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ABSTRACT 

 

The May 1998 anti-Chinese riots brought to the fore the highly problematic position 

of the ethnic Chinese in the Indonesian nation. The ethnic Chinese were traumatised 

by the event, and experienced an identity crisis. They were confronted with the reality 

that many Indonesians still viewed and treated them as outsiders or foreigners, despite 

the fact that they had lived in Indonesia for many generations. During Suharto’s New 

Order (1966-1998), the ethnic Chinese had been given the privilege to expand the 

nation’s economy (and their own wealth), but, paradoxically, were marginalised and 

discriminated against in all social spheres: culture, language, politics, entrance to 

state-owned universities, public service and public employment. This intentional 

official discrimination against the Chinese continuously reproduced their 

“foreignness” and placed them in a vulnerable position vis-à-vis the pribumi 

(“indigenous” Indonesians).   

 

Following the fall of Suharto in May 1998, Indonesia underwent a process of 

“Reformasi” and democratisation. As a result, a whole new sphere for the public 

discourse of Chinese identity was opened up, and for the first time in several decades 

Chinese culture was allowed visibility in public. Many ethnic Chinese took advantage 

of the new democratic space to establish political parties, non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and action groups to fight for the abolition of discriminatory 

laws, defend their rights and promote solidarity between ethnic groups in Indonesia. 

In the cultural sphere, they utilised the Reformasi atmosphere to promote pluralism 

and multiculturalism and to liberate their long-suppressed identity and cultural 

 iii



heritage. The result was a “resurgence” of Chinese identity, reflected in the “revival” 

of Chinese culture, media, religion and language in post-Suharto Indonesia.  

 

This thesis seeks to unpack the complex meanings of “Chineseness” in post-1998 

Indonesia. It draws on participant observation and interviews conducted over a period 

of ten months of fieldwork in Jakarta as well as pop culture and media sources. The 

thesis explores the “resurgence” of Chinese identity, including the ways in which the 

policy of multiculturalism enabled such “resurgence”, the forces that shaped it and the 

possibilities for “resinicisation”. Apart from examining the ways that the ethnic 

Chinese self-identify, the thesis also investigates how the pribumi “Other” has 

contributed to such identification. To this end, the thesis explicates the concepts of 

“race”, class and ethnicity in determining the ethnic boundary between the Chinese 

and the pribumi. The thesis also investigates the idea of hybridity, encompassing 

syncretism and the complexities of cultural crossing, borrowing and mixing, as it 

considers the border-crossing experience of Chinese-Indonesians through localisation 

and globalisation. 
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Introduction: The Problematic Identity of the Ethnic Chinese in Indonesia 

 

With a population of approximately 242 million and more than 300 ethnic groups, 

Indonesia is undoubtedly one of the most ethnically and culturally diverse countries in 

the world. The Javanese (41.7 per cent) and Sundanese (15.41 per cent) are two of 

Indonesia’s largest ethnic groups (Suryadinata et al., 2003).1  In comparison, only 

about two to three per cent of the population are ethnic Chinese; they are one of the 

many minority ethnic groups in Indonesia (Mackie 2005).2 This minority has been 

described by Professor Wang Gungwu (1976) as “unique”: their ethnic identity has 

been more problematic than that of the Chinese in other Southeast Asian nations. The 

ethnic Chinese have suffered a long history of persecution since the first ethnic 

cleansing carried out by the Dutch in Java in 1740. Ever since, they have been 

rendered convenient targets of social hostility, culminating in the violence of May 

1998 (Yang 2001). Despite the fact that Chinese have lived in the archipelago for 

many generations, some with lineages extending back to the 1600s (Pan 1990), many 

Indonesians view and treat them as outsiders or foreigners.  

 

                                                 
1 I acknowledge here that I identify and enumerate ethnic “groups” for convenience. “Group” has been 
a conventional way to identify ethnicities in Indonesia, but it is a problematic concept.  
2 Indonesia’s population census of 2000 revealed that the official percentage of ethnic Chinese was 
0.86 per cent of the entire population (Suryadinata et al. 2003: 7). The 2000 population census was the 
first since 1930 to attempt to calculate the ethnic composition of Indonesia’s population. Successive 
governments have considered ethnicity a sensitive issue and it was not included in the censuses 
conducted in 1961, 1971, 1980 and 1990 (ibid: xx-xxi). However, Suryadinata et al. acknowledged that 
the 2000 census percentage was problematic because of under-reporting of Chinese ethnicity. The 
name-changing regulation of 1966 forced Chinese to change their Chinese names into Indonesian-
sounding names. This regulation in combination with the military-backed assimilation program during 
the Suharto era and the fear of self-identifying Chinese identity due to the traumatic events of May 
1998, meant that many Chinese identified themselves as belonging to other ethnic groups in the 2000 
census (ibid: 74-5). Hence the 0.86 per cent is definitely an underestimation. After using various 
methods, Suryadinata et al. estimated that the ethnic Chinese comprised about 1.4 per cent of the 
population (ibid: 101). However, according to Mackie, this percentage still seems “far too low to be 
credible” (2005: 101). Mackie’s article suggests that it is more realistic to assume the percentage of 
Chinese in Indonesia to be 2-3 per cent, even though this figure may not be much more than “well-
informed guesses” (ibid).  
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In fact, Chinese immigrants who settled in the archipelago before the establishment of 

Dutch colonial rule were mostly absorbed into local society (Somers 1965, Reid 1996). 

Benedict Anderson argues that it was the Dutch “apartheid” policies that artificially 

created a “Chinese minority” in the then-Netherlands East Indies (noted in Ang 2001b: 

33). These policies implanted the historical seeds of prejudice that occasionally 

flourished into tension between the ethnic Chinese and the pribumi, (lit. “sons of the 

soil”, “native” Indonesians), at the same time producing “Chineseness”. This 

constructed “Chineseness” later became an important political tool that could be 

manipulated by postcolonial Indonesian regimes. The ethnic Chinese were often 

targeted as scapegoats, especially during times of national crisis. By way of example, 

the birth and death of President Suharto’s regime were marked by anti-Chinese 

violence. The difficult position of the ethnic Chinese is encapsulated in the words of 

the late writer, Pramoedya Ananta Toer, written in 1960: “They have been here since 

the time of our ancestors. In fact, they are real Indonesians who live and die in 

Indonesia. However, … they have suddenly become foreigners who are not foreign at 

all (my trans., 1998: 54).3  

 

“Chineseness” and the Indonesian nation 

 

In the process of declaring a new nation-state, nations need to be imagined as sharing 

a common cultural content or heritage (Anderson 1991). Internal diversity of religion, 

ethnicity, and class may be recognised and celebrated as characteristics of the nation’s 

                                                 
3 Original quote: “Mereka sudah ada sejak nenek-moyang kita. Mereka itu sebenarnya orang-orang 
Indonesia, yang hidup dan mati di Indonesia juga, tetapi karena sesuatu tabir politik, tiba-tiba menjadi 
orang asing yang tidak asing” (Toer 1998: 54). These words were published in response to Presidential 
Instruction 10/1959 (known as the PP-10) – a discriminatory policy implemented by President Sukarno 
to prohibit the Chinese from trading in rural areas. This policy caused more than 100 000 ethnic 
Chinese to leave Indonesia for China (see Mandal 1998). 
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complexity and rich heritage. Nevertheless, diversity that is deemed detrimental or 

threatening to national integration will not be acknowledged as such. In nationalist 

ideology, internally diverse identities are often encompassed and overridden by an 

“imagined” and constructed national homogeneity. Whatever differences there may be 

among citizens, their supposedly “common” national identity is considered both to 

unite them and to differentiate them from all other nationalities (Handler 1994: 29). 

 

Modern Indonesian nationalism never managed to successfully accommodate the 

Chinese in its construction of Indonesia as a national imagined community. As Ien 

Ang states, “while the Indonesian nation was from its inception imagined as a 

multiethnic entity, the place of those marked as ‘Chinese’ in this ‘unity-in-diversity’ 

has always been resolutely ambiguous and uncertain” (2001b: 28). In the course of 

nation building, Indonesia has found it impossible to construct its national identity 

without identifying “significant others”.4 According to Anthony Reid, “Chineseness 

became one of the most important ‘Others’ against which the new national identities 

defined themselves” (cited in Lloyd 2001: 3). While for most nations, citizenship 

connotes a legal status that differentiates a citizen from a foreigner, in postcolonial 

states such as Indonesia, citizenship was internally contestable. Ironically in the 

context of Indonesia, as Charles Coppel observes, the term “Indonesian citizen” (WNI 

or Warga Negara Indonesia) is artificial and non-realistic: if in everyday speech 

someone is referred to as a WNI, it is generally understood to mean that s/he is of 

foreign (especially Chinese) origin and therefore not indigenous (asli). WNI is thus a 

tacit abbreviation of WNI keturunan asing (Indonesian citizen of foreign descent). 
                                                 
4 Stuart Hall contends,  

The notion of the sociological subject reflected the growing complexity of the modern world 
and the awareness that this inner core of the subject was not autonomous and self-sufficient, but 
was formed in relation to ‘significant others’, who mediated to the subject the values, meanings 
and symbols – the culture – of the worlds he/she inhabited (1992: 277).  
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The use of the word asing (foreign) highlights the alien-ness of Chinese-Indonesians 

in Indonesian asli eyes (1983: 3).  

 

“National identity” in Indonesia has been defined by indigeneity rather than 

citizenship. Rosaldo’s concept of “cultural citizenship” eloquently captures the power 

inequalities that are “at play in relation to mechanisms of marginalisation and 

exclusion”, among different citizen “groups” in a single nation (2003: 2). This was 

evident in the official categorisation of citizens into two groups: pribumi (native) and 

non-pribumi (non-native, commonly understood as ethnic Chinese) during Suharto’s 

New Order (1965-1998). This classification was based on “race” and indigeneity, with 

pribumi being regarded as the “authentic” (asli) inhabitants of the land.5 The term 

“pribumi” was as much an artificial national construct as the term “non-pribumi”. As 

there are about 300 different ethnic “groups” that are considered as “native” in 

Indonesia, it can be argued that there is no single pribumi identity. In Kalimantan, for 

instance, the Dayaks see themselves as native (pribumi) in contradistinction to the 

Madurese, who are more recent immigrants. However, the New Order government 

ignored internal diversity within the pribumi when constructing the ethnic Other – the 

Chinese non-pribumi. Since Indonesianness was defined in terms of indigeneity or 

pribumi-ness, “no one can become [‘true’] Indonesian without first becoming a 

member of a pribumi ethnic group” (my trans., Suparlan 2003: 26). Hence, the 

Chinese who had acquired Indonesian citizenship were still seen as “foreigners” or 

“newcomers” (pendatang) and categorised as non-pribumi, as they were perceived to 

                                                 
5 The term “race” is used in quotation marks because of its lack of scientific validity. The term will be 
further problematised in Chapter Seven. The official labelling of the Indonesian population according 
to the “racial” division of “pribumi” and “non-pribumi” was abolished in 1998 by President Habibie in 
Presidential Instruction 26/1998. A new Citizenship Law (No. 12/2006) that formally abolished the 
distinction of   “pribumi” and “non-pribumi” was only passed by the House of Representative in July 
2006. This Law stipulates a redefinition of the term “indigenous Indonesian”, “pribumi” or “asli”, to 
include all Indonesian citizens who have not assumed foreign citizenship (see Diani 2006). 
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have originated from a land “outside” the boundaries of the Indonesian nation 

(Aguilar Jr. 2001). This racial dichotomy of pribumi and non-pribumi was rigidly 

maintained during the New Order, with the intent to continuously reify and 

essentialise the ethnic Chinese as the foreign “essential outsiders” (Chirot and Reid 

1997) and prevent them from being accepted fully as “Indonesians”. This process has 

also had the effect of homogenising what is really a very heterogeneous “group”. 

