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The Condition of Politicr l Prisoners in Indonesia 

Introduction 

There may be as many as 80,000 political prisoners in Indonesia at the 
present time . Most of them have been aot~ined \1ithout trial for more than 
t~o and a half years. They are former members and suprortcrs of tne com~unist 
part~r r nd tLe communist- led mass organisations, nho ere arrested in the 
months fol lo~ing the abortive pro- communist cour of October 1965 . 

In this report an attempt is made to summarize the information av~ilable 
to :~mnosty in rclation to 

- thei r legul status and the prospects of their release 

- the physical c ndi tions in ;.;hich they arc det , ined 

- the psychological pressures to which they are subjected 

- and the situation of their dependants and relatives . 

There are also brief st?temcnts about the treatment of t~e Chinese 
and the situation i n ~est Ken Guinea . 

In order to set the main body of the report in context, some account 
nust first be given of ~he Octobe~ cou1 and the m assive reprisals which 
follo\1ed . 

Background to the coug 

In the early 1960 ' s tl1erc r;as an increas i:uc pola.risatioL ir. Indonesian 
politics of rro- and anti-communists . By 1965 the Indonesian Commu ist 
Party (PKI) had a membership or 3 T.illion. It control led t he larges t of 
the trade union groups (SOBSI), the Pc3sants ' Front and the mass based 
·:rnmcn 1 s and youth organise: tions, toset . .:.c- r invo lving a furt her 16 nillion 
people . (In a tota l Indonesian pcpul a t ion of about 110 million . ) 

Since the defeat ol an ill- tiocd cor:lnunist r;;volt ~t Madit~n in 1748 9 

the PKI had moved a\;ay from the idea of armed strug&le and had sou~ht to 
extend i to influence by co- operating \Ii ti! the nationalists and oupporting 
~'1-ie policiEis of President Sukarno . But ·1i th the army, ;;hich tended to act 
as a second arm of government, t he re could be no co- operation . The army 
re-orcsentea the forces of reaction ar!d stood for al!_iance -.:i tr~ 1,rnstern im
pcrial~st po~ers ~ it remained the principal obstacle t o the gro~th of 
comDunism. President Suk3rno vrnlcomed the rise of the PKI, partly for 
ideological reasons and partly as a curb on the political ambitions of his 
genGrals . 

Sukarno ' s policies had brouc ht Indonesia to t he brinl~ of economic 
collapse . There was a sense throughout the nation and at all lc•rels of 
...:ociety that cor.1ething had t.~one \:rong ·:Ii t h the 1 Revolution '. The army and 
: uslim parties were only too r eady to blame the comr~unists, and t he October 
coup provided them ~;ith an ·opportunity to take revenge . The influence of 
the PKI had ricen at the CApense of one of the I1uslirn parties .hich had been 
suppressed; and many of the Muslims, branding all communists as atheists , 
re&arded them g ith a f ana t ical religi ous hatred. 
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In the early hours of the n.or ning of Octo'Jer lst 1965, a coup .1as staged 
in Djakarta l·:' r , bel elements of the ar11y and air l'orce, led y Lt. Col. 
Un tung, call ing thems e 1 ve s tho •Sop ember the 30 th l.lovomcn t • (sin cc known 
by the acronym ' Gestaru •J. Six of Indonesia ' s key generals were taken from 
their homes and brutally murdered by the rnbols. But the sever,th, and the 
mos t important, General Fasutian, Minis te r of Defcl1cc, escaped. By morniJ1g 
the rebels had captured tho r,dio s tation and oCher strategic posts in 
Djakarta. But they reckoned '- ithout the prompt and decioive reacti on of ~jor General (norr Genera l) Suharto, ~a, actins on hia oun initiative, 
rallied the loyalist f orces , and in little more than t'.1cnty- four hours 
defeated the r ebels and restor ed order in tle capitol . 

