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Thailand’s acrimonious adjacency to Cambodia (Part 2) Indonesian literature in exile, 1965-1998
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Thailand’s support for Sino-American policy resulted 
in an infamous game of international aid, arms-trading, and 
atrocities along its Cambodian border for roughly 20 years. 
This came to public attention with the televised documentaries 
of John Pilger (e.g., Cambodia: The Betrayal, 1990) showing 
that there was blood on the hands of many UN agencies and 
American allies (such as West Germany and the UK) and that 
these unnecessary evils were being carried out in support of 
the notorious Pol Pot himself.

As with so many Cambodian tragedies, the Thai border was  
the easiest part of the story to capture on film. The refugee 
camps proved to be important sources of ‘secret’ information, 
yet the Thai perspective on the very existence of the border 
has been lost in much of the moralising and agonising that this 
subject inspires.

Perhaps because we are habituated to ‘post-colonial’  
recriminations, Western observers tend to refer all question  
of the Thai-Khmer border to the French aggression of 1893, 
if the history is mentioned at all. This was the prelude to an 
Anglo-French accord in 1896, ending the long-simmering 
possibility of a war between Empires over control of mainland 
Southeast Asia, followed by more comprehensive settlements 
between Thailand and France in 1902 and 1907.

Aside from vague regrets about the imperialist enterprise as 
a whole, entailing that borders established in that period may 
be ‘unfair’ in principle, one newspaper column after another 
seems to express a postured disbelief that anyone could even 
regard the border as a subject of dispute. The Thai nationalists’ 
perspective is precluded on the simplistic grounds that such 
matters transpired over a century ago and that the UN, with 
its presumably unimpeachable moral authority, has already 
spoken. Beyond the odious fact that the UN did so much to 
discredit itself on that same border, this approach omits most 
of the truth, along with some important fictions.

The argument for a ‘greater Thailand’ does not rely on the 
complaint the Thais have suffered as a weak power, with 
borders imposed upon them by the French in the 19th century. 
They can also appeal to the fact that they defeated the French 
and dispensed with those borders in the 20th century.

The victory of 1941 was of monumental importance to the 
Thais themselves, even if overlooked overseas, and has served 
to justify a bellicose border policy before and since.  One direct 
result was the Thai disavowal of the separate existence of Laos 
and Cambodia at the newly-formed United Nations at the 
close of World War Two. The UN convened the Franco-Siamese 
Conciliation Commission to settle the question of Thailand’s 
eastern frontier in 1947, and the Thais mustered all available 

evidence to support the theory that their borders included  
all of Laos and a large part of Cambodia (Ngaosyvathn, 1985).  
A significant part of the Thai population was convinced, 
although the UN Commission was not.

Sivaram, 1941, is an example of primary-source Thai  
propaganda composed in English.  Already at this early date 
the border issue was broached in terms of the nationalist myth 
of Suvannabhumi, evoking the illusion of a longstanding unity 
of Cambodia, Thailand, and Laos, prior to French intervention. 
What this means is that the claim in contention here is not 
one temple nor one mountain pass: the Thais do not merely 
consider themselves entitled to Preah Vihear, but certainly  
to Angkor Wat, and their briefly-held province of Battambang 
in-between.

Suvannabhumi is not just the name of Bangkok’s new airport:  
it is a fiction loosely inspired by the findings of James Prinsep  
in 1837 and, contrary to what is now widely believed in 
Thailand, the legend of this imaginary empire is no more 
ancient than that date. Suvannabhumi is one of many modern 
pseudo-histories that sprang up across Buddhist Asia, making 
creative use of the first translations of the inscriptions of 
Ashoka. Bangkok’s brand new ‘National Discovery Museum 
Institute’ (NDMI) credits Prince Damrong as the first to  
venture this fable, and, unfortunately, the exhibits reprise it  
for a contemporary audience.

At any rate, it was rather bold diplomacy for Thailand to lay 
claim to their neighbour states in 1947, as Thailand had just 
been defeated in the process of annexing the Shan States 
and only withdrew their forces of occupation from three 
Cambodian provinces in ‘46. Conversely, we may say that 
Thailand’s eastward expansion was of renewed importance  
as their designs on the western frontier seemed forever lost 
with the end of Japanese rule over Burma.