 

The heterogeneity of the ethnic Chinese 

 

The ethnic Chinese in Indonesia have never been a homogeneous group. Regional and 

class diversity partly account for their heterogeneous self-identification. 

“Chineseness” in Medan, for instance, is different from “Chineseness” in Jakarta, 

Pontianak, Bangka, Semarang, Sukabumi or Malang. Although the ethnic Chinese 

have been stereotypically portrayed in Indonesia’s public sphere as economic 

creatures and wealthy business people, this characterisation is not applicable to all – 

there are many poor Chinese in Tangerang and Singkawang, for instance.  

 

The ethnic Chinese are culturally heterogeneous and can be differently grouped in 

different periods. Conventionally, they have been divided by scholars into two main 

groups, the China-oriented totok (China-born, pure blood) and the acculturated 

peranakan (local-born or mixed blood).6 Although centuries of residence in Indonesia 

caused peranakan men to intermarry with local women (most immigrants being male), 

to adopt local culture and to lose many of the features of their “Chineseness”, by 1900 

they had still “never been fully assimilated into the native population” (Williams 1960: 

                                                 
6 The identification of the totok-peranakan distinction has historically been based on birthplace and 
“race” (pure or mix blood) (see Williams 1960; Somers 1964). 
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13). Colonial “race” policy, religion, economic position and the Chinese sense of 

cultural superiority were the main obstacles for assimilation.7  The identity of the 

peranakan was by no means unified, though it is worth noting that it was “racially” 

and patrilineally defined, i.e. the group was defined and constituted by the “race” and 

gender of immigrants. Coppel argues that the “peranakan Chinese were a product of 

particular historical circumstances in particular localities” (2002: 108; for an account 

of their diversity, see Onghokham 2005). Nevertheless, in general, the peranakan 

spoke one of the Indonesian dialects or a type of Chinese-Malay language.  Sim 

contends that the Chinese-Malay language was an emblem of peranakan hybrid 

identity (2003: 35-6). Although the Chinese-Malay language was regarded as “low 

Malay”, it became an integral part of Indonesian literary history. Its contribution in 

shaping the modern Indonesian language is undeniable.8

 

In contrast to the earlier predominantly male migrations, the immigrants that arrived 

in Indonesia at the end of the nineteenth century included a significant number of 

                                                 
7 Amyot notes that, “peranakan society distinguishes itself from Indonesian society by what it has 
retained of Chinese culture. These retentions are due partly to the character of Chinese culture itself 
which is hardy and singularly persistent even under the most adverse conditions” (1972: 73). Williams 
also notes that the Chinese felt themselves culturally superior to other peoples (1960: 15). According to 
him, “the term ‘culturalism’ has come into limited use to describe the attitude of the Chinese in their 
prenationalist relationship with foreigners” (ibid). This attitude made them extremely reluctant to 
accept or to acknowledge having accepted innovations from abroad. Thus Williams contends that the 
Chinese belief in the supremacy of their civilisation was possibly the chief barrier to social 
communication with Indonesians (ibid). This point is attested by Li Minghuan: she argues that 
“feelings of Sino-centrism or Han-centrism prevented the Chinese from integrating completely into the 
local society” (2003: 223).  
8 The Chinese-Malay language (Bahasa Melayu-Tionghoa) is also known as Batavian Malay. This 
language was a combination of bazaar Malay and the Hokkien dialect, later enriched by borrowings 
from Dutch and other Western languages (Hidayat 1976: 108-109; Suryadinata 1981: xiv; Oetomo 
1988: 97-106). Chinese-Malay literature (Sastra Melayu-Tionghoa) was once discredited as it was 
deemed to be of low quality. However, in the 1990s there was a growing acceptance in Indonesia of 
this literature as part of modern Indonesian language and literature. In fact, the writer of the first 
“modern” Indonesian novel was a peranakan Chinese, Lie Kimhok (1853-1912), who was also known 
as the “Father of Chinese-Malay”. Lie’s grammar book, Malayoe Betawi, was probably the first Malay 
language grammar book ever published in the Malay archipelago (Liaw 1995; Suryadinata 1995a). For 
more on the Chinese-Malay language and literature, see Sidharta (1989); Oetomo (1991: 53-66); 
Suryadinata (1993a); Toer (1998: 202-3); Coppel (2002: 191-212). An interesting study of the 
contemporary peranakan literature and its implications for Chinese identity has been done by Pam 
Allen (2003).  
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women. As a result, it became possible for Chinese men to take a China-born wife 

rather than a native or peranakan, and these immigrants formed the distinct totok 

community (Mackie and Coppel 1976: 8). They were not a unified group as they came 

from different parts of China and spoke in different Chinese dialects. The totok were 

generally more politically orientated to China.  

 

Nevertheless, the totok-peranakan distinction has been subject to change. The 

traditional distinction based on “race” and birthplace became unrealistic after the 

migration of Chinese from China into Indonesia eventually halted during the Great 

Depression. From that time, totok communities have “not been refreshed by new 

immigration from China” (Coppel 2002: 122).  

 

Some scholars adopted a socio-cultural distinction to account for the totok and 

peranakan (Skinner 1963; Suryadinata 1981; Tan M.G. 1997). According to this 

distinction, a totok refers to those Chinese who had a Chinese-orientated upbringing 

and who use Chinese as the medium of communication even though they were born in 

Indonesia. Similarly, a peranakan refers not only to the Chinese with mixed ancestry, 

but also to those pure-blood local-born Chinese who cannot speak Chinese at all.9

 

However, the relevance of the totok-peranakan distinction gradually diminished after 

the implementation of the Assimilation Program (Program Pembauran) during the 

New Order. Under the program, Chinese schools, organisations and presses were 

forced to close down and ethnic Chinese were forced to enrol in Indonesian-medium 

schools and speak Bahasa Indonesia, the national lingua franca. Suryadinata notes 

                                                 
9 For a detailed study of the different groupings of totok and peranakan, see Coppel (2002: Chapter 7). 
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that most Chinese were “Indonesianised” during that period (1978b: 32). The 

consequence was a breakdown of the dichotomy between totok and peranakan. Tjhin 

(2002) demonstrates in her thesis that with the passage of time, the distinction 

between totok and peranakan has become so blurred that the categories are confusing, 

superficial and misleading. She argues that “[t]he grand fallacy is to picture the 

Chinese-Indonesian community as divided into these two major groups with distinct 

differences” (2002: 8). 

 

The Chinese in the post-Suharto era tend to identify themselves as “Chinese-

Indonesians” since the terms totok and peranakan no longer represent the 

heterogeneity of their identity. 

 

Terms of reference 

 

In fact, the term “Chinese-Indonesian” (Indonesia-Tionghoa) is a relatively new term 

used by both scholars and the ethnic Chinese themselves to refer to the people of 

Chinese descent in Indonesia. In his classic on the ethnic Chinese in Indonesia, 

Coppel (1983) used the title Indonesian Chinese in Crisis. However in his book 

published in 2002, Coppel stated, “I now prefer to use the more inclusive term 

‘Chinese Indonesians’” (2). The Chinese Indonesian Association (Perhimpunan 

Indonesia Tionghoa or INTI) claims that the term “Chinese-Indonesian” was first 

introduced to Indonesia in 1999 by the organisation which used the term in its name 

(Lembong 2004: xiv). The use of the term may have drawn its inspiration from the 

labelling of hyphenated identities such as Afro-American, Chinese-American, 

Hispanic-American and so on in the United States of America. Chou explains that 
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“the term ‘Chinese-Indonesian’ can be understood as an Indonesian citizen who 

happens to be (kebetulan) of Chinese ethnicity/race…” (“Saya”, no year). In this 

sense, Chinese-Indonesians first recognise that they are Indonesian and then they state 

their Chinese ethnicity, and that they are inseparable from the Indonesian nation: i.e. 

they “grow, live, work and die in Indonesian land, as Indonesian” (ibid).   

 

This thesis uses the term “Chinese-Indonesian” and “ethnic Chinese” interchangeably. 

In general, the term “ethnic Chinese” refers to people of Chinese descent who reside 

in Southeast Asia regardless of their nationality, degree of acculturation and social 

identification (Suryadinata 1985: 4). More specifically, the term refers to a “group 

with cultural elements recognisable as or attributable to Chinese culture, whereas 

socially, members of this group identify with and are identified by others as a distinct 

group” (Tan M.G. 1991: 119). Furthermore, the term “ethnic Chinese” is used in the 

thesis to mean suku Tionghoa (its Indonesian translation) – the term Chinese-

Indonesians use to self-identify as a “group” and for which they struggle for official 

recognition – notwithstanding the fact that they are still not treated by the government 

as equal with other ethnicities (suku bangsa) in Indonesia.  

 

Sometimes the thesis uses the term “Chinese” in solo to refer to Chinese-Indonesians, 

especially when juxtaposed to the non-Chinese or pribumi. However, this thesis 

rejects the once popular term “Overseas Chinese” to identify contemporary Chinese-

Indonesians. Before World War Two, Chinese in Southeast Asia were indeed 

predominantly “Overseas Chinese” in identity.10 According to Suryadinata, “[t]hey 

were sojourners rather than settlers”, who intended to return to their homeland (2001b: 
                                                 
10 With the exception of peranakan in Indonesia, who perceived themselves as ethnically Chinese but 
were very localised and did not see themselves as people of China (Tan C.B. 2001: 212-3; Li M. 2003: 
222 footnote 13). 
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55). However, historical developments have transformed most of Southeast Asia’s 

Overseas Chinese into ethnic Chinese of local identity, as most of the Chinese in the 

region have become citizens of the nations in which they were born and in which they 

reside. In Chinese terms, they are huaren (Chinese people or ethnic Chinese) or huayi 

(people of Chinese descent), but not huaqiao (Chinese nationals who are living 

overseas), as they are no longer sojourners who plan to “return” to their ancestral land 

(see Lie T.T. 1971: 8; Wang G.W. 1981: 118-127 and 249-260; Suryadinata 1985: 1-

9). 