/Jany things about the coup remain obscure, bu t it is fairly clear that 
Hhile the l eaders of the communist party knen in advance of Untung•s plan 
and had Given their approval, it 11as not an attempt at a communist revolu
tionary coup d ' etat . Probably it 11as not aimed against the state at all 
but \Jos •sale ly td thin the army ' as Un tung said in his first radfo s tat e"1ent 
on October lst. The alleged pretext for the murder of t he general s '.;as that 
they had been planning to overthrow Sukarno . ~ether or not ther e is any 
truth in this allegation, E'ukarno did stand to Gain fi•om a change in the army -loader•hip and it has been alleged t at he, also, had advonce knowledge of the coup . 

The r eprisals 

In the days foll a<;i nt;· the coup there :.·ere abort i vo rev al ts in at her 
parts of Jav~ , but the loy~list forces never r eelly los• control . Sukarno ~nted to protect the communists, but the generals 11ere date.ruined to fix 
the blame on them. They were enoourag·ed by a joint declaration by Muslim 
and Catholic parties a c cu"i >•g the PKI of ' mast e rmindina • the coup and 
cal linc on the president to ban the party and its mass o~anisations . 
General Nasution or dered the army to eliminate all communiat party officials 
dorm ta the lev e l of local committee membe r s . In the next f e\/ months some
thing of the order of half a million people l ost their lives. (no accurate 
figure is available and estimotes vary from 100,000 to l million) . The 
massacr e spread ta almost all parts of Indonesia but the toll cas heaviest 
in Central and East J aw:, the most densely populated area and the stronghold of the Communist part

1
r . 

In principle, suspects ryer e a rrested and screened; those found ta be 
communists ;;ere either shot or i mprisoned . But tue arr.iy enlisted the 
help of !\u3 l ir.i :rou th groups , .. ha .'ere ei van k·o a r thre c dayo t r nini ng and 
sent out to kill . These canes r.'ould r;o to a village late at night, round 
up all those thought to be communists or to have COlllPJunist sympathi es , lead 
them outside the village and there decapitate them nith heavy knives or 
sickles, often :forcing them to dig thoir arm gr aves first . In some places 
no promptinc from the a~y ·~s needed; Villages spontaneously carried out 
their arm purges . There ~·rere areas \7her e the population \ias reduced by a 
third or a half, and i eports of entire Villages Diped out . The ~orst of 
the killing rras over/ .Jibe end of 1965; but by then there ;;ere about 250, OOO prisoners . 

The prisoners 

The fit;ure of 80 ,000 is only a r ouch ind i c·: t.ion of the number of Gesta~-PKI prisoners r e@aining today. In ~!y 1967 the Indonesian 
\'torncy-General gave their number as 55,000 but officials of the Indonesian 
overnrnent as :.-eu as outside observcro have been of the opinion that this 

.igurc Vias far too lotr, their alt ernative estimates rising as high as 
50,0oo. Clearly more than half of those originally arrested are nag free 
ut it appear s that the r ate at \ih_ch they are being released has dropped 
ons1dcrably during the past twelve months . Tbore have also been r.iany nen 
rrests and reports of r ol cased r.risoners be i ng r earr ested . 
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The prisoners arc cla3sified according to tho scriou3noss of their 
case. Group A is the smallest Lroup, comprisine 4 ?700 ' heavy cases'. 
Ttey include tne hard core of the communist party, those accused of direct 
involvement in the coup, toe-ether \7i th former cabinet ministers and other 
politicians of t~e Sukarno era. Ofici a lly they are all scheduled to be tried 
bnt so far only about 60 of the most important have appeared i court. About 
t~cnty of these have bcun scnte1 ced to death but ir only four cases so far 
has tho senterco been carried out . It is unlikely that more than a small 
proportion of the Group A prioo ners wi 11 be tried iri the near future. 

