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Pp.192-198: Disagreement with Prabowo Subianto 

My disagreement with Colonel Prabowo had its beginnings in the Kopassus plan to undertake 
special operations in East Timor under the codename Operation Jasmine (Operasi Melati) in 
the middle of 1995. At that time, Prabowo was the Deputy Commander of Kopassus. In fact, 
special operations run by Kopassus such as that were very common – alongside formal 
operations conducted by the local military command. Special operations such as these were 
usually part of Special/Secret Warfare (Sandi Yudha) operations which were focused, among 
other things, on intelligence and territorial matters such as youth-conditioning (penggalangan 
pemuda – a form of “psyops”), communications work, building networks in certain circles, 
and other forms of activity. For that reason, as the East Timor Commander (Danrem) I had no 
negative pretensions at all towards the aforementioned Operation Jasmine. 

However, what surprised me was one of the programmes within Operation Jasmine – the 
formation of a 'counter mass' (massa tandingan - opposition mass/confronting mass). What 
was a 'counter mass', and what was its purpose ?  Its purpose, as I understood it, was to check 
demonstrations that had again flared up in East Timor – particularly in Dili, after the special 
autonomy option had been specifically cancelled by President Soeharto. After demonstrations 
that had been faced by the TNI – and had subsequently resulted in rioting and loss of life, the 
TNI had been blamed, accused of human rights abuses, and had to accept responsibility – so 
it was better for another group of East Timor citizens to confront the demonstrators: 'the real 
demonstrators versus the counter mass demonstrators'. To me, the argument supporting the 
'counter mass' concept of Operation Jasmine was really not rational and was of high risk. 

I have to admit that, in general, the programme and strategic plan of Operation Jasmine was 
quite good and would assist the principal operations being conducted by the Korem (ie East 
Timor Command) – except for the 'counter mass' concept with which I could not possibly 
agree, because it wasn’t at all wise. Its consideration had been superficial and sloppy. In my 
estimation, if the 'counter mass' concept was implemented, it would surely precipitate 
horizontal conflict that would result in many victims, and it would spread until it was difficult 
to quell. It would not only become a new problem that would make our principal operations 
difficult, but also reduce Indonesia’s bargaining position in the diplomatic field – that was 
very necessary in our efforts to finalise the East Timor problem in the international forum. 

For these reasons, as the Korem Commander, I had to try hard to prevent the 'counter mass' 
concept from being implemented – or having it amended into a more acceptable form. On the 
other hand, I had to continue to hold on firmly to the Korem’s own operational concept that 
was founded on the principles of Counter-Guerrilla Operations – as well as continuing to fix 
our spearhead operations in the field so that they had a more humanitarian approach towards 
the people and even any enemy. Military-style acts of violence certainly could not be 
removed, because there were indeed military operations being conducted. However, if they 
had to be undertaken, the manner of their implementation had to be truly measured in accord 
with the principles of Counter-Guerrilla Operations as well as humanitarian law. I always 
explained this to those below, and it had to remain my guide/position. 

So – within the framework of the socialisation of the aforementioned Operation Jasmine, 
along came Colonel Prabowo Subianto to Dili. We met in the East Timor Commander’s 



office. Major General Adang Ruchiatna – the IX/Udayana Region Commander, and his 
Assistant Chief-of-Staff for Intelligence – Colonel Zulfahmi (a Magelang class-mate of 
mine), were present. Prabowo spread out to us all of the programmes that would be 
conducted under Operation Jasmine – including the 'counter mass' programme. When he had 
finished, I spoke and asserted my non-agreeement with the 'counter mass' concept and the 
plan – as well as its basis. 

“Look, you must surely understand that our potent weapon in the diplomatic field since 
coming to East Timor has been our argument that blames the Portuguese for their 
irresponsible departure from East Timor that precipitated a civil war (perang saudara) – 
principally involving the UDT and Fretilin. Well, now we want to create a counter mass to 
oppose demonstrations? With such, won’t we be also making the same mistake, and create 
another civil war?” – I explained my view rejecting the proposition.

Prabowo replied in a high tone: “It won’t happen, Brother ! There’s no other way. There’ll be 
more accusations of human rights abuses if we don’t immediately settle things.”

“So, who will take responsibility if there are casualties in clashes between the demonstrators 
and this counter-mass? It’s me that’ll be responsible, not you!” – I said, beginning to become 
emotional.

“Its implementation can be managed ! It can be controlled ! The Korem must be able to 
control it ! Since you’ve been here things have been a failure … I truly only want to help you, 
Brother !” – he fired back in a louder voice.

“What … ? I failed?  Hey, how can it possibly be controlled ? If there’s one victim, the 
fighting will surely spread – even extending out to other areas!”  I was very disappointed and 
angry with Prabowo’s response that accused me of failure – giving the impression of 
simplifying the problem and shifting the responsibility.

For several minutes, we contested and argued in loud tones until finally Prabowo left the 
room.

I knew Prabowo’s character exactly. He had a desire for toughness, easily became emotional, 
and it was difficult to change his wishes. However, at that point, I could not give in – above 
all allow his concept to be implemented. Anyhow, it violated TNI’s own basic principles. 
Moreover, if that idea had actually been compelled - and the outcome was a spilling of blood 
among the demonstrators in the streets, then the first official that would have to take 
responsibility was the East Timor Commander (Danrem). This meant that it would be the 
TNI institution that would later be blamed and have to take responsibility.

Later, I spoke one-on-one with the Military Region Commander – Adang, who was of the 
same view as me. However, as he also knew Prabowo’s nature, he had chosen to remain 
silent. The Region Commander recommended that I meet again with Prabowo at his 
overnight accommodation in Dili to try once again to persuade him in a more polite manner. 
However, I felt that such efforts would be in vain – mindful of Prabowo’s character and 
preference for toughness. Finally, Adang was also of the same view as me. We agreed that as 
long as I held the position of East Timor Commander (Danrem), the idea of the 'counter mass' 
would not be allowed to be implemented. In a fundamental way, that concept was contrary to 
the philosophy of counter-guerrilla operations - how to win the hearts and minds of the 



people (original text in English). Moreover, it contravened the values adhered to by the TNI – 
most of all the Sapta Marga (Seven Articles) and the Eight TNI Obligations.

***

Translator’s Note: The next section in Syahnakri’s memoir relates a disagreement in Dili 
several weeks later between (then) Colonel Syahnakri (as Danrem) and Colonel Prabowo 
Subianto concerning a Prabowo initiative to launch a publication under Operation Jasmine – 
that would seemingly compete with well-advanced Korem plans for a daily publication.

On that second disagreement, Syahnakri notes that “only two weeks after Prabowo’s 
‘misunderstanding’ with me at lunch in the coffee garden, my appointment in East Timor was 
ended. I was replaced by Colonel Mahidin Simbolon who previously had been the 
intelligence staff officer at Kopassus.” 

The change-over from Syahnakri to Simbolon took place on 27 May 1995. Syahnakri writes 
that to this day he has been unable to confirm which of the two factors ended his appointment 
as East Timor Commander – the Gariana Incident (mid-January 1995) or his disagreements 
with Colonel Prabowo Subianto.  
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