 

The politics of identity 

 

Stuart Hall articulates that identities in late modernity are never unified but are 

increasingly fragmented.  Identities are never singular but are multiply constructed 

across different discourses, practices and positions. They are the product of historical 

development, and are constantly in process, characterised by change and 

transformation (1996b: 4). Identities are constructed through difference – it is only 

through a relation to the “Other”, a relation to what is not and to what is lacking, that 

identity can be constructed. Thus, identities are the outcome of the production of 

difference and exclusion rather than symbols of “identical, naturally-constituted 

unity” (ibid). Identities should not be conceptualised as “natural” and “essentialist” 

but rather should be reconceptualised as always relational, incomplete and in the 

process of becoming, i.e. there is a continual process of “identification” (see Hall 

1987: 130). Since identities are constituted within representations, instead of 

reflecting “who we are” or “where we come from”, identities better describe “how we 

might become”, “how we have been represented” and “how that bears on how we 
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might represent ourselves” (Hall 1996b: 4). This process enables us to recognise and 

appreciate the importance of “routes” rather than “roots”.  

 

Hall also argues that identities emerge within the play of specific modalities of power 

(ibid). The power of representation in constructing national and cultural identity, 

including the power to define who is included and who is excluded, usually lies in the 

hands of policy makers. Some power holders take an essentialist view, claiming that 

identity is fixed and unchanging. Sometimes these claims are based on “nature” or 

“biology” – for example, “race”. But often the claims are based on an essentialist 

version of history and of the past, where history is constructed or represented as an 

unchanging truth (see Woodward 1997: 12 and 15). The essentialist view of the 

Chinese as a monolithic and unchanging “group” has been adopted by successive 

Indonesian governments and the public at large to identify the Chinese minority, and 

served also, to some extent, as the basis upon which the Chinese could self-identify. 

Nevertheless, this dissertation takes a non-essentialist, or more accurately, “less 

essentialist” (Hall 1987: 135), view of identity to understand the multifaceted 

identification process of the ethnic Chinese in Indonesia.  

 

This thesis deploys a “less essentialist” approach, which gives more emphasis to 

“routes” and “identification” than “roots” and “being”, in its endeavour to question 

taken-for-granted categories and experiences. It uses the concept of hybridity to 

problematise boundaries and borders as fixed and eternalised, and to explore the 

liminal or “in-between” space (Bhabha 1994), in which identity multiplies and 

creolises. This does not mean that it is possible to “do away with all claims to 

authenticity, to all forms of essentialism, strategic or otherwise” (Gupta and Ferguson 
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1992: 18). Consider the choice of using the term “Chinese-Indonesian” as an example. 

This hyphenated term can serve to uncover a nation’s “history of miscegenation for 

recognition in reconfiguring its national identity” (Meerwald 2002: 7). The term can 

also suggest the “complicated entanglement” (Ang 2001a) of “Chineseness” and 

“Indonesianness” within the process of hybridisation, and thus embodies the 

interstitial, liminal space that the said ethnicity occupies. However, “hyphenation is 

anchored in ethnicity which could easily shift to an essential category, having 

continuity in time and space and thus undermining its relational character” (Caglar 

1997: 172). By the same token, the term may also imply that there are two a priori 

cultural wholes, namely “Chinese” and “Indonesian”, and thus limit the heterogeneity 

within the collectivities. I argue that such understanding of the term “Chinese-

Indonesian” is an act of “essentialising essentialism” (Werbner 1997b).  

 

Werbner advocates a critical differentiation between essentialism as “objectification”, 

a positive type of collective self-identification, and essentialism as “reification”, 

which distorts and silences difference (1997b: 229). In her words, “[s]elf-

essentialising as a mode of reflexive imagining is constitutive of self and subjectivity. 

It is culturally empowering. But it is not, unlike racist reifications, fixed and 

immutable” (ibid: 248). This thesis deliberately uses Hall’s notion of a “less 

essentialist” rather than an “anti-essentialist” approach, with the understanding that, 

firstly, essentialism can never be entirely avoided, as even “anti essentialism is, at 

some point, reliant on essentialism” (Bonnett 2000: 137; see also Wade 2005). 

Secondly, essentialism, in the positive sense, can be a necessity of any collective self-

identification, and should not be blindly rejected as “reification”. However, this thesis 
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problematises, challenges, guards against and rejects any notion of “essentialism” that 

aims to reify any collectivity.  

 

The identity crisis of the ethnic Chinese post-May 1998 riots 

 

During Suharto’s New Order, the ethnic Chinese were given the privilege to expand 

the nation’s economy (and their own wealth), but, paradoxically, were marginalised 

and discriminated against in all social spheres: culture, language, politics, entrance to 

state-owned universities, public service and public employment (Heryanto 1999: 

326).11 This continuous and intentional official discrimination against the Chinese 

continuously reproduced their “foreignness” and placed them in a vulnerable position 

of ethnic and class hostility. In 1998, when Indonesia was devastated by the Asian 

economic crisis, there were mounting pressures from the public, calling for the 

President to resign. However, the government made the ethnic Chinese the scapegoats 

of the financial crisis and held them responsible (Budiman 2001: 279-280). 

Consequently, large-scale anti-Chinese riots broke out in several cities in Indonesia in 

May 1998. The property of the ethnic Chinese was ransacked, looted, and burnt down; 

many of the ethnic Chinese were attacked; and as many as 152 ethnic Chinese women 

were tortured, raped and killed. Many Chinese families panicked and fled to “safer” 

areas either in Indonesia or overseas (see Pattiradjawane 2000; Purdey 2006).  

 

The political events of May 1998 forced Suharto to step down and brought to the fore 

the highly problematic position of the ethnic Chinese in the Indonesian nation. 

Psychologists from the University of Indonesia studied the post-trauma experience of 

                                                 
11 For details of discrimination against the Chinese in the Indonesian legal system, based on “race”, see 
Winarta (2004) and Lindsey (2005). 
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Chinese-Indonesians and have pointed out the identity crisis experienced by them in 

the aftermath of the riots (Bachrun and Hartono 2000). Zhou Fuyuan, a Chinese-

Indonesian architect, argued that the traumatic events of May caused a distressing 

“psychological blow” to the ethnic Chinese (2003: 454). He states,  

 

We were increasingly aware that we were easy targets at times of political turmoil. My friends 

who had always thought of themselves as Indonesian suddenly faced the fact they were actually 

regarded as Chinese, and as such deserved to be alienated. They had to seriously rethink what 

this meant and to reorientate themselves (ibid). 

 

Zhou’s comments resonate with those of Pramoedya Ananta Toer cited in the 

beginning of this chapter. However, after the May 1998 tragedy, the Chinese were no 

longer silent (see Appendix 1, for example). They were defiant towards those who had 

entrenched their long-held position as convenient scapegoats. As Zhou Fuyuan 

contends, “[t]he traumatic events seemed to be a wake-up call: many [Chinese] people, 

normally fearful of getting involved in politics, realised that if we did not take the risk 

and get involved, then politics would simply crush us” (2003: 454). The ethnic 

Chinese took advantage of the post-Suharto process of democratisation and Reformasi 

(or reformation) to establish political parties, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 

and action groups to fight for the abolition of discriminatory laws, defend their rights 

and promote solidarity between ethnic groups in Indonesia. In the cultural sphere, the 

ethnic Chinese utilised the Reformasi atmosphere that promotes pluralism and 

multiculturalism to liberate their long-suppressed identity and cultural heritage. The 

result was a “resurgence” of Chinese identity, reflected in the “revival” of Chinese 

“culture”, media, religion and language in post-Suharto Indonesia.  
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The post-Suharto era thus represents a crucial time for the Chinese in Indonesia. 

There is an urgent need now to reconceptualise “Chineseness”. As Pam Allen argues, 

 

[d]uring the Suharto regime there was no space to deconstruct the term [‘Chineseness’]; in post-

Suharto Indonesia, one might hope that the label might be subjected to a scrutiny that will reveal 

it for what it is: a catch-all phrase that allows us to think we ‘know’ Chinese Indonesians (2003: 

388). 

 

This thesis seeks to unpack the complex meanings of “Chineseness” in post-1998 

Indonesia. It explores the “resurgence” of Chinese identity, including the ways in 

which the policy of multiculturalism enabled such “resurgence”, the forces that 

shaped it and the possibilities for “resinicisation”. Apart from examining the ways that 

the ethnic Chinese self-identify, the thesis also investigates how the pribumi “Other” 

has contributed to such identification. To this end, the thesis explicates the concepts of 

“race”, class and ethnicity in determining the ethnic boundary between the Chinese 

and the pribumi. It also considers the border-crossing experience of Chinese-

Indonesians through everyday hybridity.  

 

The thesis chapters 

 

Chapter One deals with the theoretical aspects of identity as it considers the politics of 

assimilation, multiculturalism and hybridity in accommodating “Chineseness”. It 

begins with a discussion of the position of the ethnic Chinese under Suharto’s 

assimilation policy. Since the downfall of Suharto, governments have abandoned 

assimilation and endorsed multiculturalism as the preferred policy. The chapter 

critically examines the efficacy of this policy in managing cultural diversity and 
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difference, especially in relation to Chinese ethnicity. The chapter also investigates 

the idea of hybridity, encompassing syncretism and the complexities of cultural 

crossing, borrowing and mixing. It lays out the framework in which the concept of 

hybridity is used as the thesis’ theoretical approach to describe and analyse the 

complex identity politics of the ethnic Chinese in contemporary Indonesia. Neither 

positing multiculturalism and hybridity in binary opposition, nor suggesting hybridity 

as a replacement for multiculturalism in government policy, this chapter highlights the 

urgency for multiculturalism to recognise the blurring of cultural boundaries that takes 

place through hybridity in the everyday reality of an ethnically diverse Indonesia.  

 

Chapter Two describes the research process and methodology of the thesis. It also 

problematises the site of the study and examines the researcher’s “Self” through an 

exercise of self-reflexivity. The first section of the chapter examines the rationale for 

the choice of Jakarta as the research site and interrogates the concept of “Chinatown”. 