Group B consists of a further 6,roo serious cases, but they are not 
even scheduled for trial. They are local leaders of communist and communist 
affiliated groups, regarded as danGerous and kept in 'political quarantine'. 
No la~ has ever been passed providing for such a status and no time limit is 
set on this ' quarantine ' . Most of them, together uith some of Group A, are 
in the five 'camps of exile' in central Java . 

The majority of the prisoners are class ified Group C. These are the 
light cases held on the notor ious charge that 'there are sufficient indica
tions to assume that they were directly or L~directly involved in the 
Sep t ember 30th Movement'. In practice ' sufficient indication' meant member
ship of one of the communist organisations, ~1hich, although they have since 
been banned, were legal at t hP time. Prisoners in this group are all 
scheduled to be released 'after rcindoctrination' and ' as local conditions 
permit' . The attitude of the authorities towards Group C prisoners i~ that 
although they have done no wrong, they have been misled by their leaders 
(i.e. the communists) and have to be re-educated before they can resurro their 
place in society. Usually reindoctrination takes the form of religious 
instruction, : hich is undertaken voluntarily by Catholics and Protestants 
as ';.:ell as Muslims. Tne prisoners have the freedom to refuse religious 
instruction but they arc no doubt made aware that in doing so they jeopardise 
their chances of release . 

Prison adminis t ration 

Unf ortur:a l·el y there is no single govcrnm0nt departmcr t responsible for 
the fate of t he po_itical prisoners . Most of the officials concerned in 
Djakarta are in favour of the early release of nearly all the Group C 
prisoners . But local military commanders, who have almost unlimited 
authority over the ?risoners in their area, are mostly very reluctant to 
implement releases even ~hen ~he decision has been t aken i11 Djakarta. Some 
of them have a vested interest in ~rison labour; but t J ey arc also afraid 
of the reactions of wili ta11t MusJ.im groups. The increasing activity of 
communis t gucri ll~s in Java and Borneo can only s erve to streng then the case 
against a general amnesty. 

The prisons 

About 80 per cent of the prisoners are on the island of Java and 50 
per cent of them in the single province of Central Java . There are proba bly 
several hundred different places of detention: the regular gaols, military 
and police barracks, specially constructed prison camps, and disused factories 
ar.d schools . .Most of t he gaols arc over- crowded (often 6- 8 men in cells 
designed for 2 or 3) and in the camps prisoners are often housed in large, 
unpartitioned wooden sheds where there may be as many as 150 of them sharing 
the same living space, so that privacy is almost non-existent . Very fe .v of 
the prisoners are confined to their cel l s . Many of the Group C prisoners 
do r oad work and building cons t ruction outside the camps . Where:: there are 
mer and women in the same prison, the living quart e rs a r e entirely separate . 
A fc·.: VP men have their children \; i th them in prison. 

Murder and brutality 

Throughout 19G6 and the early months of 1967, there were frequent reports 
of prisoners beinG shot. In Ma rch 1967 it \/as reported that in Jogjakarta 
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Glone about 60 prisoners had been o~ot each weel< during the previous six 
months . Ngaddjuk and Wonosobo \,ere knO\.iJ c.o :..~1 ::1r-oc t,u "1hich prisoners \/ere 
taken to be executed . These executions ~ere extra- judicial: none of the 
victims had been t r ied . 