This Thai tradition of ‘False Irredentist-ism’ has also justified 
territorial claims extending beyond Shan State to Southern 
Yunnan with wild theories of a lost homeland projected back 
along this path, by stages, all the way to the Altai mountains  
of Mongolia. In the 20th century, racialist narratives of such lost 
empires were both influential and popular. Apart from written 
history and required curricula, Thailand is home to what could 
objectively be called a Fascist tradition of the performing arts 
and broadcast media (e.g., Luang Wichitwathakan’s Fine Arts 
Department).

While it may be self-evident to any outsider (even UNESCO 
officials) that the ‘native people’ surrounding the Preah Vihear 
temple on both sides of the border are ethnically Cambodian, 
and that everything about the monument itself is historically 

Cambodian, these mere facts do not contradict the  
assumptions of the Thai nationalists. For them, Cambodia’s 
separate existence is an accident of history, created by French 
intervention.  Their claims are thus posed as irredentist,  
though based purely on ideology.

Lingering armies on porous borders
The prospect of annexing Burmese territory ended with the 
Japanese occupation, but dreams of northward expansion were 
kept alive by the expectation of invading Yunnan for decades 
thereafter. The US maintained a mercenary army comprised 
of former KMT troops on Thai soil, adventitiously gathering 
together the marooned veterans of the war against the 
Japanese (who were unable to retreat to Taiwan from Thailand 
or Burma). These lingering armies were intended to serve as 
a bulwark in a possible war with the PRC, but proved instead 
to be pawns in the opium trade and ensuing hostilities against 
Laos. Nixon’s alliance with the PRC ended the possibility of 
northward expansion forever, but propelled Thailand toward 
the outright invasion of Laos in the 1980s (first in 1984, then 
on a larger scale in 1987-8) and set the stage for its current 
incursions into Cambodia.

Apart from the overall pattern of Thailand’s army serving  
as its permanent government (interspersed with ephemeral 
periods of parliamentary democracy) the country’s rural 
periphery is regularly home to military autonomy of another 
kind. Whether in forestry policy, opium eradication, or border 
patrols, Thailand has a fantastic history of special military units 
operating as authorities unto themselves, and then developing 
many features of a small state. Such secret armies’ self-funding 
activities tend to entail the direct control of small civilian  
populations. An excellent new study (Thibault, 2009) sheds 
light on the latter, important factor. The Thai military units 
controlling the Khmer border actively delayed the return of 
tribes and villages (officially deemed Cambodian refugees) who 
had been employed in a range of paramilitary and smuggling 
operations, along with homestead farming, as residents of  
a borderland where the Thai military were the sole authority.

Of course, the big money in this game came from directing  
the material support for Pol Pot, flowing in from America and 
its allies, often through border camps bearing the regalia of  
the UN and WFP, amounting to tens and hundreds of millions 
per annum. Although a glimpse of that game reached the  
world through the films of John Pilger, its gradual end was  
not until 1999, when the Thai army was still trying to hold  
on to the populations who had effectively become ‘citizens’  
(or serfs?) of their small duchies along the border.

War or peace? Cui bono?
Thailand’s acts of war against Cambodia have not come about  
by accident: a highly professional army, with decades of 
experience along a disputed border, has made a series of clear 
moves to re-arm the frontier, scarcely ten years after the death 
of Pol Pot. The motives are not difficult to understand, if we can 
begin by recognising that these are strategic decisions – though 
certainly made by authorities other than Thailand’s elected 
parliament. That parliament has had a somewhat intermittent 
existence over the past three years, but even if this had not been 
the case, there is no reason to suppose they would have initiated 
this war any more than they initiated the invasion of Laos in 
1987-8. The latter is an important precedent, in principle  
disputing the same ‘French’ border, and UN decisions were as 
impotent in averting that dispute as they have been in this one.

Like America, Thailand has an elected government that lags 
behind the foreign-policy initiative of a largely unseen political 
class, closer to the military than the common man. However, 
there can be little doubt that an invasion of Cambodia would 
be a popular war in Thailand, as the invasion of Laos was 
before. The imperative for a ‘greater Thailand’ denoted by 
Suvannabhumi antedates the ad hoc alliances of the cold war, 
and will endure long after the hysteria of anti-Communism  
has faded. Even without a single victory, the perpetuation  
of low-level hostilities against Thailand’s neighbours benefits  
a military that has become accustomed to profiting from  
such occupations, and can provide a pretext to either pre-empt 
or dissolve an already weakened parliament at any time.