This is followed by a discussion of the research methodologies of participant 

observation and interviews. Finally, the chapter maps the dynamics between the 

researcher’s “Self” and the researched “Others” in an attempt to deconstruct the 

various dichotomies between researcher/researched, Self/Other, home/away, 

insider/outsider and native/foreign.  

 

Chapter Three maps the different Chinese identities in Indonesia across different 

historical periods – from Dutch colonial rule to the end of Suharto’s New Order. The 

chapter is mainly a synthesis of previously published work by various scholars of the 

Chinese-Indonesians. This historical survey explicates the implementation of colonial 

and Indonesian government policies toward the Chinese, their implications for the 

 16



construction of certain versions of Chinese identity and stereotypes, and the socio-

political behaviour of the Chinese themselves that made these constructions possible. 

In doing so, it reveals the reasons the ethnic Chinese were (and continue to be) 

perceived by pribumi according to historically constructed stereotypes. It also 

explores the complex and multiple possibilities of identification – legal, political and 

cultural – with which postcolonial Chinese-Indonesian were confronted.  

 

Chapter Four explores and problematises the “resurgence” of Chinese culture and the 

ethnic Chinese construction of self-identity in the post-Suharto era. It advocates the 

reading of the rise in interest in Chinese language and culture in the wider context of 

the recent economic rise of China. Drawing on secondary academic sources, popular 

culture media, as well as firsthand interview material, the chapter examines the role of 

the recently “revived” Chinese language and culture in shaping Chinese identity in 

Indonesia. It explores the transforming identity of Chinese-Indonesian youth which 

has been shaped by the New Order assimilationist education system, everyday 

hybridity with other ethnicities and cultures, and aspects of modernity such as 

cosmopolitanism, popular culture and globalisation. The chapter also draws attention 

to, and cautions against, the promotion of primordial and essentialist “Chineseness” 

by some Chinese cultural gatekeepers. 

 

Chapter Five surveys the myriad Chinese social and political organisations that 

mushroomed after the fall of Suharto. It explores some of the dynamics of political 

discussions in various seminars and informal gatherings of Chinese-Indonesians and 

highlights the heterogeneity of political views within the Chinese “community”. The 

chapter examines the conflicts and negotiations within and between Chinese 
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organisations in Jakarta. Rivalry between organisations is manifest in the form of 

competition for leadership in the “community”, particularly on the question of 

legitimacy to represent the Chinese “community”. The chapter also documents and 

analyse the internal dynamics within a Chinese organisation, including difference in 

agenda between generations, and personal conflicts between individual players.  

 

Chapter Six sets out to map the re-emergence of the Chinese press after its 

disappearance from Indonesia’s public space during the New Order. It begins with a 

brief historical overview of the Chinese press in Indonesia, and proceeds to analyse 

several Chinese newspapers and magazines that re-emerged after 1998. Juxtaposing 

the post-Suharto Chinese press with its pre-Suharto counterpart, the chapter identifies 

both continuity and discontinuity. Against the account of the rise and fall of the 

Chinese press in Indonesia, the chapter attempts to unpack the complex meaning of 

the terms “Chinese press” and “Chineseness” in Indonesia. It examines the 

negotiations between the Indonesian-language and the Chinese-language press, older 

generation media practitioners and younger generation readers, global and local, 

politics and culture, and Chinese and Indonesian identities.  

 

Chapter Seven explores the relevance of the concept of “race” in contemporary 

pribumi-Chinese relations in Indonesia. The ethnic Chinese are commonly identified 

(by pribumi and by fellow Chinese) by their “distinct” physical characteristics such as 

lighter skin colour and slanting eyes. These physical features often form the basis for 

stereotypes. The racial boundary is often defined on the basis of an assumed 

unchangeable biological or physiognomic difference by which human groups are 

socially classified. The chapter examines how “race” can be a signifier of identity 
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politics and a code of social organisation that informs people’s behaviour. Drawing 

from interviews with pribumi informants, the chapter explores the maintenance and 

perpetuation of racialised boundaries between pribumi and Chinese by examining the 

common stereotyping of the Chinese by the pribumi in contemporary Indonesia.  

 

Chapter Eight is a mirror chapter of the preceding chapter in that it continues to 

explore the process of defining and maintaining the boundary between pribumi and 

Chinese but from the perspective of the Chinese rather than pribumi. It deploys 

Fredrik Barth’s theory of ethnic groups and boundaries and examines how 

dichotomised ethnic statuses, such as that of Chinese and pribumi, can create stable 

and persisting ethnic boundaries. It also examines the particular diacritical marks that 

Chinese-Indonesians utilise as ethnic boundary markers. This includes stereotypes and 

perceived differences based on “race”, education, religion and class of their pribumi 

counterparts. Further, the chapter documents different ways of being Chinese in 

everyday life in Jakarta and the internal differentiation of “Chineseness” within this 

ethnic group based on class, “culture”, language, age, religion and regional origin. 

The Chinese-Indonesian experience of hybridity and cross-cultural fertilisations that 

transgress ethnic boundaries is also considered.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Accommodating the Ethnic Chinese: Assimilation, Multiculturalism, Hybridity1

 

Indonesia is a nation with very diverse ethnicities and cultures. The challenge of 

creating a united nation-state was captured in the national motto, Bhinneka Tunggal 

Ika or Unity-in-Diversity, in 1945. The downfall of Suharto in 1998 brought an end to 

the New Order’s ideology and policy of assimilation, and opened up a new space for 

the resurgence of identity politics across Indonesia. At the same time, a discourse of 

multiculturalism has been discussed and debated among social activists and 

academics in post-Suharto Indonesia.2  

 

While it might seem obvious or natural that Indonesia would adopt a national 

ideology of multiculturalism, because Indonesia embodies a multicultural nation-state 

and was born with religious and ethnic pluralism, not all governments of multiethnic 

and multicultural nations adopt the ideology of multiculturalism as their official 

policy to accommodate ethnic and cultural differences. Moreover, even if they do, the 

policy tends to be like the concept of “democracy” – it can mean anything. This 

tendency was evident in the multiethnic state of Indonesia before the fall of the 

Suharto regime. Ju-lan Thung, writing just before the regime’s collapse, contended, 

 

                                                           
1 Two earlier versions of this chapter were published in 2004 as Hoon (2004a) and in 2006 as Hoon 
(2006a). 
2 For instance, Jurnal Antropologi Indonesia (published by the Department of Anthropology at the 
University of Indonesia) organised its third international symposium in July 2002 in Bali with the 
theme, “Rebuilding Indonesia, a Nation of ‘Unity in Diversity’: Towards a Multicultural Society”. It 
also organised the workshop “Multicultural Education in Southeast Asian Nations: Sharing 
Experiences” in Depok in 2003. Danusiri and Alhaziri (2002) presented a collection of essays on 
multicultural education. The policy of multiculturalism in Indonesia is mainly advocated by the newly 
developed civil society, prompted by the post-Suharto process of democratisation. For details, see 
Burhanuddin (2003) especially Section 3, “Multikulturalisme dan Penguatan ‘Civil Society’” 
(Multiculturalism and the Strengthening of Civil Society). 
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The discursive competition between assimilationism, multiculturalism and the subjectivity of 

conditional belonging has not yet taken place in Indonesia. So far an assimilationist discourse 

rules. The possibility of developing multiculturalism is still remote (1998: 23).  

 

 

This chapter begins with discussion of the position of the ethnic Chinese within the 

framework of Indonesia’s national ideology under Suharto’s New Order. It then 

critically examines the efficacy of multiculturalism as a government policy in 

managing cultural diversity and difference, especially in the prospects for the 

accommodation of “Chineseness” in post-Suharto Indonesia. The final section 

explores the idea of hybridity, encompassing syncretism and the complexities of 

cultural crossings, borrowing and mixing. The concept of hybridity is used here as a 

scholarly approach – or “heuristic device” (Ang 2001a: 17) or “methodological 

concept” (Papastergiadis 2005: 56) – to describe and analyse the complex identity 

politics of the ethnic Chinese in contemporary Indonesia. I do not intend to posit 

multiculturalism and hybridity in binary opposition, nor to suggest hybridity as a 

replacement for multiculturalism in government policy. On the contrary, I endeavour 

to highlight the importance for multiculturalism to recognise the blurring of cultural 

boundaries that takes place through hybridity in the everyday reality of an ethnically 

diverse society.  

 

Assimilationism under Suharto’s New Order 

 

Between 1966 and 1998, President Suharto created a new national “culture” by 

reaffirming the importance of the ideology of Pancasila. Pancasila consists of five 

principles: the belief in one supreme God, humanism, nationalism, popular 
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sovereignty and social justice. This national ideology was promoted as the single 

basic principle for all “mass organisations” and “social-political forces” under the 

Suharto regime (Morfit 1986: 42). Pancasila was implemented to permeate “every 

facet of the life of our [Indonesian] nation and the state” (Suharto cited in Elson 2001: 

241). The New Order’s implementation of Pancasila was part of the attempt to 

achieve the primary goal of political stability and security necessary for national 

development. Hence, to “deviate from Pancasila is to undermine development efforts, 

national stability and the character of the Indonesian people” (Morfit 1986: 43).  

 

In addition, the plurality and pluralism fostered during the 1950s era of constitutional 

democracy were deemed by the New Order to threaten the nation’s development and 

security, and so were suppressed through the introduction of SARA in the 1970s 

(Thung 2004a: 219). SARA is an acronym that summarises the sensitive issues of 

ethnicity (suku), religion (agama), race (ras) and interclass (antar golongan) 

differences. Under the banner of maintaining order and stability, all public discussions 

of issues related to SARA were prohibited. It can be said that during the New Order, 

Indonesian citizens irrespective of their ethnicity, religion, class and gender were all 

imagined within a constructed homogeneous Pancasila national identity. Internally 

diverse identities were often subsumed and overridden by this imagined and 

constructed national homogeneity (see Rosaldo 2003).  

 

However, as argued in the Introduction, the New Order’s national ideology never 

managed to effectively accommodate the presence of the ethnic Chinese. In the 

process of defining the national identity based on indigeneity, asli-ness or pribumi-

ness, the Chinese were Othered as the non-pribumi outsiders. Yet ironically, 
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“Chineseness” was also widely perceived as a “domestic” problem (known as the 

“Chinese problem” or “Masalah Cina”) which was detrimental to the nation’s 

solidarity. Viewing the dominant position of the Chinese in the nation’s economy as a 

problem, the New Order government attempted to solve it by endorsing a military-

backed “Assimilation Program” (Program Pembauran). This program prescribed the 

total dissolution of any markers and identifiers of “Chineseness”, and urged this 

problematic ethnic group to immerse itself in officially constructed local cultures. 