Outside observers have not been a l lowed to visit some of the more notorious 
places of detent i on bu t there are rumours: ' \'hen someone is sent to PC?kaloD.Ban 
Gaol those who know ghat t his means gi ve up al l hope of his coming out alive ' -
it is thought that some prisone~s tr1ere are starved to death and others killed 
outright; on the island of Pulau Kemarau cruelty by t he camp head and warders 
is said to be particularly harsh - ~omen prisoners attractive to ~ hem survive, 
others die . One observe r vho visited a gaol in Central Java during 1967 gives 
the following r eport of his meeting ni th a local military officer: "I \;as 
sickened by the way in ~hich this psychopathic individual boasted about the 
prisoners he had killed and proposed to kil l , and by the 1.ay he i nterroFated 
a vro man prisoner i 11 our pr esence - ' befor e ;e do a .1ay \Ji th her, ' he said . In 
this town we hearcl unhappy reports about mili ta1·y men availing themselves of 
women pri3oners ." There have been many r eports of physical tortur e and 
psychological coer cion used on prisoners in the course of interr oga · i on. 
Prisoriers are said t o have been beaten \"'J i th rubber truncheons, i ron rods, bamboo 
sticks and even the sharp tails of sharks, to have been subjected t o electric 
shocks and forced to eat the pages of Marxist books . Even the Indonesian 
Assistant .Attorney- General has recently admitted (in a statement quoted in the 
Djakarta Times of May 22nd 1968 ) that " the treatment of suspects is still 
opposed to the basic human rights. il s uspect only confesses after being 
beaten." Most Gr oup C p r isoners have never been interro0 ated; most of the 
torture has probably invo l ved prisoners i n Groups A and B, and aillong them the 
lo\rnr class rather than the upper cl ass or better educated prisoners . 

Shortage of food and medicine 

The government allocat i on for food i s 2.5 Rupiahs per prisoner per day. 
(One U. S. dollar for 80 prisoners) . But the di str ibut i on of even this meaer e 
sum is uneven; some prisoners r e ceive less; some none at all. Prisone r s ' 
families are allowed to supply food but many of them do not even have enough for 
thei r own needs . Those Group C prisoners who are allo-.rnd to ork outside their 
camps are generally better fed than others . Some a r e paid for their ~ork, but 
more often the l oca l commander is profi ting by hiring out pri son labour and he 
provides extra food to keep the prisoners fit enough to wo r k . 

The government supplies only the most minimal medical car e . The monthly 
allo~ance for drugs is 0 . 3 Rupiah p~r pr isoner (3 dollars for 2,000 prisoners) . 
In some places a doctor from the l ocal public hospital pays an occasional visit . 
In others a doctor among t~e inmates is a l lowed to examine fello~ prisoner s . 
But drugs are almos t compl etely unavailable . Tuberculosis, dysentery and a 
variety of skin and eye dis ease are common . 

The follo~inc extracts 
conditions . The quantiti es 
to say most of the prisoners 
daily and v e ry little else . 
b oiled. \later is the r at ion . 

from first- hand r eports give some idea of the 
of food quoted may bo taken as typical; that i\ 
r eceive less than 200 grammes of carbohydrate 
In s ome prisons water is short; and one cup of 

1. A prison in Central Java , 1967 

"-As it happened we were there ac peoplei ·.;ere queueine up for their mid
day meal . It consisted of a ve ry small ladle f ull of rice and some 
\/a t e ry soup . ' This is v;ha t \'le get ' 9 one woman prisoner called out t o 
me, ' this and nothing else '. The priGon director said that he vms 
receiving no more than 0 . 7 Rupiah per prisoner per day from the government, 
~hich enabled him to get a daily 100 grammes (8 spoonsful) of corn for 
each prisone r . In addition to that he ~as get ting rice from some of the 
prisoners ' families •• • The gaol' s head t old me that seven people had 
died per day before he became head of the establishment . He had stopped 
t~is by getting the prison ho~tal es tablished and g~tting so~e pr~soners 
t aken to hospitals in the city . But I found the prison hospital intensely 
depress ing, no shc:.ets a1 .d t,JO prisoners to a bed in most cases" . 

