy regime, Sukarno was the most prominent part of the triangle he formed with the 

Army and the PKI.  Getting rid of either of these two elements would have thrown off balance a 

system working perfectly. 

On the other hand, Sukarno's health did not worsen.  The president did not die until long 

after the coup.  It would have been improbable that he was looking for a group to replace him 

while he was not seriously or terminally ill.  It would be more accurate to argue that Sukarno 

tried and managed to balance the political power of the PKI and the Army to achieve his own 

policies.  One of these was the "confrontation" with Malaysia for example.  By controlling both 

factions, he could help them survive and at the same time have them rally for his own policy 

decisions.   

The Guided Democracy system was therefore characterized by a vital balance and it 

would have been a foolish decision to compromise it.  Sukarno did not support or let the coup 

attempt take place, and it is highly improbable that he had foreknowledge of any plot against 

his Generals. 

 
 

The Council of Generals: a right-wing Army conspiracy 
 
 A question of significant value is whether a "Council of Generals" existed which might 

have precipitated the coup by the Communists.  This council was supposedly made up of top 
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Army officials who were planning to overthrow the government by October 5, 1965.  Rumors 

existed in Jakarta that these generals were going to attempt a coup on Armed Forces day, 

when many army units and troops would be present in the capital.   

The generals were supposedly opposed to Sukarno's policies and they were believed to 

be meeting in secret to plan their takeover.  When its existence is not rejected, the counter 

argument for this question is that the council was in fact a group of Generals who had to deal 

with military matters such as promotions of officers. 

 The CIA indicates that this Council of Generals undoubtedly existed.24  However, it was 

not planning any coup d'état.  The purpose of the council was a "defensive" one, aiming at 

opposing the alliance between PKI and Sukarno. 

 For the Indonesian historians, the explanations concerning the "Generals' Council" are 

more wide-ranging.  The main questions they deal with have to do with the existence of the 

council and its actual intentionsðstaging a coup or not.  Drawing from the testimonies of the 

witnesses and the accused in the coup trials they reach the conclusion that the council did not 

exist.  It was a machination, a rumor spread by the PKI.25   

The two authors' contention is based on the testimoniesðnot such relevant or reliable 

sourcesðas well as on the findings of an Armed Forces committee formed in November 1965.  

The latter is quite an ironic source for research in which the Army is one of the possible culprits.  

Their point is, nevertheless, that the PKI was again the only guilty party in the rumor of the 

Generals' Council.  Purportedly, they used it as an excuse for their actions against the 

generalsðtheir "countercoup"ðso as to take hold of the political power.26  The conclusions 

reached by the committee are also paradoxicalðthe sole purpose of the only real Generals' 

Council was to promote Army officers to higher ranks.  The committee concludes that the 

council that was to carry out the coup did not exist, it was just a rumor spread by the PKI for 

political and propaganda purposes.27  

 Van der Kroef does not reach the same conclusions as the Indonesian historians.  For 

once, the scholar is not as traditionalist as usual.  He does not reject the possibility of the 
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existence of the council and of officers who were involved in political activities.  The climate 

was such that the existence of some generals trying to plan ahead of Sukarno's death was 

most likely.  However, Van der Kroef states, the extent of the development of the council was 

not as large as the "PKI Politburo." 28  The darkest activities thus once again fell on the PKI 

rather than on the Army. 

Other, more plausible hypotheses concerning this Council of Generals are those 

advanced by W. F. Wertheim.29  Although he states that the council probably did not exist, it is 

not because it was a PKI fabrication.  On the contrary, the Council of Generals might have 

been a rumor planted by opponents of the PKI and Sukarno as a means to push them to 

react.30  By setting the October 5 date, there was more concrete information that could trigger a 

response.  The PKI leadership was the target of this "provocation," and was to believe the 

Army was about to carry out a coup.31  

It is probable that the Council of Generals in fact was real and that some kind of action 

was going to take place sooner or later in 1965.  It is even probable that the plot carried out on 

October 1, was an action by the Council of Generals.  This will remain one of the great 

mysteries of the coup d'état.  However, it would be logical that the right-wing high-ranking Army 

would have plotted to have the Untung group moveðas they did reacting to the threat to 

Sukarno and the Republicðso that the more leftward leaning faction of the Army would be 

accused of the coup and be wiped out.  The way would have been cleared for the right-wing 

Generals, and they could have had influenced Sukarno's policies more prominently.  

Eventually, what happened is that they also got rid of the left and Sukarno.   

 What is certain is that, as a rumor, the Council of Generals created a climate of 

uneasiness within Indonesian politics.  It roused fears of an impending Army move within the 

PKI, but it also helped justify the accusations concerning the Communists once the coup 

occurred.   
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The Army: the real culprit 
 
 Obviously, conservatives in favor of the official argument, along with other ring-wing 

sources, do not often broach on this particular hypothesis.  It is, however, one of the most 

convincing explanations for the coup attempt.  As the Army was divided, the Untung group was 

most probably trying to bring change among the high-ranking military sphere, and it seems 

probable that the coup was an internal Army affair. 

 An interesting account concerning this argument is the one provided by Notosusanto 

and Saleh.  The authors claim that, "Based on the facts presented in the seventeen cases tried 

[é], it can be proven that the 'September 30 Movement' was not an 'internal Army affair.' "32  

Once again, the supporting evidence is dubious since it is based on the Army's trials of the 

"instigators" of the coup. However, it is not surprising to find it in the work of historians 

supporting the official Suharto thesis. 

The authors rely on the manner in which the killings had been conducted to support 

their assertion.  For a while after the coup attempt, a rumor was spread that the murdered 

Generals had also been mutilated.  Details of castrations, and gouged eyes33 and even more 

terrible things carried out by Communists groups on the Generals circulated in Indonesia, 

certainly aiming at discrediting the PKI even more and making the people more furious against 

their targets in the killings.  To Notosusanto and Saleh, it would have been awkward for the 

dissatisfied officers to have killed the Generals in such a manner, especially if they were only 

expressing their discontent.34  As their argument lies on a false statementðthe rumor of the 

torture practiced on the Generals later proved to be a shamðit is hard to give any credit to it. 

Notosusanto and Saleh further argue that the "September 30 Movement" was not a 

movement by the Army but involving the Army, or, as they phrased it, "some troops of all 

services of the Armed Forces."35  Moreover, the coup attempt had more political than military 

motives because of the PKI having masterminded the plan.36  Knowing that the Army's position 

within Guided Democracy was as prominent as the PKI'sðif not more prominentðit is not 
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reasonable to reject the thesis of an internal Army affair and accuse the PKI of being the 

architect of the coup.   

 It is possible, as the Cornell study suggests, that the group led by Untung were 

motivated by the gap that existed between them and the high-ranking officers of the Army.37  

Discontent also concerned the difficulty of being promoted to a higher grade.  Most of all, if the 

Untung group actually reacted in order to defend Sukarno from the Generals' Council, there is 

no reason why the PKI would be involved.  The only way the PKI can be taken accountable for 

some parts of the events of October 1 is that two PKI factionsðyouth and women's groupsð

were present when the Generals were captured.   

 In fact, the Communists may certainly have been drawn into a trap which facilitated their 

accusation by the Army after the coup because they had some of their representatives on the 

scene.  Going back to Notosusanto and Saleh's argument that the Army was only involved in 

the coup attempt, and that it was not their coup, it can be argued that the PKI was in the same 

position.  The September 30 Movement was therefore not a move by the PKI, but involving the 

PKI.  The PKI was brought into action on the night of the killings to initiate the post-coup bum 

rap. 

 As Wertheim put it, the operations on October 1 were directed by the military.  The 

killings, although executed by young trainees, were under military command.38  The purpose of 

the blaming of the PKI becomes quite logical.  As many authors have argued, the accusations 

helped hide the dissentions within the Army.  These had brought a section of the military to act 

against their superiors and kill them.  Making the PKI the scapegoat for the murders was a way 

to prevent the population from turning against the Army.  The Army would have lost its political 

strength and its position within the triangle with Sukarno and the PKI would have been 

compromised.  To prevent this, the natural victim to attack was the PKI. 