These constructed local cultures, as Ariel Heryanto claims, were “the only legitimate 

ethnic cultures” in Suharto’s Indonesia (1998a: 103; see also Acciaioli 1996). Thus, 

“Chineseness” was constantly under the threat of erasure. 

 

The following observation by Soenarso, a military general who served in Suharto’s 

regime, reflects the extent of this erasure by assimilation: 

 

If you have a foreign body in your system, you have several options. You can just ignore that 

with maybe dire consequencea (sic), or you may operate and take the foreign body out, or try to 

digest and absorb them (sic) into the system. We have chosen the last option (1997: 166).  

 

This assertion resonates with Zygmunt Bauman’s description of the term 

“assimilation”: it seeks to make the different similar to oneself through “annihilating 

the strangers by devouring them and then metabolically transforming them into a 

tissue indistinguishable from one’s own” (italics in original, 1997: 47). This policy of 

cultural assimilation forces the “foreigners” to give up their cultural identity. The 

general assumption was that identity is singular rather than plural. Hence, one could 
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either be an Indonesian or a Chinese.3 The more “Chineseness” a person asserted, the 

less “Indonesian” s/he became, and vice versa. Thus, to be completely Indonesian, the 

Chinese had to give up all their “Chineseness”.  

 

Jemma Purdey argues that the May 1998 anti-Chinese violence had twin effects: it 

generated “a renewed awareness among this minority of their ethnicity and 

particularly of their vulnerability in Indonesia”, as well as “a widely felt realisation 

that the assimilation project had indeed failed” (2003: 423). The downfall of Suharto 

after the riots created a space. The new processes of democratisation and 

decentralisation triggered a rise of identity politics across the whole of Indonesian 

society. Multiculturalism as a policy has been contemplated and endorsed by 

Indonesia’s new power holders as a preferred policy for rebuilding the nation, 

consistent with Indonesia’s national motto – “Bhinneka Tunggal Ika” or “Unity in 

Diversity” (see Suryadinata 2003 and 2004b). Nugroho (2002) argues that during 

Suharto’s era, “bhinneka” (diversity) was sacrificed in the name of “ika” (unity) 

through the repression of SARA.  

 

The politics of multiculturalism 

 

Multiculturalism, a policy first introduced in the US in the 1960s, was a significant 

shift in the ways that identity is constructed within Western modernity. It signified 

abandonment of both Western universalism and the ideology of monocultural 

assimilation (Agger 1998). Multicultural policy generates a return to roots and leads 

                                                           
3 Arief Budiman states that assimilation is practised in a country in which the majority racial or ethnic 
group wants to dominate other minority groups. He argues, “The majority keeps insisting that the 
minority groups have to assimilate with the dominant culture of the majority” (2001: 267). The policy 
makers assumed that there were two homogeneous societies: the Chinese and the pribumi. To 
assimilate meant to dissolve the former into the latter (my trans., Thung 1999: 7).  
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to a strengthening of ethnic identities (Friedman 1997: 72). Agger describes 

multiculturalism as “the most politically engaged version of American 

postmodernism” (1998: 69). He contends that multiculturalism espouses postmodern 

theories that accentuate the notion that people’s differences are more important than 

their similarities. The demand for recognition of minority rights, culture, and identity 

– what Charles Taylor (1994) famously refers to as a “politics of recognition” – is at 

the core of the discourse of multiculturalism. Multiculturalism attempts to subvert 

cultural homogenisation by acknowledging the co-existence and equal representation 

of different cultures and peoples within a nation-state.  

 

In any society, a certain group (or groups) will be considered “dominant” through 

establishing and universalising its culture and experience as the society’s norm. M. 

Khoirul Muqtafa (2004) has recently noted that in Indonesia, it will be a challenge to 

implement the discourse of multiculturalism as a policy because this paradigm faces 

opposition from dominant groups in the society, notably the Muslim majority. 

Dominant religious or ethnic groups tend to see multiculturalism as a threat because 

of its promise to unveil the false universalism of the dominant groups, and to give 

“voice” to those groups which have been “culturally oppressed” by being “both 

marked out by stereotypes and at the same time rendered invisible” (Joppke and 

Lukes 1999: 5). The acceptance of multiculturalism may also mean a dilution of the 

hegemonic power of the dominant groups as the oppressed groups claim their rights to 

legitimate power sharing. 

 

The rhetoric of multiculturalism is reflected in the objective of the Jakarta-based 

Centre for Multicultural Understanding (RAGAM). RAGAM, a division of the Set 
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Foundation, is an organisation that aims to “empower civil society through public 

media”. It was first established in 1987 but was officially recognised only in 1999 

after Suharto was ousted (see http://www.smallvoices.org/storyaryo.htm). As stated 

on its website, “RAGAM was developed in response to Indonesia’s massive 

multicultural diversity, and attempts to activate the voices of marginalised and 

minority groups within the huge population”. RAGAM took initiatives to produce a 

television series aiming at educating Indonesians about difference, to “break down 

racist preconceptions and generalisations” (especially towards the Chinese) and to 

interrogate the identity not only of the minority, “but also of dominant society”.  

 

Multiculturalism seeks to give voice to oppressed minorities and affords them an 

identity, subjectivity and personhood by encouraging individuals within that minority 

to “narrate” their own experiences of oppression, which are perceived as different 

from other groups’ experiences of oppression (Agger 1998: 72). In the case of post-

Suharto Indonesia, ethnic Chinese took advantage of the democratisation process 

brought about by Reformasi to liberate their long-suppressed identity and cultural 

heritage (see Chapter Four). A consequence of this was an “awakening” or 

“resurgence” of Chinese identity reflected in the formation of Chinese political parties 

and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and the “revival” of Chinese culture, 

religion, language, press and media (Hoon 2004a: 13).  

 

Critics of multiculturalism argue that this policy does not necessarily empower 

minority groups. In the context of social reality, multiculturalism, despite its promises, 

does not necessarily redistribute power or resources. Ang argues that in the 

“multicultural nation”, differences between groups are carefully classified and 
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organised into neat categories of distinct “ethnic communities”, each classified by 

their own “culture” (2001a: 14). The boundaries of difference and the concept of 

diversity are still determined by specific hegemonic and dominant group(s) (Yuval-

Davis 1997: 199).4 That is to say, no matter how tolerant Indonesian multiculturalism 

(or unity-in-diversity) might be, and how the nation is re-imagined, the ultimate 

acceptance of minority groups, such as the ethnic Chinese, still largely depends on the 

hegemonic group(s) or power holders.  

 

Multiculturalists often represent minority cultures uncritically and simplistically as 

homogeneous utopian entities. Often multiculturalism is acclaimed as a success by 

simply presenting some superficial and decorative aspects of certain cultural forms. 

As Yiyan Wang states, “In a society where certain cultures dominate, multiculturalism 

can be highly deceptive, for it is often the case that the minority cultures become 

decorative of the mainstream’s tolerance and generosity” (2000: 122). Even in New 

Order Indonesia, in spite of its assimilation rhetoric, the government put an 

extraordinary effort into promoting decorative aspects of their ideal version of 

minority cultures by essentialising them in school curricula and textbooks and in 

promoting regional arts such as traditional dance and crafts; and by displaying them in 

the form of monuments such as in Taman Mini theme park.5 Regional diversity in the 

decorative aspects of cultural forms was celebrated as evidence of the harmony 

between dominant and minority cultures and the “success” of managing “unity-in-

diversity” (Foulcher 1990; Acciaioli 1996). Thus it can be seen that power holders 
                                                           
4 The “dominant” or “hegemonic” groups in Indonesia are the non-Chinese or “pribumi” majority and 
the Indonesian government. Even though the non-Chinese pribumi is not a homogeneous group – as 
pointed out in the beginning of this paper – due to self-internalisation and other reasons, they often 
“imagine” themselves as a unified collectivity when juxtaposed against the Chinese “Other”. 
5 Anita Lie (2006) claims that the accommodation of cultural diversity in school curricula is only 
confined to icons and symbols of “cultures” like ethnic costumes, regional arts and ethnic stereotypes, 
even until today. It should be noted that the history and culture of the ethnic Chinese has not been 
included in any of the history textbooks in Indonesia, even after Reformasi (see Adam 2003).    
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paid lip service to the celebration of multiculturalism and cultural diversity in order to 

contain and restrain internal resistance within a political boundary. As Lyn Parker 

points out, in the New Order, “The emphasis was not on exploring or understanding 

that difference, but on maintaining order – stabilitas [stability] and aman [security]” 

(2003: 246).  

 

Similarly, David Parker’s description of how homogenised Chinese culture in the 

form of food provided by Chinese takeaways in Britain is hailed as contributing to a 

harmonious multicultural society shows just how shallow the idea of multiculturalism 

can be (2000: 77). This point resonates in a speech by the then Charge D’Affaires of 

the Indonesian Embassy in Sydney, Imron Cotan, who was later the Ambassador to 

Australia, on the occasion of the Indonesian Multicultural and Harmony Festival in 

2002. He claimed,  

 

Today we are once again presented with the richness of Indonesia’s cultures through which we 

will be able to sample some of its finest cuisine as well as enjoy its cultural performances 

presented by various ethnic groups, symbolising the harmony of our society (Cotan 2002).  

 

This shows how sometimes multiculturalism “confuses cultural difference with 

cultural diversity and thus naively assumes the displays of different cultures are the 

solution to cultural difference” (Kuo 2003: 230). 

 

One other major problem with multiculturalism is that it tends to classify or categorise 

people into different homogenised and unified cultural “groups” even though 

individuals might not want to be identified as such. David Theo Goldberg (1994: 7) 

maintains that, “Multiculturalism is celebrated in the name of a standard pluralism 
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that not only leaves groups constituted as givens but entrenches the boundaries fixing 

group demarcations as unalterable”. An example of such reification and 

homogenisation of specific cultures is UNESCO’s 1993 book, The Multi-cultural 

Planet, in which the world is divided into culturally homogeneous regions, and 

reference to “the European culture”, “the North American culture”, “the Arab” and 

“the African”, among which dialogues should be developed. As Yuval-Davis observes: 

 

[T]here is the inherent assumption that all members of a specific cultural collectivity are equally 

committed to that culture. They tend to construct the members of minority collectivities as 

basically homogeneous, speaking with a unified culture or racial voice. These voices are 

constructed so as to make them as distinct as possible … from the majority culture, so as to 

make them ‘different’. Thus, within multiculturalism, the more traditional and distanced from 

the majority culture the voice of the ‘community representatives’ is, the more ‘authentic’ it 

would be perceived to be within such construction (1997: 200).  