Eisel Mazard
Independent Scholar (Theravada Asia)
www.pali.pratyeka.org
eisel.mazard@gmail.com

References
Ngaosyvathn, Pheuipanh. 1985. ‘Thai-Lao Relations: A Lao View’, 
in: Asian Survey, Vol. 25, issue 12, Dec. 1985, p. 1242-1259.
Thibault, Christel. 2009. Forthcoming. ‘As Free as Possible: 
The Tampuan Minority, Khmer Rouge Pressure and Border 
Humanitarian Assistance’, ch. 6 of: F. Bourdier (ed.). 
Development and Dominion. White Lotus Press, Bangkok.

From the moment the French imposed their boundaries on the Thai- 
Khmer border in the 19th century the region has been in dispute. Later,  
the border became a fault line in the Cold War. In the first of two articles  
on this Southeast Asian hotspot Eisel Mazard examined American support 
for Cambodian Communism and its influence on two decades of conflict.  
In this concluding essay, Mazard suggests that ideas of a ‘greater Thailand’ 
and military interests in maintaining low-level hostilities on the border are 
some of the reasons behind Thailand’s latest aggression against Cambodia. 
Eisel Mazard
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The events of September 30 
1965 had a profound impact on 
the lives of many Indonesians, 
including a group of intellect-
uals and writers who were  
compelled to live in foreign 
countries in the aftermath.  
Despite their political exile,  
authors refused to be silenced 
and continued to write and  
publish poetry, prose and 
essays. Dorothea Schaefter’s 
research sheds light on this 
relatively unknown part of Indo-
nesian literature and examines 
these exile writings in the wider 
context of contemporaneous 
Indonesian literature. 
Dorothea Schaefter

least three more compilations of exile writing published in Indonesia. All the same, 
this material represents only a fraction of what has been written and published in 
difficult circumstances. 

Identifying works published in exile is challenging. Texts published in countries  
of the former Eastern Bloc are mostly inaccessible. I have discovered and collected  
more works from the later period of exile because texts are available from the writers 
themselves, individual collectors or selected archives in Western Europe. The majority  
of this material exists in the form of photocopied or stencilled pamphlets or loosely-
bound journals. Many texts, anthologies of poetry or short stories were self-published  
in the cheapest possible way. The fact that exile writers have made extensive use of  
the Internet as a forum for their works presents another challenge when collecting  
data. Essays, poems and short stories by exile writers are dispersed over various 
websites, webgroups and online journals or newspapers. The willingness of exile  
writers to communicate with me and share their knowledge has been extremely  
valuable. Exile authors have provided detailed information on their literary activities  
and their lives, and they have often granted me access to their published and  
unpublished texts. 

The anthologies of exile writing published in Indonesia are a valuable source of  
reference, even though I consider them to be highly selective representations as  
they merely scratch the surface of the abundant material available and present  
differing points of view. I have benefited greatly from the material published by 
Indonesian and Western academics. Contemporary Indonesian literary critics have 
commented on exile literature on the Internet, and exile writers have also presented 
their views on the subject both in exile journals and various online forums. Related 
studies on Lekra, former Lekra members, political prisoners and the political culture  
of Indonesia have also been very useful for my initial research (including Budiawan 
2004, Nilsson Hoadley 2005).

My study concentrates on the literary analysis of texts written by Indonesian  
authors in exile which to date has come second to political aspects, such as the 
human rights violations during Suharto’s presidency, and the study of individual  
life stories. My doctoral research aims to fill this gap and examines these texts  
in the wider context of Indonesian literature.  

Exile writing in the context of Indonesian literature 
My study employs a text-focused approach to evaluating exile literature, and I am 
interested in the self-perception of Indonesian exile writers, their views on and their 
place in the context of Indonesian literature. Chronologically tracing the literary 
activities of former Lekra intellectuals in exile from the 1950s onwards into the early 
21st century, with a particular emphasis on the large corpus of works written and  
disseminated abroad, I analyse the texts produced and the language used in relation 
to the ‘widely received’ canon of Indonesian literature (Kratz 2000a). I critically 
examine the claims made about the nature of exile literature, political affiliation  
of the authors and the role of the venues of publication. 