 Other rumors were fabricated to prevent the disclosing of the Army's internal diff iculties 

and to further incriminate the Communists.  As we have seen, the left was accused of having 

carried out the murders because some youth groups had been trained at the Halim Air Force 
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Base, close to the place where the bodies of the Generals were found.  There was also the 

rumor mentioned above concerning the mutilations of the Generals' bodies, which added more 

sensationalism and triggered more violence.39 

The reaction of the PKI was also taken as evidence of the Communist association with 

the affair.  Harian Rakjat, the Communist newspaper, proclaimed in an editorial that it 

supported the September 30 Movement.  However, the origin of the editorial is uncertainðit 

has been attributed to the CIA or the Army and considered a fake document.  As the Army was 

occupying the newspaper building after the coup, they must have fabricated the editorial 

themselves. 

The last claim of the Army propaganda was that Aidit was present at Halim when the 

Untung group withdrew there with Sukarno.40  This was apparently proof that the PKI leader 

was the brains of the attempt, and thus that the PKI was the instigator of the plan. 

Why would have the PKI acted to get rid of the Generals? The situation of the party 

within the Guided Democracy system was quite favorable.  The party had progressively 

reached the high spheres of government.  Although it had been crushed twice in its historyðin 

the 1920s and at the Madium rebellion in 1948ðit constituted one of the major forces in 

Indonesian politics.  Sukarno did not outlaw the PKI as he did with some Moslem and 

nationalist parties during Guided Democracy.  This was a proof that the PKI received popular 

support, but also that Sukarno needed the Communists to govern.  The PKI's position was 

therefore an enviable one in a society where at most three entities were in command.  Only the 

Army matched the PKI's favorable position; which turned both factions into enemies. 

 
 

The CIA's deceptive innocence 
 

The CIA has been accused of fostering the coup and helping Suharto oust Sukarno 

mainly because the outcome of the whole affair mostly benefited the U.S.  David Johnson 

argues that the coup was born of the deteriorating U.S.-Indonesian relations in 1964-1965.41  

From this perspective, the U.S. then reassessed its policy, and the best option available was to 
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invent a pretext to get rid of the PKI, and of Sukarno at the same time.  The ties between the 

U.S. and the Indonesian Army are seen as the primary factors of the conspiracy against the 

PKI.  The Untung coup was to quickly fail, and it did.  The whole affair had been executed by 

the Army and was under CIA supervision.  The plans were to incriminate the September 30 

Movement, Sukarno and the PKI and get rid of them so that Suharto could replace the 

president and that Indonesia would eventually ally itself with the United States. 

 The CIA was off course involved in the affair, but it is unlikely that it got involved in 

these complex events directly and comprehensively before September 30.  The dispositions 

put into place to carry out the coup would have required a far-reaching understanding between 

the Indonesian group and the CIA branch in Jakarta.  There does seem to be, however, some 

kind of CIA participation in the coup. 

 Because of all the factions that were implicated in the move of October 1, it is 

improbable that the CIA was the mastermind of every single development.  The coup attempt 

was very complex: it was carried out by Untung and lower rank Army officers, several PKI 

groups were involved, it triggered a hunt against the Communists, and Suharto eventually 

benefited from it.  If we look at the results of the coup, it appears that the U.S. benefited from 

them on two levels.  First, the PKI was eradicated from Indonesia, and a long-term tradition of 

anti-Communism was established by force upon Indonesians.  Second, Sukarno was 

eventually ousted and Suharto remained as the Indonesian despot, a pro-Western ruler who 

chose to completely ally his country with the U.S.  If these two points were the objectives the 

CIA set itself before anything happened in September-October, it is highly probable that the 

Company was very lucky.  The plot that unfolded in the night of September 30 and October 1 

had relied on many different probabilities and variables.  These were events that could not be 

controlled, monitored or planed ahead.  The CIA just took the perfect opportunity at last to 

reach its longed-for plan to curb Communism in Indonesia and influence Sukarno's presidency. 

 One instance of these variables is the eventual overthrow of Sukarno.  How could the 

CIA predict or even contemplate the idea that, by organizing such a plotðkidnapping Generals 
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and accusing CommunistsðSukarno would lose his charisma?  How could it be predicted that 

the people would eventually unite against the Communists in such a ferocious way and turn 

against the man who declared the independence of Indonesia?  

 To say this is not to whitewash the CIA.  It does not mean that some kind of support 

was not handed out for the Untung group to act, or for Suharto to become more prominent.  

Once the CIA realized the infinite possibilities the events unfolding before them could create, 

they may have reacted quite quickly to support those who advanced the same cause as theirs.  

The opportunity was a major one; in the blink of an eye, the U.S. could be rid off the 

Communists it had tried to undermine since the creation of the independent state of Indonesia.  

The CIA was in some way, getting ready for an imminent move from some indefinite 

group.  Frederick Bunnell states that the American personnel in Jakarta was reduced in 1965.  

After replacing Ambassador Jones by Ambassador Green, the number of Embassy officers 

dropped from more than four hundred in April to thirty-five in August.  The situation had 

become unbearable for U.S. representatives and the Embassy had been attacked several 

times.  However, the CIA station made up of twelve agents remained unchanged.42  This 

"listening post" was important for the Americans as it provided information from Indonesia, and 

the Soviet Union too.  CIA anti-Communist activities were still in process, and would an 

imminent action from either the Council of Generals or the PKI take place, the CIA was to be 

present.43 

 Moreover, if the CIA and the U.S. had only one responsibility in the coup attempt, it was 

to have trained and armed Indonesian Army officers.  Ties had been created over the years 

between the American officers and their counterparts in Indonesia.  The U.S. policy in the 

decade before the coup was to influence the Army as much as possible.  Credits and aid had 

been sent to the Indonesians, and ideology must have been brought to them as well.  A special 

relationship had been created between the U.S. and the Army; this is why, for instance, rumors 

of the CIA backing the Council of Generals were plausible. 
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 That the CIA would try to carry out such an operation would not have been surprising.  If 

it was a CIA plan from start to finish, it worked perfectly.  However, due to the very intricate 

nature of the whole affair, it seems unlikely that it was a CIA backed coup all the way through.  

The CIA had known many failures in operations much easier than this one.  It would be 

astonishing that the agency would have been able to come up with a plan leading to the 

destruction of the PKI and the toppling of Sukarno as it occurred.  It was also a risky bet to 

organize such a plan as the operation was more likely to fail.  Although the U.S. was covertly 

helping the Indonesian Army, it seems more probable that the CIA became involved in the 

affair only once it was in process.  Propaganda campaigns must have been the major tools at 

the CIA's disposal, first to trigger reactions from the Army or the PKI to the many rumors that 

were planted in the months leading to the coup.  Second, once the events had started, and 

seeing that the PKI was going to be the one and only loser, the CIA put all resources available 

into the Army's hands so as to crush the Communists.   

 When the truth is known about every element of the affairðif it ever isðthe CIA will 

come out most of all as opportunist.  It is also probable that large amounts of aid had been 

provided and will be discovered.  The CIA certainly backed up a number of Indonesian Army 

officers in order to counterbalance the PKI's strength before the coup.  So, to an extent, the 

U.S. government is also responsible for having pushed its allies within the Army to become 

more active against the PKI.  When these activities reached a climaxðon October 1ðthe CIA 

was responsible for having once again assisted the Army and helped them achieve what they 

had always looked for, i.e., the extermination of Communism in Indonesia.  The first attempt at 

covert action in 1958 had been a dismal failure.  The results of the October coup were those 

the U.S. government had always desired, and that the CIA had failed to provide.   

 The October coup was marked by a "happy ending" so to speak, but only for U.S. 

interests and the CIA.  If the exact involvement of the CIA is still surrounded by mystery, from 

the point of view of the CIA's reputation the coup proved to be a success. 
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 The ousting of Sukarno was also a victory for American policymakers.  General Suharto 

succeeded him and the event marked a major turning point in U.S.-Indonesian relations.  For 

the first time since 1949, Indonesia rallied entirely behind the U.S. and the West.  Sukarno, the 

major obstacle to U.S. interests in the most important Southeast Asian country was out.  The 

outcome of the story could not have been better for U.S. interests. 