 

It should be stressed that the competition between identities and cultures is not simply 

a competition between groups, for example pribumi and non-pribumi, but it is also 

within communities and between individuals (Modood et al. 1994: 5). 

Multiculturalism accounts for differences between one culture and another but 

overlooks diversity within the same culture. This construction does not allow space 

for differences of interest and power within the minority collectivity such as through 

class, gender, religion, age and even culture.  

 

Given the diverse and complex manifestations of “Chineseness” represented by 

regional, class, cultural and religious difference in Indonesia, the following questions 

deserve to be raised: Is there a Chinese identity in Indonesia? Which “Chineseness” 
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should multiculturalism represent: for instance, the “Chineseness” of Medan or 

Jakarta; upper, middle or lower class; peranakan or totok; Muslim, Christian, 

Confucianist or Buddhist; and primordial or hybridised?  

 

Another question that follows from the above is who determines which “Chineseness” 

should be represented in this multicultural model? Identity construction and cultural 

representation are highly politicised processes that involve the play of power – that is, 

the power to define who is included and who is excluded (Hall 1996b: 4). I have 

discussed above the unequal power relations within multiculturalism as dominant or 

hegemonic group(s) often solely determine which cultures are to be included and the 

limits and boundaries of these cultures. However, it is also crucial to note that the 

forces and power structures that influence the representation and shape the 

construction of a minority culture are not necessarily external but can also be from 

within the minority collectivity during self-representation. In the case of the Chinese-

Indonesian minority, leaders of resurgent Chinese organisations play an important role 

in defining what “Chineseness” means in Indonesia. Even though in reality 

“Chineseness” is highly contested and diverse,  certain power holders within the 

“Chinese community” who have a variety of agendas – for instance, to stress ethnic 

solidarity, advocate a return to “roots” and primordialism, claim authenticity and 

promote resinicisation – can represent it as an unchanging and static or primordial 

entity. When this occurs, only a particular version of Chinese culture and ethnicity is 

displayed as representative of all “Chineseness” within the framework of 

multiculturalism.  
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The insistence on an essential ethnic character or the requirement of ethnic solidarity 

might mean individuals are represented under an ethnic and cultural identity that 

might not necessarily reflect their own identity. Chinese-Indonesian academic Melani 

Budianta stated, “For Chinese who are Chinese cultured, I am not Chinese [enough] 

because I do not speak Chinese nor have any orientation to the Chinese culture; and 

for those who are not Chinese cultured, I am Chinese” (my trans., 2004: 606). 

Peranakan Chinese of mixed ancestry and other hybridised Chinese-Indonesians, like 

Budianta, who live in-between Chinese and local cultures or who simply cannot trace 

their historical ties to authenticated tradition, may be disempowered by 

multiculturalism as they cannot find a place within this multicultural framework other 

than by re-imagining and repositioning themselves to identify with the “prescribed 

Chineseness”.  

 

For Chua Beng-Huat (2004b), this is the “price of membership” that individuals have 

to pay in order to belong to an ascribed ethnicity. He has also observed how 

individuals who do not reposition themselves to fit in to one of these ascribed cultural 

categories, or who demand the right to exit from these categories, are cast as being 

“selfish” and “free-riders” within their society. However, Kelly Kuo argues,  

 

For those who have lost their ability to enunciate their own cultural identity, multiculturalism 

does not battle for cultural difference. Instead, multiculturalism displaces cultural difference in 

terms of inequality of cultural identities and representations among different groups with 

homogenised cultural diversities (2003: 229).  
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This homogenisation of cultures fails to give recognition of, or “voice” to, many 

minority groups and to potentially complex individual identities. It also fails to 

acknowledge the real diversity within a nation. 

 

Multiculturalism also tends to essentialise cultural boundaries as fixed, static and 

monolithic, with no space for growth and change (Yuval-Davis 1997: 200). Racism, 

according to Stuart Hall (1996a: 445), “operates by constructing impassable symbolic 

boundaries between racially constituted categories … [so that race] constantly marks 

and attempts to fix and naturalise the difference between belongingness and 

otherness”. It can be argued that the essentialist, fixed construction of cultures as 

mutually exclusive identities within multiculturalism enhances the “reproduction of 

potentially antagonistic, dominant and subordinate others” (Ang 2001a: 14), and, 

hence, provides an ideal environment in which racism can operate. The long history of 

complicated mutual stereotyping and Othering between the ethnic Chinese and 

pribumi in Indonesia that was founded on an essentialist discourse of impassable 

racial demarcation may be perpetuated and sustained by a policy of multiculturalism 

if people are “boxed” and homogenised neatly into clear, boundary-defined ethnic 

categories. 

 

The possibilities for hybridity 

 

The efficacy of multiculturalism as a public policy has been severely challenged by 

the proliferation of diasporic and transnational connections in the cultural 

identifications of migrants in this increasingly globalised late-modern world. As 

political and economic borders are being re-defined in the process of globalisation, 
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“so the borders of the ‘nation’ as both ‘a community of strangers’ (Us), juxtaposed to 

a ‘strange community’ (Others), also become re-defined” (Anthias 2001: 635). The 

proliferation of late-modern heterogeneity entails a disintegration of an essentialist 

distinction between fixed dominant group(s) and permanent minorities, partly 

constructed and perpetuated by the policy of multiculturalism. As Rosaldo comments: 

 

In the present postcolonial world, the notion of an authentic culture as an autonomous internally 

coherent universe no longer seems tenable.... Rapidly increasing global interdependence has 

made it more and more clear that neither ‘we’ nor ‘they’ are as neatly bounded and 

homogeneous as once seemed to be the case. All of us inhabit an interdependent …world 

marked by borrowing and lending across porous national and cultural boundaries… (1989: 217). 

 

Ang argues that the concept of hybridity confronts and problematises all these 

boundaries, but does not erase them, and suggests a blurring of boundaries and 

consequently an unsettling of identities (2001a: 16). The term “hybridity” traditionally 

carried the connotation of being “impure”, “racially contaminated” and genetically 

“deviant” in social evolution theory. However in the late twentieth century, “hybrid” 

and “hybridity” have been re-appropriated to signal cultural synthesis (Ifekwunigwe 

1999: 188). For Goldberg, “[h]ybridities are the modalities in and through which 

multicultural conditions get lived out, and renewed” (1994: 10). Hybridity is tied to 

the idea of cultural syncretism, which foregrounds complicated cultural entanglement 

rather than cultural difference partly solidified by multiculturalism (see Ang 2001a; 

Anthias 2001).  

 

The often artificial and decorative display of cultural diversity by nation-states treats 

cultures as discrete categories and suggests that there has been little interaction 

 33



between cultures. 6  Multiculturalism remains as rhetoric since it is in fact 

“monocultural”, in that it often does not allow for the recognition that an individual 

member of society may have more than one “identity” at work within her/himself. In 

the context of multiculturalism, each individual possesses only one discrete cultural 

identity. In this sense, ironically, by unwittingly setting clear boundaries and 

delineations between cultures, multiculturalism has defeated its own purpose of 

avoiding the monocultural nation through an assimilation policy. People who do not 

fit into any of those defined cultural categories will be left with no choice but to 

“assimilate” into the only officially “prescribed” cultures that are available (as I note 

above using Chua B.H.’s observation).  

 

I argue that being multicultural – rather than displaying a selection of monocultural 

groups – is about the acknowledgement of the existence of a matrix of different 

cultures within each individual. Moreover, this understanding of multiculturalism at 

the “micro” level of the individual can also be translated to the “macro”-societal level, 

especially in the state’s accommodation of not only the existence of different ethnic 

groups, but also the diversity within each ethnic group. No wonder Homi Bhabha 

suggests that the survival of cultural diversity will be based not on “the exoticism of 

multiculturalism or the diversity of cultures, but on the inscription and articulation of 

culture’s hybridity” (1994: 38). 

 

As mentioned above, the term “hybridity” has an epistemological origin in pseudo-

scientific racism. Werbner perceives the transformation of this term within a discourse 

                                                           
6 Melani Budianta a Chinese-Indonesian academic, wrote about her travel experience in multiracial 
Malaysia where the Chinese, Malays and Indians are rigidly categorized within the state’s racial 
framework: “I felt as if I was in a country which was lived in by people from different worlds who did 
not see the need to interact with each other” (my trans., 2004: 603).  
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of dangerous racial contamination into one of cultural creativity as an empowerment 

though she argues for a version of hybridity that acknowledges the specificity of 

historical processes (1997a: 21). Ang (2001b) reminds us that some people are still 

not yet ready to accept this concept because they have been captured by the dominant 

essentialist ideology of identity, nationality, “race” and ethnicity. As a result, mixture 

is still conceived as “contamination, a breach of purity and infringement of ‘identity’” 

(Ang 2001a: 200).  

 

The emergence and proliferation of hybridity is not only an anathema but also a fear 

to some governments. Arjun Guneratne notes that even though there is no historical 

validity to the concept of racial or cultural purity, the perception of cultural purity is 

nevertheless an indispensable “precondition for the development of nationalist 

sentiments” (2002: 20). The impurity, mixture, fusion and lack of identity that 

hybridity manifests are threatening to governments, as they perceive this hybridity as 

a force that tends to undermine the sovereign national identity of the nation, which is 

usually constructed in terms of cultural purity and authenticity. Therefore, “hybridity, 

whether ethnic or cultural, has to be suppressed, and becomes the site of anxiety” 

(Silva 2002: i). 

 

Although often cited in postmodern literature, hybridity is by no means a new 

phenomenon nor is it a postmodern “invention” (Ifekwunigwe 1999). Nonetheless, the 

process of cross-cultural flows and cultural mixture has accelerated rapidly with the 

proliferation of globalisation in recent decades (Papastergiadis 2005). The politics of 

hybridity has been intrinsic to the process of migration and dislocation, and has been 
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practised by locals and migrants in their daily negotiation and construction of their 

identities, consciously or unconsciously.  