cont/ 



~ . A prison in Yest Java , 1967 

''Thin~s have been v~ry much wo r se at Sal emba since the ond of 1966 
\1hen a ne\! commander took over; and t.iey are <;vidently getting wo r oe 
a ll t Le time. Food: unat the government suppl i es is rice t wice n 
day (which is certainly better than i n most ca~ps in Central Java) but 
only 8 spoonsful a t c time, with watery soup (made from bajcm plants 
grown by the prisonors) . The amount of food received f r om outside 
is diminishi n,; st €:ladi ly as t he priso1 .er s ' f~mili es are poor e r and more 
and mor e leave Dj akarta to go to t hei r places of origir1 . There nr e 
1,700 prisoners in t he ~hol u prison (dying at th8 rat e of one a ucek 
in 1966, appa r ently n~ t so rapidly this year) and there is usually 
food from outside for 700 on Saturdays, 400 on Tuesdays and 200 on 
Thursdays, t he days on rhich t he famili es n.re permitted to bring it 
to tne prison gat es . " 

3. A prison camp in Central J~va , 1967 

11 '11he camp obtained 2 . 5 Rupiahs per prisoner per day , and from that the 
prisoner s could be fed once a day. The usual thing was 150 gr ammes of 
bulgur wheat and 0.15 Rupiah vegetables (i . e . a minut e quantity) . 
Recently however, it had become possible for a lot of the prisoners 
to wo r k both inside t he cilmp ai: d outs ide . This rnade t .• e food 
situation much better." 

I n one r eported i nstance, poli tice..l priso1 e rs ·;·e r e being given less 
food than crimina ls in t he same prisons; reduction of t he f ood r at i on is 
sometimes us ed as ~ mea ns of punishing prisoners: many of the prison staff 
are , hogever, ge1ruinely concerned about the shortage of food and the very 
r eal dan0 er of prisone r s starving to dea th. 

Note : Many of the \~·ell knm·m prisone r s in Group A have been 
comfor tably housed and well fed: the conditions r epo rt ed here a r e 
typical of those in which the majority of prisoners live . 

Dcp<'ndant s 

The widows and or phans of the massacre and the fa~ili es cf political 
prisoners are still tre.'.1ted as social outcasts . I n rural a r eas whEJre k inship 
ties arc strong, many have been t aken into the homes of r e latives . But in the 
towns no one ·.mrts to be cssocia ted wi th anyone involved in the communist 
movement . Orphanages hav e refused to take orphans of the massacre . It is 
oft en impossible for r e latives of prison0rs to fi nd r ecular empl oyrne11 t and 
many ruen and ·.~cmen 1'avc boon forced to become pedlars and street vendors do ing 
a pitiful trade in cigarettes, old clothes and second- hand househc1ld articles . 
Many children have hnd to l eav e school to help their mothers earn a l iving. 
For r e l eased prisonors there is l ittle chance of employment and one c r oup 
even r equested r eadmi ss i on to t heir prison camp . 

Often a prisoner's v1ife does nut kno;v where her husband is . l.1.nd even 
when she does ~nou it is unlikely that she ~ i l l be informed even if he is 
aeriously ill . If he dies , a ~essage may r each her, perhaps months later, 
that she need no lon&c r s end food. 

Treatment of the Chinese 

There are about three million Chinese in Indones i a , of whom about a 
thi rd are Indones i an citi zens . Their commercial success, t hough i mportant 
in the economy, has long been r esented by the peopl e . The Chinese community 
as a \7ho l c was blamed, a l ong with the communist party, fat' t he 1965 coup, and 
there ~ere outbreaks of mob vio l ence directed specifica1Ly agains t the Chinese . 
One of the uorst vas at Mcdan in Suma tra i n Dcc~mber 19G5 , where thousands of 
Chinese were driven from their homes . After months of pe1·secut ion they were 
cve1 t ually herded into rt:fugcc camps outside MEdan, in the hope that a rrant;emcnts 
could be made f or their r epatriation to Communist China (~hethe r they w~rc 
Chinese citizens or not) . ~bout 4,000 have been taken to China, but sevorcl 
thousand remain in conditions which a r c said to be appaling; not even the 
r eligious or gani sat i ons are a llowed into the camps . 