 With the political changes also came the economic repercussions.  After Suharto 

became president of Indonesia, Western capital and investments were welcome to Indonesia.44  

Anti-imperialist and nationalist policies were abandoned, as well as the confrontation with 

Malaysia.  On the other hand, human rights regressed, and the killings of 1965-1966 are only 

one instance of this deterioration.45 

This leads us to an important note concerning the sources used most of the time by 

conservatives to justify their opinion.  There is little hope that the truth might have come out of 

the testimonies heard during the coup trials when we think about the period in which the 

hearings were conducted, first, because Suharto was in power and he had to remain legitimate 

and credible.  It is unimaginable that any Indonesian tribunal would have concluded that the 

September 30 Movement had been an internal Army affair.  The trials were only carried out to 

justify the pogrom against the PKI, and destroy those, like Untung, implicated in the coup.  Like 

the Stalinist show-trials in the 1930s, during which the "enemies of the people" would have 

confessed to any charges, it is indisputable that the trials of the Suharto regime after the coup 

were mere deception.  In the post-coup period, Suharto was clearly becoming a dictator.  He 

controlled the country personally and was virtually the only one to do so.  It is certain that 

nothing really significant and reliable enough was achieved in the hearings of the September 

30 Movement trials. 

What remains to be demonstrated is the involvement of the CIA and the American 

government in these mass purges of Communists in 1965-1966. Recent research has shown 

that the CIA was deeply involved in the killings against the Communists after the coup.  The 

CIA's major dirty trick in Indonesia seems to be the help provided to the Army factions hunting 
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down the Communists.  The research conducted by Kathy Kadane, a journalist, has showed 

that the U.S. had a larger involvement in the killings than commonly acknowledged.46  

The Embassy in Jakarta provided the Indonesians with lists of PKI leaders compiled by 

the CIA to help with their extermination.  The American personnel involved was made up of CIA 

agents, including a former member of the U.S. Embassy's political section and a former deputy 

CIA station chief, as well as diplomats and, most shocking of all, former Ambassador Marshall 

Green.   

These lists were set up in 1962 as part of CIA's intelligence tactics to help better fight 

the PKI and have information on its structure and major figures.  Kadane argues that the 

Americans handed out as many as five thousand names.  Some have maintained that the 

number of names provided represented only a small portion of the entire deaths, but as Robert 

Cribb argued, the names given by the Embassy were those of underground PKI activists and of 

Communist Army officers and not public figures, who could easily be hunted down.47  

The names provided by the CIA were thus significant as far as the destruction of the 

internal organization of the PKI was concerned.  Besides tacitly approving of the murders, the 

U.S. is also responsible for having literally exterminated the Indonesian Communist Party.  "We 

came to the conclusion that with the sort of draconian way it was carried out, it really set [the 

Communists] back for years " former CIA Director William Colby declared.48 The U.S. was 

therefore agreeing to a mass murder because it was in the country's interest to have these 

people eliminated.  "No one cared, as long as they were Communists, that they were being 

butchered.  No one was getting very worked up about it,"49 the then expert at the State 

Department's Bureau of intelligence and Research stated. 

Although the CIA might not have participated directly in the bloodshed, the agency had 

a pivotal role in it and can be considered as guilty as the Indonesian Army for the murders.  

The position of America's most secret organization today is of absolute denial of the facts.50  

The obstacle that needs to be overcome now is the classification of important material dealing 

with U.S.-Indonesian relations during the period when the killings took place.  Cables between 



 

99 

 

the Embassy in Jakarta and the State Department may exist which contain incriminating 

evidence establishing the culpability of the CIA and confirming the wrongdoings of the 

American government.   

 The 1965 killings proved how far American foreign policy can go.  Here, the fury against 

Communism had again struck.  The American government had disregarded the avowed ideals 

of self-determination and liberty for more practical and realist matters.  The strategic and 

economic interests of the U.S. had to prevail.  Human rights came second in the policy adopted 

by the government.  By meddling in Indonesia's internal affairs under the cover of freedom, the 

U.S. in fact supported the right-wing dictator Suharto.  In other words, stability in investments 

had priority over democracy, and dictatorship was a better option than socialism.  From this 

standpoint, the mission of spreading democracy to the world was a mere facade. 
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 The American press  
and Indonesia's ñbad genocideò 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The focus of this chapter is on the press coverage of the killings posterior to the coup 

dô®tat of 1965.  With support from press articles of the period, we will try to analyze the way the 

news was reported to the American people, and to find out how effectively the media informed 

the American public.  Did the free press criticize the governmentôs policy?  Was the press 

cynical in the affair, or did it play an honest role toward the people?  Did the press have an 

influence on the government or the people, and if so, what was the nature of this influence?  

Was there collusion between the media and the American government in order to advance a 

particular cause?  These are the relevant questions, and the way they are answered has 

essential implications for our understanding of U.S. foreign policy. 

 What is important to remember is that, after the coup, a gradual campaign against the 

PKI began instigated by the Army.  The first signs of anti-Communism were street 

demonstrations and the attacks of the buildings such as the PKI headquarters, for example.  By 

mid-October, two important massacres occurred in Java and Bali.1  Then began a period of all-

out killings, which the Army at first instigated and then tolerated.  The Islamic groups even 

launched a "Holy War" (Jihad) against the Communists.  By the time Sukarno gave him full 

authority to restore order, Suharto had begun to gain more and more power.  Before the end of 

1965, the alleged Communist conspirators held responsible for the coup were tried and often 

sentenced to death.  The Communists who were not arrested and jailed were killed. 

 Gradually, Sukarno's power collapsed.  Suharto still encouraged unrest so that the 

president would give him the green light to restore order once again, and would leave him the 

Chapter  
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reins of power.2  Eventually, Sukarno gave Suharto full control of Indonesia on March 11, 1966.  

On the following day, Suharto banned the PKI arresting cabinet ministers and, on March 27, 

forming a new cabinet.  "Guided Democracy" was then given up and more pro-Western policies 

were adopted. 

 
 

The roles and functions of the American press 
 

In the 1960s, American newspapers and magazines were as important as TV is today, 

and many people still preferred to read their international news.  As Bernard Cohen stated in 

his influential work The Press and Foreign Policy, the printed media were much more 

specialized than TV was.  Moreover, the press gave ña more extensive and thoroughò 

examination of the news.3  TV and radio tended to rely on wire services, whereas newspapers 

still had their own correspondents abroad.  In other words, the printed media provided more 

serious and ñreliableò news than radio or television. 

The press was the major medium the American people had to be informed of the events 

taking place abroad and of their governmentôs foreign policy decisions.  Thus to be informed 

about the 1965 killings, the press was pivotal.  But what was the role of the press in the foreign 

policy arena? 

The interpretations of the mediaôs function generally converge.  According to Cohen, the 

press has the duty to ñeducateò the public; it serves as ñinterpreterò of the events; it is also an 

ñinstrument of governmentò (i.e., the press can be manipulated); it also ñrepresents the publicò 

being the direct expression of public opinion; the press serves as a ñcritic of governmentò as 

well; the press acts as ñadvocate of policyò and eventually, it acts as ñpolicymaker.ò  Included in 

these last three roles is the idea that the government is controlled by the consent of the 

governed. 

More recent theorists have cut down these roles into four major categories, which cover 

the whole range of functions enunciated by Cohen.  The media inform their public, they set the 
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tone for the public to form their opinion, they set the agendaðnot telling the people what to 

think, but what to think about4ðand finally, they prove to be an instrument of government.5  

The media, by being the major providers of information, are therefore useful to the 

American public to define their opinion on particular issues.  The public in turn becomes active 

in the process once it has the facts available.  As Cohen put it, ñno one has experience on 

foreign policy and the world of foreign policy reaches the people via the media.ò6  The press 

stands in between the government and the people.  When the government acts, it is the duty of 

the press to inform the public about these actions and criticize them so that the people can 

make up their mind. 