 

It is crucial to note that hybridity is a continuous and often convoluted process of 

cultural translation and negotiation that is never complete. For Bhabha, the space of 

the “inter” is the “cutting edge of translation and negotiation, the ‘in-between’ space” 

(1994: 38). The migrant who experiences “multiple rootedness and consciousness... is 

forever mixing and mixed, forever crossing, traversing, translating linguistically and 

culturally. He (sic) is not either/or, but both” (Chan and Tong 1995: 7). This points to 

the reason assimilation remains an impossible idea: it naively treats identity as a 

discrete singular entity and forces people to choose between ethnicities. In this 

instance, one can be either an Indonesian or a Chinese. On the other hand, the concept 

of hybridity does not suggest a submission to the impossible idea of assimilation, or a 

retreat into an essentialised version of “Chineseness” (Ang 2001a: 71-72). Hybridity – 

an accommodation of cultures and peoples at the local level – is one of the ways to 

deconstruct the dichotomy between “Us” and “Them”. In Indonesia the appreciation 

of such hybrid identities might dissolve the rigid line between “Chinese” and “non-

Chinese”, “pribumi” and “non-pribumi”. The breakdown of these dichotomies would 

help to soften the essentialised differences associated with “Chineseness” and pribumi 

identity.  

 

Ernesto Laclau states that, “... hybridisation does not necessarily mean decline 

through the loss of identity. It can also mean empowering existing identities through 

the opening of new possibilities” (cited in Hall 2000: 236). However, it has to be 

recognised that these new possibilities are not detached from the constraints of 
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existing boundaries. Ironically, although hybridity strives to overcome boundaries, it 

still depends on them. Hence, for Papastergiadis, “[t]he critical task is not to strive for 

a utopian space beyond boundaries, but to re-engage the sphere of possibilities that 

are permitted or excluded by boundaries” (2005: 60). In the case of the Chinese in 

Indonesia, after a process of negotiating contradictions and the tension of maintaining 

one’s own culture and becoming like others, a “third space” in the form of a common, 

new culture and social environment, is created (see Chan and Tong 1995: 9).7 This 

new culture suggests the recognition of the transformative process of Chinese 

ethnicity into a creative, adapted, hybridised Chinese-Indonesian identity. Such 

hybridity does not mean a harmonious syncretism of two cultures or two worlds, i.e. 

Chinese and Indonesian, but is a process of complex negotiation and identification 

that intersects with forces of globalisation, modernisation, “resinicisation”, 

primordialism and localisation.  

 

Stuart Hall notes that, “[i]n diasporic conditions people are often obliged to adopt 

shifting, multiple or hyphenated positions of identification” (2000: 227). These new 

identities sometimes have a transethnic and transnational character. For instance, 

British Muslim identity is not restricted to an ethnic group, but is an “amalgam that 

may be linked to fabricating identity as a mode of resistance” (Anthias 2001: 625). 

However, it should be stressed that not all hyphenated identities are necessarily 

cultural hybrids. In other words, an individual who claims that he/she is part-Japanese, 

part-Chinese, part-Malaysian and part-Australian, does not automatically become a 

                                                           
7 This “new culture” is evident in various forms, such as the transformation of food as a result of 
constant cultural exchange and borrowing. Chinese takeaways in Britain exemplify a modality of such 
cultural fusion; “what have now become familiar forms of difference such as sweet and sour, chow 
mein, are in fact not known in that form in China, but are British Chinese” (italics in original, D. Parker 
2000: 93). In Australia, the interventions and participation of Asians has transformed Australian public 
culture especially in art, media and popular culture, as well as everyday life. 
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cultural hybrid. Hybridity is also not a reference to the mixed racial composition of 

populations (Hall 2000: 226). Jonathan Friedman argues against the identification of 

individuals as fully-formed hybrid subjects or “pure hybrids”, as this claim of “purity” 

only returns to an essentialised notion of race and/or culture (1997: 82-3). Instead, 

hybrid identity formation is a continuing process of negotiations that is always in 

transit, travelling between different cultural spaces and different identity vectors 

(Munoz 1999: 32).  

 

Nevertheless, it has to be understood that hybridity does not necessarily lead to 

empowerment (Anthias 2001: 622). In some cases, even where individuals adopt the 

cultural traits of their host society, they may still remain marginalised and Othered as 

“foreigners”. This is illustrated clearly in the Chinese-Indonesian experience 

especially during the New Order (and, to some extent, even now): regardless of the 

extent to which their identity was shaped by localisation, they were never accepted as 

“true” Indonesians and were never able to shed their identity as “foreigners”. Since 

hybridisation involves multiple cultural flows, the possibility of hybridity inevitably 

depends on the willingness of the culturally “dominant” groups to abandon the 

automatic assumption of universalism and to realise that one’s cultural “product” or 

belief is not the only one that is possible or desirable.  

 

In emphasising its interaction between cultures, hybridity has sometimes been reduced 

simply to a “celebration of cultural diversity” or the harmonious mix of cultural 

differences. This flawed but popular conception of hybridity is evident in, for example, 

world music – defined as a hybrid mixture of music from various cultures – and 

Australian “fusion cuisine” – claimed to be based on an imagined East-meets-West 
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culinary union (Lo 2000: 152). Hybridity, in this sense, is becoming “just another 

marketable commodity” (Werbner 1997a: 19). Lo (2000) refers to this version of 

hybridity as “happy hybridity” because it understands cross-cultural encounters as 

involving little tension, conflict or contradiction, and assumes ethnicities to be free of 

all histories and politics. However, far from being an inevitable result of cultural 

mixing, hybridity can also be a highly politicised process of negotiation, interrogation 

and contestation between cultures. The process of cultural translation involves friction 

and tension, ambivalence and incommensurability (Werbner 1997a: 12; Lo 2000: 153; 

Ang 2001a: 200). Therefore, hybridity should not be taken as an unproblematic means 

of overcoming differences in a society.  

 

In his paper, “The Institutionalisation of Hybridity”, Dean Chan (2005) casts doubt on 

the possibility of hybridity being institutionalised as a political discourse in the near 

future. His reservation is based on the concern that current discussions of hybridity 

have not yet taken into serious consideration the social and economic relations of 

power. Moreover, he noted that “hegemonic racial hierarchies” based on essentialism 

are still very much sustained within current institutional practices. Arguing against the 

unquestioning acceptance of hybridity as a “catch-all explanatory tool”, Chan invites 

us to consider the difficulties related to the concept of hybridity that remain to be 

addressed by cultural theorists, should hybridity be institutionalised: 

 

What exactly are the possibilities for using ‘hybridity’ to address structural inequities and issues 

related to social justice? Does everyone have the same access to mobilising hybridised agency? 

What are the affective and political investments involved in either wanting, or refusing to accept, 

hyphenated hybrid identifications, especially in increasingly conservative political climates? 

(2005: 2). 
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It is useful to reiterate that hybridity is “not the solution, but alerts us to the difficulty 

of living with differences” (Ang 2001a: 17). As Dean Chan (2005) showed, it is still 

premature to institutionalise hybridity. Perhaps, hybridity is never meant to be 

institutionalised to replace current political frameworks and policies. As indicated at 

the beginning of this paper, hybridity is only an analytical approach, but a necessary 

one, for us to conceptualise identity and difference beyond the paradigm of 

essentialism. It provides a critical perspective for us to understand the ambivalence, 

dynamics and complexities of identities in the late-modern world. With such critical 

perspectives, we can thus “reaffirm the political frameworks that promote diversity 

over uniformity, inclusivity over exclusivity, merit over privilege, dialogue over 

dogma” (Papastergiadis 2005: 57).  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have argued that the insistence of multiculturalism on enunciating 

culture as fixed and unchanging has rendered this policy problematic. 

Multiculturalism that over-emphasises cultural boundedness has the drawback of 

becoming a frame for hiding racism under the veil of “cultural difference”. Ironically, 

this is an effect that the very policy was set up to erase. Perhaps the real problem of 

multiculturalism lies in “that the ‘-ism’ tends to convert ‘multiculturalism’ into a 

political doctrine” (Hall 2000: 210). Multicultural conditions can only be lived out, 

regenerated and transformed with the recognition of hybridity. Nonetheless, the 

concept of hybridity is not immune to political abuse and has sometimes been 

(mis)represented as a discourse of simple multicultural harmony. Ang reminds us that 
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“hybridity, the very condition of in-betweenness, can never be a question of simple 

shaking hands, of happy, harmonious merger and fusion” (2001a: 17). 

 

The process of democratisation has given rise to a proliferation of identity politics in 

post-Suharto Indonesia. At the same time, this politicisation has challenged the nation 

to seek new approach(es) to accommodating its diverse ethnic groups. The important 

question now for Indonesia is not so much how to “overcome” and “get rid” of 

difference, as was the case with its assimilationist policy, but rather how to “live 

with” difference (Ang 2001a: 194; Papastergiadis 2005: 60). In formulating a 

multicultural policy to replace the old assimilationist paradigm in Indonesia, it is 

imperative for policymakers to recognise cross-cultural mixing, borrowing and 

hybridisation that takes place in day-to-day reality so that ethnic differences can be 

accommodated more successfully in this diverse nation. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Problematising Site, Methodology and the Researcher’s “Self”1

 

The previous chapter set out a theoretical framework for the study of post-Suharto 

Chinese identity in Indonesia. In order to understand and document the fluidity and 

dynamics of late-modern identities, it is not sufficient to engage only in theorisation. 

This study would hardly be reflective of the richness and complexity of the situation if 

I were to only engage in conceptual and abstract deliberation in my ivory tower and 

not conduct any field research. Caglar suggests that the theorising of hyphenated 

identities “remains an empty programmatic statement” unless effective ethnographic 

research is conducted (1997: 170). Accordingly, the central spine of this thesis is the 

product of ten months of field work carried out between February and November 

2004 in Indonesia’s capital city, Jakarta.2  

 

Fieldwork is carried out when a researcher immerses him/herself in the way of life of 

research informants in order to obtain firsthand knowledge about a major aspect of it 

(Shaffir and Stebbins 1991: 5). Norma Sullivan argues that the firsthand knowledge 

obtained through field experience may have “more explanatory power within that 

concrete reality than more abstract philosophical preconceptions” (1984: 5). She 

further stresses: 

 

When you are effectively entangled in the object researched … then it is very hard to say where 

your theoretical work ends and your objective reality begins. But you might also say that your 

method is both part of your theory and part of the reality you are theorising about, which does 

                                                 
1 Sections of this chapter were published in 2006 as Hoon (2006b). 
2 I returned to Jakarta for 9 days (1-10 January 2005) to conduct a few more interviews, finalise my 
fieldwork and organise personal effects. 
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support the proposition that not only does fieldwork make theory, fieldwork is theory (among 

other things) (ibid: 21). 

 

Sullivan’s remark not only illustrates the validity of carrying out field research, but 

also suggests a redefinition of the term “theory”. The richness of field experience 

shows that “the binary between ‘empirical’ and ‘theoretical’ is displaced and loses its 

force” (Kondo 1990: 8). For Kondo, the field experience “enacts and embodies 

theories” (italics in original, Kondo 1990:24). It is, thus, essential to recognise the 

value of fieldwork, in its own right, as “theory on the ground”, on the same plane as 

other more established critical theories.  