In the 1950s, Indonesian critics wrote extensively about their opinions and definitions 
of modern Indonesian literature, and a polarisation amongst Indonesian writers in two 
groups – Gelanggang and Lekra – became apparent. Taking into account the essays by 
Indonesian scholars (Kratz 2000b), I intend to use the concept of modern Indonesian 
literature as it has been perceived by Indonesian writers and critics to provide a  

thorough analysis of exile literature. I have ascertained that in 
the 1950s and 60s, writers of both groups sought to publish 
their poems or short stories in journals and newspapers 
that were generally considered as venues for ‘high-quality’ 
literature. I am struck by similarities in the style and form of 
the works published by authors of ‘opposing’ groups. Whilst 
writers were engaging in fierce polemics, it is evident that 
their differences did not extend to their understanding on 
what constitutes literature of good quality. Works share similar 
criteria in terms of linguistic and stylistic means and forms, 
suggesting that their writers also share a similar perception 
regarding standards of literary quality. I expand this analysis  
to include the content and themes of works written by Lekra 
and non-Lekra authors alike. 

A ‘social commitment’ to Indonesian society is apparent in  
the majority of works by Indonesian writers. The main  
difference lies in the degree to which politics is used to shape 
and influence literary works. Lekra authors were encouraged  
to make politics the guiding principle when writing poetry  
and prose. My study seeks to define the exile writers’ 
understanding of, and in turn their contribution to, modern 
Indonesian literature. Analysing fictional and non-fictional 
work to determine their views that are explicitly or implicitly 
expressed, I seek to establish how exile authors relate their 
writing to Indonesian literature at large. My research suggests 
that they have continued to consider their works a part of 
Indonesian literature, although they were marginalised, 
neglected and misunderstood. I suggest it is clear that they 
never ceased to see themselves as Indonesians and have 
continuously been engaging with Indonesia on an intellectual 
level. Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s Buru Quartet, published after 
his release from prison was well received because he was able 
to capture and incorporate those important changes in the 
use of Indonesian language that had taken place during his 
imprisonment. I seek to investigate if exile writers followed a 
similar path, particularly after 1998 when their writings were 
made accessible for the majority of Indonesians and after  
many had returned to Indonesia albeit on brief visits.  
The extent to which exile writers have been able to connect  
and integrate their writing with contemporary Indonesian 
literature will be a major focus of my research.