Once the public has made a decision, it becomes the actor known as the "public 

opinion."  This vague term refers to ñthe aggregate of individual opinions on issues of public 

interest.ò7  For V.O. Key, public opinion is, ñthose opinions held by private persons which 

governments find it prudent to heed.ò8 Key also explained that it can influence governments in 

their policymaking process.  But governments can also choose not to take any notice from 

public opinion and even try to influence it.9  Another scholar, James N.  Rosenau, defines 

public opinion as ñthe different publics that have formed around the various issues 

preoccupying the nation at any moment.ò10 He describes three ñsocial processesò in the relation 

between public opinion and foreign policy.  There is firstly the ñgovernmental decision-making 

process,ò the translation into practice of foreign policy by policymakers according to public 

opinion.  The second process is the ñopinion-submitting process,ò describing the influence of 

public opinion on the policymakers.  Lastly is the ñopinion-making process,ò ñwhereby ideas 

about foreign policy issues are formed and circulated in American society.ò11 

The system as Rosenau described it has important underlying implications.  The 

processes are linked to each other.  But this does not mean policymakers rely on public opinion 

on a regular basis to make their decisions about foreign policy matters.  The only genuine 

power of public opinion is what Holsti calls ñelectoral retribution.ò12 Public opinion and voters 

thus stand on one side, and decision makers and elected officials on the other side.  The latter 
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group needs to comply with the first group if it is to remain in power.  This is the major strength 

of public opinion in front of decision makers. 

Thus if we consider the roles of the press and the media, one of the most important, if 

not the most important, is the role of informing and setting the tone for public opinion.  This 

means the media must be free from any influence or bias if the public opinion forming process 

is to be as fair as possible.  Thus if one controls the news the media focuses on, one also 

controls what the people think and what they think about. 

According to Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman, the American media represent a 

"propaganda model," that is, a system that controls what the people think about foreign policy 

matters.13  In this system, the elite media set the general framework of the news that is 

broadcast to the public and select, lay the emphasis on, or disregard topics.14  This model 

shapes and helps control public opinion.  A variety of causes are the sources of the 

propaganda model, which the authors classify into "filters." 

First is the concentration of the ownership of the mass media into the hands of few 

people or organizations.  This filter hampers the role of the media, but mostly reduces its 

variety, which is needed to have heterogeneous and diversified information.  Second comes 

the advertisements found in newspapers and other media and which are their major sources of 

income.  They create a kind of dependence of the media over who advertises in them, and thus 

who keeps the media afloat.  The third filter has to do with the sources of the news that are 

broadcast.  A recurring feature can be observed when watching Tom Brokaw and the NBC 

Nightly News, for instance.  In case a foreign policy issueðbut not exclusivelyðhas to be dealt 

with, the journalists often report from the front of the State Department building or the White 

House in Washington, DC.  They also quote and reveal information provided by these official 

sources.  This kind of reporting is what Chomsky and Herman consider one of the filtersðit can 

be and often is biased and unreliable since the information comes from the government.  The 

fourth filter is what the authors call the "flack." These are the reactions the viewers or readers 

tend to have toward particular programs or news.  They also filter the information since they 
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represent the opinion of the targets of the news.  These targets are obviously needed for the 

media to exist.  Last is the "anti-Communism" filter, the American government's religion, so to 

speak.  This filter brings the people together under one belief to better create consent.15  What 

needs to be done now is to consider the extent to which these filters were used in the reports of 

the developments of 1965-1966 through an evaluation of the media which gave most coverage 

to the Indonesian story. 

 The coverage of the aftermath of the coup attempt between October 1965 and July 

1966 can be divided into three main phases according to the way the events were reported and 

the themes on which the press laid the emphasis.  The first phase corresponds to the 

explanation put forward for the coup attempt itself, the People's Republic of China alleged 

support of the plot, and President Sukarno's position as ruler of Indonesia and "actor" in the 

affair.  After several weeks came the second phase.  The reports then shifted to the killings, 

which had been going on since October.  Lastly, the press considered the future implications of 

the change of government and Suharto's succession to Sukarno, which constitutes the third 

interesting phase of the press' coverage of Indonesia between October and mid-1966. 

 
 

The press accuses the Communists and hushes up the killings 
 
 One of the major American newspapers giving a rather sketchy coverage of the events 

shaking Indonesia in late 1965-early 1966 was the Wall Street Journal.  Of interest to the daily 

was the position of the Communist Party right after the coup.  In October, the affair was 

presented as a rebellion in which the Communists, having masterminded the coup d'état, would 

be the losers and in which anti-Americanism would lessen.  The "huge and entrenched 

Communist Party has suffered at least a temporary setback," the Journal declared, and 

Indonesia "might ease up on its trouble-making, pro-Peking line and abate its virulent anti-

Americanism."16  There was no other report from the Wall Street Journal until June 1966.  So 

most of the developments were not dealt with and obviously, the killings of the Communists 

were not reported.  This absence of coverage might be explained by the uncertainties of the 
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outcome of the Indonesian affair.  The Wall Street Journal's usual interest in economic stakes 

might not have been satisfied as Sukarno continued to be the president and his economic 

policiesðespecially toward the U.S.ðwere unlikely to change. 

 Unlike the News York Times or U.S. News and World Reportðas we shall seeðthe 

Washington Post did not exclude the possibility that forces other than the PKI could have led 

the coup.  For the Post, a confrontation between the Army and the Communists had been 

predictable, "As Sukarno's health seemed to deteriorate, two major Indonesian groups watched 

nervously, girding themselves to act fast should the President die."17  The Washington Post in 

fact presented the option that some Communists might have joined in the coup group, breaking 

the recommendations from their leaders.  The leaders for their part did not participate in the 

plot as "specialists [were] inclined to think that Indonesia's top Communists were not involved 

in the Untung maneuver and suggest[ed] that the Djakarta youths broke Communist discipline 

when they joined the uprising."18  The early treatment of the coup was therefore not set in a 

staunch anti-Communist bias.  The argument that the Communist leadership did not lead the 

coup persisted later on, and the Washington Post did not blame the Communists for the affair.  

On October 10, "the Communist [were] paying for an unsuccessful uprising that, from all 

available evidence, their leadership neither instigated nor directed."19  The Washington Post 

even reported on the oddity of the events that eventually became detrimental to the 

Communists, "it is now clear that, through a strange turn of events, the Communists have 

suffered a stunning setback."20  With the first arrests and anti-Communist measures adopted 

soon after the coup, the Post declared that the Communist leaders were the "victim of a curious 

breakdown in their Party discipline"21 and that the situation was paradoxical.  These 

concessions would have hardly been found in the News York Times for instance, and indicate 

that the Washington Post was less prejudiced and less blindfold by the Communist "threat." 

 These first reports of the Washington Post in which the daily was rather moderate were 

in fact misleading.  By October 13 occurred a radical shift in the Washington Post's coverage.  

An "incontrovertible proof" the U.S. possessed showed that in fact, Sukarno and the 
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Communists were co-conspirators in the abortive coup.22  The readers were not told anything 

else about this proof, as the U.S. government did not make it public.  Two points are interesting 

here.  First is that the shift of the Washington Post toward more opposition to the Communists 

was done after new indications were given by Washington policymakers,  "Viewed from here, 

[é] it makes little difference, as officials put it, whether the PKI came to Sukarno with a 

proposal or the other way around.  Washington is convinced the intelligence shows they were 

in league."23  Second, such a sudden turnabout is bizarre as the Washington Post at first did 

not completely or unquestionably blame the Communists for the coup.   

 In the aftermath of the coup, the News York Times accused Sukarno of being a 

Communist partisan.  When the headquarters of the PKI were burned down in early October, 

the newspaper stated that the president protested, whereas he did not when American 

consulates and libraries were attacked earlier in the year.24 The president was demonized and 

made responsible for the troubles, "Sukarno was adamant," the New York Times proclaimed, 

he "had forged close links with Peking and had done nothing when mobs of Communist youths 

stormed through the streets of Jarkata and other Indonesian cities burning and attacking 

American buildings and libraries" (sic).25  On the other side was standing the Army, opposing 

the Communists and presenting new opportunities.  The Chinese were also depicted as 

responsible for the coup.  They were charged with having provided weapons to the coup 

plotters as the Army "seiz[ed] large quantities of weapons some bearing the Communist 

Chinese markings."26   

 More important, the News York Times was first to be comforted by the news of the Army 

becoming more powerful and the Communists being dismantled.  Already on October 11, the 

turnabout in Indonesian politics represented a "dramatic new opportunity" for Washington as 

more and more Communists were being arrested.27  On that days' front page was a noteworthy 

headline stating, "U.S. Is Heartened By Red Setback in Indonesian Coup."28  The daily also 

hoped to see Indonesian relations with China "disrupted." 29  U.S. News and World Report 

talked about "hope when once there was none" late in June 1966, whereas the News York 
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Times talked about "hope where only two weeks ago there was despair about the fifth most 

populous nation on Earth" early in October.30  The News York Times was therefore quick to 

show its enthusiasm at the prospect of driving out the Communists from Indonesia.  No later 

than December 3, the Times also described the confrontation between the Army and the 

Communists as a "U.S. gain."31  The American support of anti-Chinese forces in Indonesia had 

permitted to counter a "China-inspired plot to take over [Indonesia]."32  Moreover, the Chinese 

instigation of the coup, today considered erroneous and which could not be proven in 1965, is 

what the News York Times told the readers about. 