cont/ 
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The Dayak raids. Throubhout 1967 communist guerillas (many of them from 
Sarawak) harrassed villages 11J Wo3t Borneo. In November the Indonesian govern
ment authorized the Dayaks, primitive tribesmen living near the border with 
Sarawak, to take action against the guerillas, 80 per cent of whom (so the 
government stated) were Chinese . But the Dayaks went beserk and launched a 
campaign ago.inst the entire Chinese community. They descended on Chinese 
villages lootine and setting fire to their hous es . Most of the Chinese fled and 
those that r emained or tried to return were killed . Mo re than 50,000 of them 
fled to the coastal area around Pontianak and Singkawang, where they r emain 
today in some 30 refugee camps. The food provided by the government is barely 
enough to sustain life and doctors in the area are mostly unwilling to ~ork in 
the camps for fear of being branded pro-communist or pro- Chinese . The r efugees 
are r eported to be dying at the rate of more than a hundred per 111eek and the death 
rate is particularl y high ar_ong pregnant ~omen and young children . 

West Irian (West Papua) 

Next year t he United Nations will hold a r efer endum in West Irian to 
enable the native population to determine whether or not their country is to 
remain a part of Indones ia. (The Papuans are Melanesians and racially distinct 
from the Malay populat i on of the r es t of Indonesia.) Meanwhile the Indonesian 
government is taking violent measures to suppress the movement for Free Papua . 
It is estimated that there are 12,000 government troops deployed there at the 
moment . There is virtually no fre edom of opinion and more than a thousand 
people are in prison for advocating independence . Many prisoners have died as 
a result of torture and starvation. A 1966 police order speaks of 'indoctrina
tion' being forcibly introduced to compel the people to give tteir votes to 
Indonesia ' (i.e . in the 1969 referendum) . The same order ' ordains ' that 
'those who still keep up contact witD the population should be shot in such a way 
that the matter is kept secret and does not leak through to other parts of 
Indonesia or the local population get acquainted with it.' 

Clearly the government is trying to sabotage the coming rcfurendum . 
Whatever methods the United Nations team may use, the Papuans a re so intimi
dated by the army and the police tl:at they aro in r-o position to make an 'act 
of free choice'. r,1est New Guinea receives almost no attention in the 
International Press and a thorough investigation of the situation there is 
urgently r equi r ed . 

Conclusions 

Attempts to persuade the Indoner an government t o r e lease all or most of 
its political prisoners are unlikely to meet with much response . Perhaps 
large numbers of them could be r e leased, but in some areas a general amnesty 
might well lead to a renewal of communal violence . The government should be 
urged to r eform the prison administration by setting up a central authority to 
take r esponsibility for all the political prisoners, and drastically reducing 
the po~8rs of t he local military commanders; and to fulfil its r espons ibility 
to provide for the basic food and health needs of tho prisoners. (It nruet be 
remembered in this context that the Indonesian gove rnment is s t ill facing 
enormous economic difficulties . ) Some relief work is being undertaken by 
Muslim and Christian organisations among both the prisoners and their families, 
but in the view of the extent of the suffering they can achieve very little . 
Clearly the re is a desperate need for material a i d from overseas: food and 
clothes, and medical supplies and personnel . This could best be pr ovided by 
or channelled through secular organisations such as Oxfam and t he Interna tional 
Red Cross, working in conjunction with Muslim r nthe r tllan Christian bodies in 
Indonesia. (The Muslims, who are the majority, strongly r es ent the work being 
done by Christians.) 
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The information available for tbe compilation of this report was 
fragmentary and very little of it of more r ocent date than December 1967 . 
If possible, an observer should therefore be sent to Indon~sia immediately 
to undertake an extensive and dotail8d investigation of t he conditions in the 
gaols, prison camps and Chinese refugee camps, and of t~c noods of the families 
of prisoners and massacre victims . With more comprehensiv e and up- to-date 
information it wo uld be easier to arouse international concern for the hundreds 
of thousands sti l l suffering the consequenc es of tho 1965 coup . 