Dorothea Schaefter 
SOAS, University of London
dorothea@soas.ac.uk

References
Alham, Asahan, Mawie Ananta Jonie, A. Kohar Ibrahim, Cama 
Ella Bouwman, Sobron Aidit, and Hersri Setiawan, eds. 2002. 
Di Negeri Orang: Puisi Penyair Indonesia Eksil [In Foreign Lands: 
Poetry of Indonesian Exile Writers]. Jakarta: Lontar - Almanah 
bekerjasama [dengan] Yayasan Sejarah Budaya Indonesia, 
Amsterdam.
Budiawan, Purwadi. 2004. Mematahkan Pewarisan Ingatan: 
Wacana Anti-komunis dan Politik Rekonsiliasi Pasca-Soeharto 
[Breaking The Immortalized Past: Anti-communist Discourse 
and Reconciliatory Politics in Post-Suharto Indonesia]. Jakarta: 
Lembaga Studi dan Advokasi Masyarakat (ELSAM).
Foulcher, Keith. 1986. Social Commitment in Literature and the 
Arts: The Indonesian “Institute of People’s Culture”, 1950-1965. 
Clayton: Monash University.
Hill, David T. 1984. ‘Who’s Left? Indonesian Literature in the 
Early 1980s’. Working Paper, Centre of Southeast Asian Studies, 
Clayton: Monash University No. 33.
———. 1991. ‘A note on further reading’. David T. Hill, ed. 
Quartering: a story of a marriage in Indonesia during the eighties. 
Clayton: Monash University.
———. 2008. Knowing Indonesia from Afar: Indonesian Exiles 
and Australian Academics. Paper at 17th Biennial Conference  
of the Asian Studies Association of Australia, Melbourne  
1-3 July 2008.
Kratz, E. U. 2000a. ‘The Canon of Indonesian Literature: An 
Analysis of Indonesian Literary Histories Available in Indonesia’. 
David Smyth, ed. The Canon in Southeast Asian Literatures. 
Literatures of Burma, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. Richmond: Curzon Press.
———, ed. 2000b. Sumber Terpilih Sejarah Sastra Indonesia Abad 
XX [Selected Sources of Indonesian Literature in the 20th Century]. 
Jakarta: Kepustakaan Populer Gramedia.
McGlynn, John H., and A. Kohar Ibrahim, eds. 2004. Menagerie 
6: Indonesian Fiction, Poetry, Photographs, Essays. Jakarta: The 
Lontar Foundation.
Nilsson Hoadley, Anna-Greta. 2005. Indonesian Literature vs. 
New Order Orthodoxy: The Aftermath of 1965-1966. Copenhagen: 
NIAS Press.
Schaefter, Dorothea. 2006. ‘The Return of Indonesian Exile 
Writing: Writing in Exile during the New Order (1965-1998) 
and its Return after 1998’. Justin Watkins and Masami Arai, ed. 
Proceedings of the SOAS/TUFS Postgraduate Symposium: London, 
20-21 February 2006. Tokyo: Tokyo University of  
Foreign Studies.

The events of 1965 forced approximately 20 Indonesian  
writers to seek refuge overseas. Subsequently, much was 
written by Indonesian exile writers in the former Eastern Bloc, 
in particular Russia, the People’s Republic of China, Albania 
and Vietnam, where they continued to publish their works in 
journals and newspapers. Only in the late 1980s did many of 
the writers leave these countries and settle in Western Europe, 
where they were granted asylum or citizenship. Foundations  
to support the publication of exile writings were established, 
and consequently it was possible for exile authors to publish 
their works in a more structured way. Around the time of 
reformasi in the late 1990s, writings by exile authors started 
to appear on the Internet forming a large volume of ‘grey’ 
literature via webgroups, websites and blogs. Since 2000,  
exile writers have been able to publish in Indonesia once  
more. The group includes names such as Agam Wispi,  
Utuy Tatang Sontani, Sobron Aidit, Asahan Alham (Aidit),  
Z. Afif and Soepriyadi Tomodihardjo, who, in 1965, were 
among the promising and established writers of the time.

Studies on Indonesian exile literature
The existence of these exiled authors and their writing  
have been acknowledged by various scholars. In particular at 
Australian universities, academics studying the modern history, 
politics and culture of Indonesia, and with a concern for those 
that were marginalised during the Suharto presidency, took 
up their case. Until now however, no thorough documentation 
of Indonesian exile literature has been attempted. Available 
studies have mainly taken a historical, political or biographical 
approach as the study on the cultural institute Lekra (Lembaga 
Kebudajaan Rakjat) by Foulcher (1986), Stephen Miller’s PhD 
study and David Hill’s research illustrate (Hill 1984, 1991).  
Hill recently embarked on a new project at IIAS on the develop-
ment of diasporic left-wing communities of Indonesian exiles 
(Hill 2008). Michael Bodden currently works on the genre of 
Lekra drama, first studied by James R. Brandon.

Some former Lekra authors and other political prisoners 
under the Suharto regime were able to publish their works 
in Indonesia after their release in the late 1970s (albeit with 
difficulties), and works by Pramoedya Ananta Toer and Sitor 
Situmorang, who had not been a member of Lekra, were  
available in Indonesia already at this time. Yet it was only  
after 2000 that a number of compilations and anthologies  
of exile writing appeared in Indonesia.  The first anthology, 
which was widely reviewed in the Indonesian media and  
caught my attention, was Di Negeri Orang (Alham et al. 2002).  
It is the work of a team of exile authors and presents, to a  
wider readership in Indonesia, what they consider the best 
of exile poetry. Menagerie 6 provides English translations of 
selected works by exile authors for an international audience 
(McGlynn and Ibrahim 2004). Additionally, I am aware of at 
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