 The News York Times' coverage of the Communists' implication in the coup was not 

surprising.  The official Army version was the one adopted in the daily's columns, which did not 

evoke the other possibilities as to who conducted the coup unlike the Washington Post, for 

example.  Sukarno, the New York Times reported, was "intend[ing] to create a new Communist 

party in Indonesia," one "not influenced by Communist China."33  The Chinese influence was 

depicted as a major obstacle to the development of Indonesia in the few weeks after the 

September 30 Movement.  The newspaper also reported the Chinese Embassy's refusal to fly 

its flag at half-staff to honor the memory of the dead Generals.34  The other embassy mentioned 

having had a similar reaction was the Cuban Embassy.  The Chinese reaction and the absence 

of a Chinese representative at the funerals of the Generals, as well as the lack of support to 

Sukarno after the coup were "eye openers to us" one Indonesian official said.35 

 When Sukarno called for an end to the anti-Communist campaign, he was further 

described as a participant in the coup by the Washington Post: "Sukarno approved of what was 

initially seen as a counteraction by coup leader Col. Untung after Sukarno was told that army 

leaders themselves were planning a coup."36  The Washington Post also dealt with the arrests 

of the Communists, the "anti-Red purge" and the "Army's anti-Communist drive" although the 

exact nature of what the Army was provoking was not revealed. 

 U.S. News and World Report's coverage of the period right after the coup was different.  

The first reaction of the magazine was one of distress, and Indonesia had become "one more 
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danger zone in Southeast Asia to worry about."37  The economic preoccupations came first and 

the aid provided by the U.S. prior to the coup was seen as only having helped the Communists 

and Sukarno oppose the Americans even more, "the country's substance had been 

squandered on arms and display to satisfy Sukarno."38 

 By October 18, it was clear to the Washington Post that the PKI was responsible for the 

coup and that Sukarno was supporting the Communists.  "Not once [at an international 

conference] did [Sukarno] mention the Sept. 30 coup attempt led by a pro-Communist military 

officer, now under army arrest despite Sukarno's refusal to denounce him" (sic).  Instead, 

Sukarno denounced the CIA's "subversion and intervention." 39  Behind apparently moderate 

statements, the Washington Post attacked the Communists and Sukarno, and provided 

distorted information as a selection of the news was carried out.  The killings did not appear in 

the daily or were referred to with euphemistic phrases such as "Army crackdown on 

Communists," or "purges in Government agencies."40 Communists were being arrested and 

demonstrations against them organized.  No murders were reported although the extermination 

of the Communists was what was in fact going on. 

By mid-October, U.S. News and World Report accused the Communists of the plot to 

topple the government.41  As in the other newspapers, the PKI became the scapegoat in the 

affair: "The Indonesian Communists made a well-camouflaged but premature bid for power on 

September 30ðand failed.  Evidence continue[d] to pile up showing the Communists had been 

involved in both the planning and the direction of the revolt."42  Before the coup, U.S. News 

explained, although they lacked an armed force, the Communists were almost completely in 

charge of the country.  The crushing of the rebels was therefore excellent news in terms of anti-

Communism, "it is clear that a premature bid by Indonesia's own Reds not only weakened them 

and strengthened the anti-Communist Indonesian Army, it also gave the Chinese Communists 

a major setback in the area."43  The Chinese appeared to have been weakened, since they 

were presented as supporting Sukarno and his drive toward Communism before October 1965.  

This news obviously appeared to the American readers as satisfactory as far as U.S. interests 
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were concerned.  Moreover, Communism was also seen as having reached an end.  On 

October 25, the magazine declared that a turning point came about in Indonesia creating a 

"profound sense of relief."44  A victory was achieved through the opposition between the Army 

and the Communists, who were "on the run."45  There was still no mention of the mass murders 

of Communists. 

 Newsweek went straight to the point as from October 18, 1965 and denounced the 

Communists, too.  The magazine declared that the six Generals killed "all were firm anti-

Communists," and "that the pro-Communists air force leaders played an important role in the 

murders."46  In one of the magazine's many short articles about the Indonesian developments, 

Newsweek reported the anti-Communist movement in Jakarta.47  After the coup, the major 

reports dealt with the burning of the PKI headquarters, and the demonstrations against the 

Communists and in favor of the U.S.  The crushing of the "rebellion" was therefore taken as a 

straightforward move against Communism, and more influence for the West.  Late in October, 

the Army's "anti-Communist campaign" was mentioned although its nature was not revealed.  

The issue at stake in the October 25 issue of Newsweek was the opposition between the Army 

and the Communists, and the latter's strength.  The recent developments, the magazine said, 

"did not mean the PKI was near collapse."48  On November 1, more information was given 

about the Army's drive against the Communists.  However, there was no way of knowing that 

the Communists were in fact being brutally murdered.  The article that week only presented the 

protests and anti-PKI actions in the streets of Jakarta, and the Army patrols searching for 

Communists.  Newsweek also stated that "Moslem activists demanded the abolition of the 

Communist Party."49  Although the descriptions went as far as referring to "naked hatred" or 

arrests, they remained superficial and no genocide was described.  

Importance was also given to the economic situation of the country in the November 1 

issue of U.S. News.  Prices rose, inflation was severe, and Indonesians suffering from 

starvation the magazine told the readers.  Indonesia was presented as a country being in the 

process of getting rid of its Communistsðalthough the way in which this was done was not 
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revealedðand undergoing serious economic troubles.  "The biggest question is how to get 

credits abroad for food and textile imports," U.S. News declared.  Hopefully "Indonesians ha[d] 

been scrupulously paying off debts."50  This presentation of the information appeared as a 

preparation of the pubic to facilitate the acceptance of a future American decision to support 

Indonesia again economically.  Officially, the American aid had been withdrawn, and it seemed 

that, as the Communists were to disappear from Indonesia, American support could resume to 

help the country better face its economic troubles.  In other words, U.S. News suggested that 

assistance would soon be required, and that Communism would soon be a thing of the past for 

Indonesians if their economy revived.  U.S. News was thus clearly supporting the U.S. 

government.  The magazine's concealed demand for popular support for U.S. foreign policy 

objectives was also apparent when the magazine mentioned that Indonesia should change its 

confrontation policy against the Malayan federation, "the one immediate remedy for the 

economic crisis is apparently the one that Army chiefs do not dare to take.  That would be to 

end the warðor 'confrontation'ðwith Malaysia."51   

 In Time, the period from October through early November did not provide any relevant 

analysis or even description of what was occurring in Indonesia.  The mass killings were not 

evoked until late in December.  Before that, the short reports published in Time were pervaded 

with speculations, unreliable news about the coup and the vendetta against the PKI leaders.  

What is interesting in the November 5 issue was the reporting of retaliation against the Army's 

anti-Communist drive.52  To Time, "the civil war between Reds and the Army was becoming 

ever more likely."53  At this stage of the developments, the Communists were already the sole 

victims because the massive crusade and propaganda against them were already in full swing.   

 As in Time, the problem of Newsweek's assessment of the situation was that the 

developments in Indonesia were only dealt with in short news items.  The Army, gradually 

taking control of the political power, saw Sukarno as an obstacle to a renewal of Indonesian 

politics.54  Moreover, Sukarno called for an end to the anti-Communist campaign, which 

accentuated the antagonism of the magazine, as "Sukarno himself had been deeply involved in 
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the September 30 plot,"55 Time stated.  No further interest was showed for the Communists' 

predicament because other domestic issues were discussed in length.   

