
	  

	  

	  
Volume 37, Issue 2: November 2014 

	  

ONLINE BOOK REVIEW 
	  

	  
Danilyn Rutherford 
University of California, Santa Cruz 
 

Rifle Reports: A Story of Indonesian Independence 
Mary Margaret Steedly (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013). 

 
 
Where does a revolution live? This is the question at the heart of Mary 
Steedly’s second book.  Rifle Reports is made of stories: stories of the war that 
led to the end of Dutch rule and the beginning of Indonesian sovereignty as 
told by men and women of the Karo highlands of Sumatra. Steedly’s research 
for her first book focused on other topics. Yet tales of the Japanese 
Occupation and the upheavals that followed made their way into her notes.  
Sensing their importance, Steedly returned to the highlands in the early 1990s.  
She collected oral histories focusing on the period between 1945, when 
Indonesia’s first president, Sukarno, declared independence, and 1948, when 
the Indonesian military consolidated its control of the militias that fought to 
make the declaration real. Historians have described these years as a time of 
social revolution, when old scores were settled and old hierarchies overturned 
(see Kahin 1952, Kahin 1985). Through a close analysis of Karo stories and 
the circumstances of their telling, Steedly tracks how a particular postcolonial 
present remained haunted by a revolutionary past.  
 
Where does the Indonesian revolution live? For the Karo Steedly interviewed, 
it didn’t; “repolusi,” as they call it, was a regrettable thing of the past.  Instead, 
Steedly’s interlocutors referred to the Indonesian war of independence – 
“Perang Kemerdekaan” – the sanitized struggle Karo and other Indonesians 
celebrated every August 17. In this, they followed the party line of Indonesia’s 
second president, Suharto, a retired general who came to power in 1965 
amidst the massacre of suspected communists and ruled until 1998. Suharto’s 
authoritarian New Order regime maintained control by instilling a fear of the 
massa – the masses – the very group that Suharto’s predecessor, Sukarno, 
claimed to represent. The regime demonized the forces of popular sovereignty 
by projecting the masses’ revolutionary energies onto the figure of the 
criminal and other supposed traitors to the nation. New Order understandings 
insinuated themselves into Karo tales about the war. Veterans spoke of 
sacrificing for the sake of “development.”  Suspected collaborators weren’t 
killed, they were “pacified,” diamankan, a term that excuses perpetrators for 
taking innocent lives. Any abuses stemmed from the “ignorance” of villagers, 
as those speaking in this New Order register explained. Some followed this 
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line of thinking to its logical conclusion: the violence of Dutch colonialism 
consisted of depriving people of the benefits not of social justice, but of New 
Order style schools. 
 
But Steedly’s interlocutors didn’t always talk this way. Some spoke of the 
New Order in a more critical vein; instead of crediting Suharto for delivering 
the goods, these veterans implied that they had earned development all by 
themselves (p. 162). Women tended to describe the aims and outcome of the 
struggle in more expansive terms altogether, stressing the sense of freedom 
and possibility they experienced at the time. Young women signed up for the 
Srikandi Corps and other female units founded to support the war effort. They 
drilled, they traveled, and they found new meaning in daily routines. When 
undertaken for the benefit of the troops, even farming and cooking became a 
way of building what Sukarno called a “golden bridge to the future.” The 
“eager girls” of the revolution remembered the hardships of supporting (and 
suffering) the militias as part of a struggle to create a new self.    
 
Within their stories, one hears echoes of voices described by James Siegel in 
Fetish, Recognition, Revolution (1997), his analysis of Indonesian 
nationalism, which he argues emerged in response to the native population’s 
exposure to global communications. Siegel shows how the anti-colonial 
struggle began when activists were inspired by what they were reading to see 
themselves and the colony in new ways. Indonesian nationalism domesticated 
this experience. If one was not a native, one was an Indonesian. Nothing truly 
foreign was allowed in the nationalist self, and the execution of suspected 
traitors policed the gates. Steedly lends this account of Indonesian nationalism 
greater ethnographic depth. One of the book’s strengths lies in the way it 
prevents readers from drawing easy conclusions about heroes and victims. To 
prevent villagers from abetting the enemy, the militias undertook a scorched 
earth campaign that displaced tens of thousands of people. The Karo 
aristocracy suffered gravely in this period of repolusi. So did the most 
vulnerable actors in the drama: Javanese coolies from the nearby plantation 
zone, who escaped the advancing Dutch army only to fall prey to armed 
nationalist gangs. 
 
Another strength lies in the book’s ability to capture the complex temporality 
of Karo storytelling. Multiple presents make themselves felt in Karo 
recountings of the past. The burning of the town of Kabanjahé mirrors the 
much vaunted burning of Bandung; both are self-destructive acts of sacrifice 
performed by patriotic residents. Televised images from Rwanda provide Karo 
with a way of describing the deprivations they faced when they were driven 
from their homes. Steedly includes long quotations from her transcriptions, 
which often feature the bemused and sometimes irritated back and forth 
among veterans on hand for interviews. Readers occasionally catch a glimpse 
of the ethnographer, taking pleasure in the conversation, sometimes puzzled 
by its trajectory, but always alert to the passions at play.   
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Rifle Reports is a tribute to the men and women who fought for Indonesia’s 
freedom and “saw how it turned out” (p. v). It is a work of intelligence and 
compassion, born of Mary Steedly’s deep acquaintance with her interlocutors’ 
lives and times. It succeeds in telling readers “how it felt to be alive in a 
moment in which there were no certain endings” (p. 324). And it succeeds in 
telling readers that no telling is ever complete. Revolutions live in unfinished 
stories like those told in this remarkable book. 
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