 China was also a significant matter in Newsweek.  The anti-Chinese protests that took 

place in Jakarta were covered to show the opposition of the Indonesians toward China, 

suspected of having supported the coup attempt.56  China was dealt with quite extensively and 

discredited.  To a greater extent, the PKIð"instigator" of the coupðwas also discredited.  For 

the American public opinion, the linking of the two suggested that the coup was a Communist 

conspiracy.  It also showed that the Army and the population were now not only against the PKI 

but also against one of the two Communist blocs.  This suggested that Indonesia was 

becoming more friendly toward the West.  What Newsweek described was a shift in the political 

climate of Indonesia, and a general anti-Communist movement.  The magazine nevertheless 

avoided mentioning that the army was supporting Moslems and other Indonesians to massacre 

the Communists. 

 The Reporter57 described the coup and the subsequent events with harsh anti-

Communism and demonized the PKI.  Before the coup, "the situation had perfectly fitted the 

designs of the Communists, who called for a controlled economy and mass action against what 

they described as corruptors, crooks, and 'capitalist bureaucrats' " (sic).58  The whole affair 

came from a Communist conspiracy supported by Peking and the "Djakarta-Peking axis had 

been killed along with the generals."59  On the whole, the Reporter echoed Time, U.S. News, 

and Newsweek.  The outcome of the story was also much better than if the Communist 

September 30 Movement would have succeeded, "There are difficult days ahead for Indonesia, 

and for those who must live with it.  But they are nothing compared to what would have been if 

the September 30 Movement had succeeded."60   

On November 22, a report in U.S. News stated that the Communists were still going to 

cause trouble.61  A journalist interviewed by his colleagues from U.S. News was supposedly 

coming back from Jakarta, where he must have witnessed the killings not at all mentioned in 

the interview.  Now, Communism was not an Indonesian movement, the reporter declared in 
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his first-hand account, "it didn't come from the heart of the Javanese themselves."62  This 

seemed to be designed to manipulate an audience that had always been told that Indonesians 

were under Chinese and Communist influence.  For years, the danger of the three million 

Indonesian Communists had been hammered into people's heads, and now there was no such 

threat anymore.  As the U.S. was more interested in an open door in Indonesia because 

Communists had almost all been disposed off and their movement weakened, it was a 

reassurance that friendly and cooperative U.S. and Indonesian relations could exist. 

 The anti-Communist propaganda was once again relayed by Time in the December 10 

issue, and it was the Suharto misinformation that was presented.  The PKI, Time said, "was the 

instigator of the coup from start to finish according to a Communist leader confession."63  The 

coup was simply an attempt of the Communists at taking over the government.  Time did not 

weigh nor question the authenticity of the statement, which could have been obtained through 

menace or torture, or could have been simply false since no Western journalist was allowed at 

the hearings during the trials of the September 30 Movement.   

 Thus in the period between October and early December 1965, the press described the 

situation in Indonesia as a process in which the country was merely becoming less Communist.  

Indonesia was getting rid of the PKI and the Chinese influence, and was presented as being 

closer to the West.  The Saturday Evening Post, for example, concluded that the shift would 

eventually be the most favorable for U.S. interests and it hoped Indonesia would become "more 

genuinely neutral."64  In the first months after the coup d'état, the mass murders instigated by 

the Army had already begun.  However, the reports of large numbers of people being killed 

were not available in the press.  As we shall see, the press reported some murders of 

Communists in October and November, but they were not described as mass killings.  In the 

first three months after the attempted coup, the press in fact focused on unsubstantiated 

accusations against Sukarno, the PKI, and China.   
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The late reports on the killings 
 
 The first announcement of the murders of the Communists in the New York Times 

occurred at the end of October 1965.65  To the Times, repeating the words of Indonesian 

officials, the "government forces [é] had scored [é] their biggest successes against 

Communists in central Java" where fifty youths were killed by the Army.66  However, these 

murders had occurred "in a battle" the New York Times said. 67  The massacres had of course 

already begun and these killings seemed to be part of the whole Army plan to get rid of the 

Communists although they were not acknowledged as such in the newspaper.   

 The violence and killings of Communists started being reported in the Washington Post 

by the end of October as well.68  The figures given, however, were very lowðthirty-eight to fifty.  

Furthermore, the newspaper warranted these murders because the Communists had first 

provoked the "clash" with the Army that led to the killings.  The Post even accused the 

Communists as it stated that "Communist groups [é] continued acts of terrorism in central and 

east Java."69 

 The Washington Post also downplayed the massacres.  In early November, 

"renunciation ceremonies" were reported.70  These were allegedly intended for the Communists 

to renounce publicly their affiliation with the PKI.  The Washington Post said as many as 5,000 

had already done so.  What is hard to interpret is the reason why the Army would have 

organized such events.  Since the Army had already started the witch-hunt with the help of anti-

Communists Moslems and killed many Communists, why would the military have bothered 

organizing ceremonies of that sort?  

 In general, the Washington Post was reluctant to describe the killings or even to 

acknowledge them.  On November 15, a disturbing picture was published together with an 

article reporting the arrests of 5,000 persons "implicated in the October 1 Communist coup."71  

On the image, "captured Communist terrorists" were laying on the floor, their hands on their 

neck.  The prisoners were placed close to pits "originally intended for blacklisted anti-

Communists," and several Army officers guarded them.  However, the Washington Post did not 
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explicitly explain what happened after the photograph was taken.  The Washington Post added, 

on December 14, that "the purge [was] relatively free of brutality and bloodshed" in Javaðthe 

main Indonesian islandðand only gave accounts of Communists sent to detention camps, and 

arrests reaching 15,000.72  The Washington Post did not linger on the massacres and stated 

that they were "rumors carried in the Western press that a large number of pro-Communists 

had been liquidated."73   

An interesting fact was the reference to the Army relations with the Communists in U.S. 

News and World Report.  On November 1, the Army, U.S. News said, "[was] determined to 

wipe [the Communist Party] out for all time." 74  The magazine mentioned the campaign to 

"crush the once-aggressive Communist Party," but no reference to mass killings of 

Communists was ever made.  The Communists also had "fallen apart [é] rapidly" when there 

was no hint of this in the articles of the previous weeks.  It is impossible to know how the 

Communists could have receded so easily.  However, toward the end of the article on 

November 1, reactions against "Communist intimidation" were disclosed.  These seemed to 

refer to the genocide already taking place for a few weeks, but there was no such name given 

to it.  The Army and Moslems had fought back supposedly to avenge themselves of the cruel 

Communist murders, and were reducing the PKI's influence.  U.S. News also added that 

"throughout the country there [was] a strong reaction against Communist [é] excesses of the 

past two years.  Moslem groups [were] getting their innings."75  What was in fact taking place 

was a systematic extermination of Communists partisans.  U.S. News presented the anti-

Communist reaction as scattered incidents whereas mass murders were taking place.  At this 

point, the Communists were not "far from finished" as the article suggested, and they would not 

come back even if the Army "fail[ed] to cure Indonesia's appalling economic ills."76 

 On November 22, Newsweek first revealed brutal killings of Communists.  What was 

reported was anecdotal since it concerned an incident where "dozens" of Communists were 

machine-gunned.77  Although no other details were given, Newsweek at last reported that an 

anti-Communist campaign "was being carried out with notable ferocity."78 
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On December 13, an article in Newsweek went back to the whole story of the coup.79  

The magazine relayed the interpretation supported by the Indonesian Army.  The blame thus 

fell on the PKI, author of the "abortive pro-Communist coup d'état."80  For Newsweek, "some of 

the more radical Reds [é] decided to turn Sukarno's move against the generals into all-out bid 

for power," and the PKI leadership "decided to eliminate them altogether."81  Like Time, 

Newsweek suggested that the killings, of which little was unveiled, were a normal response to 

the coup d'état.  Newsweek was also comforted since it declared, "Should the Communists 

weather the army's get-tough policy and survive as a legal party, it will probably take them at 

least five years to become as powerful as they were nine short weeks ago."82  The article went 

on with an account of a reception at Sukarno's palace.  A fair section of the whole article was in 

fact devoted to this party.  Sukarno was depicted in weird terms, almost like a king, "Sukarno 

sat down [é] on a gold-colored sofa," he "whirled his fourth wife [é] in a lively turn around the 

floor," "ordered [the men] to pick partners and join him."83  More interesting, Sukarno "lost no 

opportunity to indoctrinate his audience" since he gave a "forty-five minutes lecture on the 

importance of keeping Indonesia on a socialist path."84  The real issues were therefore not dealt 

with, least were the purges of the Communists. 

 On December 3, a deeply ironical comment was issued in Time.  It was in fact probably 

a euphemism since the magazine put forward the disappearance of Sukarno and the 

"tightening [of the Indonesian Army's] noose around the throat of the Partai Kommunis 

Indonesia."85  In this same article, reports of Communists being arrested were made too.  An 

aside comment, however, declared that "according to rumors, hundreds of Red leaders have 

been quietly killed"86 (emphasis added).  In December 1965, the killings were unmistakably not 

"rumors," they were very real.  Moreover, once acknowledged, the slaughters were not given 

much significance, as "Nasution and [é] Suharto [were] carrying their struggle to reorganize 

the nation beyond the mere killing of Reds."87  Thus, the mass murders clearly appeared to be 

secondary to the political outcome or stability in Indonesia.  Anti-Communism could have 

pushed the magazine to repeat the Army propaganda and adopt this particular position since it 
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was in the U.S. interest to support the Army and Suharto.  Moreover, the mass killings were 

nothing "less than a clean-broom housecleaning of all Reds and Red sympathizers."88  

Ideological considerations and rivalries seemed to have taken precedence over the mass 

murders of Indonesians, and their humanitarian considerations. 

 In summary, when the press began reporting on the killings of the Communists, they at 

first did not elaborate on them.  The massacres were at first downplayed.  The daily 

newspapers like the New York Times and the Washington Post were the first to acknowledge 

the killings.  However, like the remainder of the press they did not present them as massacres 

and when they did, it was sometimes as late as early 1966. 

 The first serious mention of the extent of the killings occurred on December 17, 

"Communists, "Red sympathizers and their families [were] being massacred by the thousands" 

Time stated.89  Moreover, "individual army units and bands of violently anti-Communist 

Moslems" carried out the murders.90  Details of how the Communists were mutilated were given 

"Moslem bands crept at night into the homes of Communists, killing entire families and burying 

the bodies in shallow graves [é] and placed the heads of victims on poles and paraded them 

through villages."91  The Army, although it had an important part to play in the killings, was not 

mentioned.  Time also reported that the "disposal of the corpses has created a serious 

sanitation problem in East Java and Northern Sumatra, where "the humid air [bore] the reek of 

decaying flesh."92  Other descriptions of the situation were given, "travelers from those areas 

tell of small rivers and streams that have been literally clogged with bodies; river transportation 

has at places been impeded."93  This last statement at least showed the extent of the 

massacres.  Gory details thus seemed to have been given for their own sake, and the reports 

did not seem to be intended at outraging public opinion to trigger an American intervention for 

example.  It also seemed that the killings were the natural developments of a failed coup d'état, 

and not the consequences of an unwarranted anti-Communist furry. 

 In January 1966, Sukarno announced that at least 87,000 Indonesians had been killed 

in the massacres backed by the Army and the news was reported in most of the press. The 
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News York Times at the time gave two other figures providing a higher toll: 100,000 to 150,000 

had been killed according to other sources.94  What is striking was that there was no 

explanation why these people were "butchered" so violently.  Nor was there an answer to the 

question why had the massacres been going on since the fall without any treatment in the 

American press.  The points on which the News York Times only focused were the figures and 

the fact that the dead were Communists, "All but a few hundred were said to have been 

Communists and their followers."95  No other news was further developed and these two 

elements of the story seemed to be the only ones appropriate to official anti-Communism in the 

U.S. 

The first unambiguous acknowledgement of the extermination of the Communists in 

U.S. News was issued on January 24, 1966.96  A wire from London, where the truth about the 

killings might have taken less time to reach the readers, quickly reported what had been left out 

from the news since October.  "Communists are reported here to have been hunted down and 

slain in the last three months," the bulletin said.  The leaders of the PKI had been purged and 

the three million membership figure dropped to 150,000, but the Communists still represented a 

danger. 

Sympathy toward the exterminated Communists was nowhere to be found in U.S. 

News.  For the magazine, if the Communists were being slaughtered, it was because they 

failed in their attempt to take over the government.97  The magazine wondered at the rapidity 

with which the extermination was carried out, "it has taken just four months for the [Moslems 

and the Army] to liquidate the hard core of their once-powerful Communist Party."98  There was 

no outrage either at the report of "Reds [beaten] to death" or "scores of heads stuck on poles in 

the villages" and other atrocities.99  What counted for U.S. News was that the "Reds" lost their 

influence in Indonesia.  The Army and the Moslems were seeking revenge from the September 

30 Movement murders, so the mass killings were apparently understandable, as long as the 

victims of the "bloodbath killing tens of thousands" were Communists.100  
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In the last issue of January 1966, Newsweek talked about a "terrible toll" and killings 

dating back to and having started in October 1965.101  "Communist sympathizers butchered by 

Moslem mobs," and "villagers [é] playing soccer with the severed heads of murdered Reds" 

were reported.102  As in the case of Time, Newsweek briefly deplored the ferocity with which the 

murders were committed.  The last paragraph of this very short article on January 31 

downplayed the massacres.  Furthermore, Newsweek stated that the "Reds" began the 

bloodletting by killing the Generals.  As Sukarno earlier declared that at least 87,000 people 

had been killed and called for the ending of the brutalities, Newsweek took the opportunity to 

further attack Sukarno and the Communists.  The president's announcement was an attempt to 

"destroy the army."  Thus, the killings were given less significance and Newsweek condemned 

the PKI of having masterminded the October 1 murders and Sukarno of having supported 

them.  This coverage seems to indicate a certain blindness to the atrocities that were being 

committed.   

Newsweek's criticism was focused on Sukarno and the economic difficulties Indonesia 

suffered from.  An article on February 7, 1966 expanded at length on the economic "chaos" of 

Indonesia.103  This was obviously intended to attack Sukarno, who for years already had been 

depicted as an opponent to the West or a Communist.  Apparently, "Communism" did not work 

since "a pair of shoes or a shirt cost the average civil servant nearly a month's wages," 

implicitly the American capitalist system was best.104 

Prospects of better Indonesian relations went further, as relations with China were 

described as reaching their lowest ebb at the end of February.105  Moreover, although tens of 

thousands were being killed, the "de-communization" of Indonesia, as it was coined, permitted 

closer relations with the U.S., "in addition to stamping out Communist influences at home, the 

generals felt sufficiently strong to begin reshaping Indonesia's foreign policy. [é]  The growing 

breach between Jakarta and Peking obviously enhanced the prospects for a rapprochement 

between Indonesia and the U.S."106   
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The only magazine that did not follow the trend set by the major newspapers was the 

Nation, which published remarkable and unusual articles dealing with the Indonesian 

nightmare.  Regrettably, they were not issued on a regular basis and over a long period.107  On 

February 14, 1966, an article deplored the weak coverage that had been given to the killings 

and clearly told its readers that the American press had purposefully rejected the Indonesian 

news and only exulted as Indonesia was becoming more pro-Western.108  The Nation stated 

that "simple humanitarian impulses ought to move us to say something more than 'things are 

looking up for the West in Southeast Asia.' "109  This was the reaction that the mainstream press 

indeed had at the time. 

 In February 1966, a disturbing dispatch was issued in the New York Times.110  The news 

had to do with the death sentence given to a Communist leader by an Army tribunal.  The 

News York Times reported the story as if it were coming from a legitimate tribunal and not the 

one formed by the Indonesian Army to deliberately exterminate the Communists, accusing 

them of having plotted the coup.  A question remains unanswered: why were these trials led by 

the Army not compared to, say, the famous Stalinist show trials of the 1930s for example?  The 

Army tribunals judging the people involved in the October coup were undoubtedly unfair, but 

the News York Times did not bother denouncing them given that the victims were Communists. 

 Horrible details about the genocide were issued around March 1966.  The massacres, 

of a ferocious and cruel nature, had therefore been left out of the news for five months as they 

occurred from mid-October.  "In the five months since the Communists were blamed for the 

abortive October 1 coup against President Sukarno, thousands of persons have been 

executed.  Estimates of the total vary from 100,000 to 200,000."111  The News York Times also 

reported a troubling announcement by the Army.  Without being critical of it, the newspaper 

informed Americans that "Indonesians [é] were urged [é] to step up their efforts to wipe out 

remnants of the Communist party" on the radio.112  This was the apex of the witch-hunt, of the 

persecution of a whole section of the population of Indonesia.  It was similar to the policy 

adopted by Nazi Germany against the Jews, for instance.  In other words, the Army 
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propaganda pushed Indonesians to search and destroy the Communists and it seemed 

acceptable to the News York Times, which did not oppose, nor use its influence to alert public 

opinion of the danger and savagery the announcement represented. 

 It was not until March that the change in the Washington Post coverage came about.113  

What the Washington Post then said was that "Indonesia's Communist Party, once the biggest 

outside the Communist bloc, ha[d] been wiped out in a rampage of revenge for its attempt to 

seize power on Sept. 30" (sic).114  This was a radical shift and departure from previous 

descriptions of the situation.  Only then did the Washington Post report, "as many as 300,000 

people may have been massacred in the aftermath of the clumsy uprising last fall."115.  

Once the period in which the Communists extermination had been widely acknowledged 

in their publication and most others, U.S. News explained how evil Communism was.  The evil 

represented by mass murder, however, was left out.116  Genocide was what could happen when 

"people turn on Communists who exploit them" and "seek to control their lives," an article on 

May 2 said.117  These therefore seemed to be justifications for the mass killings.  U.S. News 

even published with this article a photograph of "captured Reds" on a truck to be "turned over 

to the villagers for mass execution."118  There was no sympathy in U.S. News's reports, nor was 

there any indignation at scores of people being murdered and the publication of the photograph 

appeared rather voyeuristic. 

The American press thus proved to be uninterested and unmoved by the massacres 

that had been occurring in Indonesia since October 1965.  Moreover, the most important 

magazines and daily newspapers told their readers about the killings very late.  The first hints 

that Indonesians were carrying out the extermination of the Communists where given toward 

December.  However, what was occurring in Indonesia was not clearly described as genocide 

until the first months of 1966, although it bore all its characteristics.   
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The enthusiasm of the press as Suharto becomes president  
 
 An instance in which the News York Times appeared as a direct supporter of the U.S. 

government and its overall policy was when Suharto succeeded Sukarno.  Large headlines on 

the front page of the March 12 issue opened a series of articles explaining how dangerous the 

PKI was for the "peoples' peace and security."119  At the same time, the News York Times 

repeated the typical lie that Sukarno was a fervent Communist supporter: "President Sukarno 

had hinted a desire to recreate some kind of Communist movement loyal to him."120  The 

president, the News York Times stated, even continued "pleading for the Communists" 

although the power was in the Army's hands and although "the military was directing a 

wholesale slaughter of Communists."121  What the News York Times suggested was therefore 

that Sukarno continued to fight a battle he had already lost.  The newspaper focused on the 

new military leader without giving details about the massacres.  The News York Times also 

supported the American official position as Suharto took office and banned the PKI.  Although 

the new president acted in a dictatorial way the News York Times hailed it, together with 

"elated U.S. officials."122  

Subsequent reports favorably depicted Suharto, "a handsome man,"123 and most 

significant, a man "steeped in [é] anti-Communist teachings."124  However, what was left out of 

this idyllic story was that Sukarno's rise to prominence took place at the detriment of the 

Communists.  Since October 1, Suharto had been the leader of the opposition toward the PKI 

and had fervently encouraged the extermination of the Communists.  Apparently, this was of no 

importance for the News York Times.  As the U.S. was favorable to the right-wing Indonesian 

Army, the rise of Suharto was a victory for the American government and the News York Times 

echoed the good news. 

 With the Washington Post's reaction to the rise of Suharto, came the more anti-

Communist, and anti-Sukarno rhetoric of the newspaper.  On March 12, as Suharto took 

power, the Washington Post reported that the Communists had just been about to carry out 

another coup.125  Since the PKI had been decimated and was then just a ghost, this seems 
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highly improbable.  Moreover, the Post explained that during Sukarno's presidency, "hunger 

and high prices ha[d] stalked a country which ha[d] a superabundance of natural food 

producing resources." There were "no hopes for anything better until Sukarno was gone."126  By 

accusing Sukarno, the Washington Post might have wanted to give Suharto further credibility 

and legitimacy in the backdrop of the killings.  The economic situation was the argument that 

justified his ousting.  The Washington Post thus became more anti-Communist as the question 

of Sukarno's succession and the Communist influence came to an end.  The Washington Post 

did not eventually protest the coming of Suharto to the presidency and described the situation 

as a "peaceful transfer of power."127  The transfer had nevertheless cost the lives of thousands 

of lives and filled up Indonesia's prisons and detention camps. 

Newsweek appeared to be relieved when Suharto took over in March.128  Not just 

because the former president's foreign policy and tactics would be abandoned, but especially 

because for the "bloodied and battered Communists (some 87,000 of whom ha[d] admittedly 

been liquidated in the vengeful months following the coup [é]), the latest political power shift 

brought no joy."129 

The extermination of the Communists was also excellent news for U.S. News and its 

interpretation of American interests.  Eventually, changes were "for the better."130  The question 

is, for whom? Obviously, only the Army benefited from the shift, along with the United States.  

Everything seemed to be better after the Communists had been purged of Indonesia, which 

could "end 'Sukarnoism' and become a reasonable, rational country."131 U.S. News saw this 

change as a good opportunity for the U.S. to resume economic relations with Indonesia, and for 

the Americans to help solve the economic problems shaking the country.   

Senior Scholastic saw the bettering of U.S.-Indonesian relations but not the price paid 

by the Communists for this improvement, as "Both countries were moving cautiously, according 

to informed observers, toward what might turn out to be a new era of closer U.S.-Indonesian 

relations."132 
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 In the Wall Street Journal, once Suharto's official position in Indonesia became more 

prominent than Sukarno's, the question of who would rule the country became "vital to U.S. 

foreign policy and peace prospects in Southeast Asia."133 Peace meant the abandonment of the 

supposedly drift toward Communism, of the confrontation policy in Malaysia, and the prospects 

of Indonesia joining the UN again.  The Journal indeed declared, "Right now, Indonesia's basic 

policies are being reversed after a decade of drift toward communism."  Indonesia was "pulling 

back from trouble-making ventures encouraged by Peking, such as 'crushing' nearby 

Malaysia," and "Djakarta's new leaders want[ed] to rejoin the United Nations."  "To 

Washington's great delight, this promise[d] peace for Southeast Asia's southern flank."134  Of 

special concern to the Wall Street Journal was the "economic chaos" in Indonesia.  The Journal 

reported the resuming of the American aid especially because the Communists exited the 

political scene, murdered in a "wholesale slaughter" or jailed.135   

 In early July, the Wall Street Journal was presenting Suharto under a positive light, 

particularly because of his anti-Communist stance and his participation in the anti-Communist 

movement at Madium in 1948.136  Suharto had "impeccable nationalist credentials" and "anti-

communism [had] long been important to [him].137  Suharto was showed as a cure to 

Indonesia's "economic decay," because of his future collaboration with foreign investors and 

"his contempt for self-serving and squabbling politicians who stood by while Sukarno's policies 

led the nation to further economic and social decay."138  Moreover, the banning of some 

Marxist-Leninist works was considered as a return to democracy since the writings were "a 

danger to people's safety."139  The Wall Street Journal seemed to be preparing the ground for 

Americans to accept Suharto as Indonesia's new, anti-Communist leader, who would be open 

to economic cooperation, but not as a ruler who let thousands and thousands of people be 

killed because of their political orientation. 

 Throughout the early months of 1966, not much information on Indonesia was provided 

by Time except for a few quick details about Sukarno's endangered presidency.  Probably the 

most remarkable articles were those of the issue of July 5, 1966, whose cover had an image of 