 

Fieldwork in Jakarta was an enriching experience for me – both personally and 

academically. It not only added insights to my research, but also enabled me to 

experience for myself what anthropologists like Clifford (1997) and Narayan (1993) 

refer to as “going native”, or in my case, becoming (Chinese) Indonesian. I use the 

term “native” in this chapter to refer not only to the pribumi, but also to Chinese-

Indonesians – who, through many generations, have lived and died in Indonesia – 

even though, under the New Order definition of “Indonesianness”, the Chinese were 

considered as the non-native “Other”. As demonstrated in the writings of Abu-Lughod 

(1986), Kondo (1990), Narayan (1993) and Ryang (2005), self-reflexivity is a crucial 

exercise to show how informants related to the researcher at different points in time, 

as the researcher’s identity changed, as well as how the informants constructed the 

researcher at different periods of his/her fieldwork and how this construction, in turn, 

shaped the researcher’s identity. More importantly, self-reflexivity illuminates that the 

research object is not a neutral, objectively-perceivable object, and the researcher’s 
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account of the researched is unavoidably coloured by the researcher’s mutable identity, 

shaped by his/her fieldwork environment and participants.  

 

In this sense, the aim of the critical interrogation of the researcher’s identity in this 

chapter is to show how the researcher’s interaction with the research “object” 

impacted upon his construction of that object. Another aim of this chapter is to 

analyse the complexities of research site and methodology. It challenges the notion of 

site and methodology as neat and unproblematic categories (see Bhabha 1994; 

Narayan 1997; Low and Lawrence-Zuniga 2003). It reminds the reader that just as site, 

methodology and self can be read in the singular, they can also be considered in the 

plural, i.e. sites, methodologies and selves.  

 

The chapter is divided into three sections. Section One discusses various aspects of 

“site”. I will examine the rationale for the choice of Jakarta as my research site; 

discuss the internal dynamics of this cosmopolitan city in relation to the translocal 

interactions of race, ethnicity, class, economy and politics; and examine the contested 

concept of “Chinatown” in relation to authenticity. The section will also destabilise 

the concepts of “home” and “field” as spatially bounded categories and question the 

home/field dichotomy. In Section Two, I will describe my methodologies such as 

participant observation and interviews, and justify my approaches in applying them. 

Section Three will map the dynamics between the researcher’s “Self” and the 

researched “Others”. It discusses how I defined the different fragments of my identity 

and multiple positionalities to different individuals and communities in my field, how 

they in turn defined me, and how these constructions were always shifting. By doing 
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so, I hope to deconstruct the various dichotomies between researcher/researched, 

Self/Other, home/away, insider/outsider and native/foreign.  

 

Problematising the research site – Jakarta  

 

McLaren argues that,  

 

[t]he cultural field is never a monadic site of harmony and control, but rather a site of 

disjuncture, rupture, and contradiction that is understood… as a contested terrain serving as the 

loci of multivalent powers. It is within this context of framing our concept of field relations and 

research that we can more critically situate our role as field researchers (1991: 150-151).  

 

Since neither place nor research site are unproblematic, it is necessary to justify the 

choice of Jakarta as my research site for the study of the ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. 

In many ways, Jakarta – as national capital and as a cosmopolitan hub that attracts 

students, young professionals, business persons and political and social activists from 

other provinces in Indonesia seeking higher education and/or better jobs – may be 

regarded as a composite of heterogeneous Chinese identities.3  

 

Before setting foot in the field, I proposed to study the Chinese in Jakarta for two 

main reasons: Firstly, the May 1998 anti-Chinese riots began in Jakarta, and were 

more serious there than in other cities. Psychologists from the University of Indonesia 

who studied the post-trauma experience of Chinese-Jakartan reported that the violence 

                                                 
3 Everyday, bus-loads of students from all over Indonesia come to Jakarta to visit national attractions 
such as the National Monument (Monas) and Taman Mini Indah Indonesia, as well as to experience the 
liveliness of a true cosmopolitan city with high-rise buildings and gigantic shopping malls, dreaming of 
an opportunity to be able to work and live in this city some day. This “cosmopolitan fantasy” that 
Jakarta provides renders it both an ideal of ethnic and religious diversity and an ideal of modernity and 
prosperity. 
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had caused them to reconstruct their identity (Bachrun and Hartono 2000). Secondly, 

Jakarta is the political and bureaucratic centre of Indonesia; here, Chinese lobby 

groups and NGOs can present their agendas to policy-makers. It is also the place 

where the impact of post-1998 official policies may be discerned the soonest. Jakarta 

represents the most exciting site for the “revival” of Chinese-Indonesian identity: in 

recent years it has witnessed the mushrooming of Chinese language centers, press and 

media as well as Chinese political, social and religious organisations.4

 

The events that happened in Jakarta during 2004 confirmed the value of my choice of 

Jakarta as field site. In 2004, Indonesia held a democratic parliamentary election and 

its first presidential election. It was a year loaded with political campaigning and 

voting. Chinese organisations in Jakarta held no less than a dozen seminars on the 

elections and on political education when I was there. Though regional Chinese 

organisations in other provinces may also have organised political discussions like 

this, I doubt they were as prominent as the ones that were held in Jakarta. Also, most 

of the decision-makers, elites and leaders of Chinese organisations reside in and 

operate out of Jakarta. This is not surprising, as most, if not all, of the head offices of 

Chinese organisations in Indonesia are situated in Jakarta.  

 

On a macro level, the status of Jakarta as the “centre” of Indonesia’s politics and 

economy is still firmly entrenched, notwithstanding the move towards decentralisation 
                                                 
4 However, this is not to deny the presence of Chinese activism in other provinces. For instance, in 
2005, Chinese leaders in West Kalimantan (Kalbar) established the Council of Chinese Customs and 
Culture (Majelis Adat dan Budaya Tionghoa or MABT), aiming to preserve and perpetuate Chinese 
culture and customs (see “MABT” 2005). The establishment of MABT was inspired by similar 
Councils such as the Council for Malay Customs and Culture (Majelis Adat dan Budaya Melayu or 
MABM) and the Council for Dayak Customs (Majelis Adat Dayak or MAD). MABT proclaims its 
non-involvement in practical politics (ibid). In contrast, Chinese organisations in Jakarta are more 
interested in fighting discrimination through politics. Differences in the “culture”, history and 
demography between West Kalimantan and Jakartan Chinese account for the differences in their 
struggles.   
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since the fall of Suharto. This centralised power structure also translates to Chinese 

organisations in post-Suharto Indonesia. 5  This can be illustrated by one of the 

episodes of my fieldwork in July 2004. I attended a farewell gathering of young 

trainee teachers from West Kalimantan organised by an alumnus group of a pre-

Suharto Chinese school in Jakarta. Around 30 Chinese-Indonesian school leavers 

from Singkawang (a Chinese populated area in West Kalimantan known for its 

poverty) were invited by the Chinese-language Education Society of Indonesia to 

Jakarta for a few weeks to be trained to be Chinese teachers. Why would young 

people from Singkawang – a place where Chinese cultures are better preserved and 

Chinese dialects are commonly spoken – come to Jakarta, a place which was swept up 

by policies of assimilation since the beginning of the New Order and where most 

Chinese speak Jakartan-Malay, to learn how to teach Mandarin? In the course of my 

interview with the board of the alumnus association, it became clear that the Chinese 

organisations in Jakarta had the power, capital and facilities that provincial Chinese 

organisations lacked.  

 

Many of the Chinese in Jakarta come from different regions of Indonesia. Studying 

and working in Jakarta is common among the Chinese-Indonesians who live outside 

Jakarta.6 Private universities in Jakarta such as Tarumanagara, Trisakti, Atma Jaya 

and Pelita Harapan have been popular amongst the Chinese from all parts of Indonesia. 

According to Thung, “Jakarta is the number one city in the Chinese list of places for 

                                                 
5 The power imbalance between the centre (Jakarta) and the other provinces was also reflected in post-
1998 women’s organisations in Indonesia. For instance, in the Indonesian Women’s Congress held in 
December 1998, 40 per cent of the 500 participants were from Jakarta and women from outside Java 
were under-represented (see Budianta 2003: 166-168).  
6 Migration from other provinces to Jakarta has occurred since the seventeenth century when people 
from Aceh, Ambon, Makasar, Bali and so on were forced by the Dutch to move to Batavia. Ethnic-
based kampong such as Kampong Bali, Kampong Melayu and so on were established during that time 
and still exist in contemporary Jakarta (see Gondomono 1996: 5-6).    
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commercial activity” (1998: 132). Chinese retailers move in from outside Jakarta to 

open their businesses in retail malls, especially in electronics centres (popularly 

known as ITC – International Trade Centre). Although Bahasa Indonesia (and 

Jakartan-Malay) is used as a business and communication tool, it is not uncommon to 

hear shop-owners speaking Mandarin or other Chinese dialects, and regional 

Indonesian languages. For instance, Chinese from Pontianak would normally speak 

Hakka or Tiochew while Chinese from Surabaya or Central Java speak different 

versions of Javanese. Many of them would identify as much with their regional 

identity as their Chinese identity. However, while they may keep their regional 

identity in private, wittingly or unwittingly, they have to quickly adopt a Jakartan 

identity in order to shed their identity as “anak daerah” – the country bumpkin – a 

term juxtaposing rural/provincial identity against sophisticated modern Jakartan 

identity. One can be easily identified as an “anak daerah” from one’s accent. For 

instance, Chinese from Kalimantan, Medan and Riau whose accents are heavily 

influenced by Malay and Chinese dialects would be easily recognisable as “anak 

daerah”. The fastest and most common way to become Jakartan is to speak like a 

Jakartan, that is to speak Indonesian with a Jakarta accent.7  

 

Since Jakarta has become a place where different Chinese identities intersect and 

interact, it is not always easy to define who the “Chinese-Jakartan” are. For the 

purpose of this thesis, “Chinese-Jakartan” refers to the translocal Chinese from the 

different provinces of Indonesia who study, work or reside in Jakarta; as well as the 

                                                 
7 Turner (1995) observes that,  

Young people from various areas who have lived in Jakarta proudly use the Jakarta dialect or 
elements of it which are particularly Jakartan on their return to their regions in order to show off 
their identity as young people from the capital. Indeed, many people are of the impression that 
in cities outside Jakarta the Jakarta dialect or particular elements of it are in widespread use by 
young people who have never set foot in Jakarta. 

 48



“original” Chinese inhabitants in Jakarta – both the encik and encim (Chinese-

Indonesian terms for full-blooded older generation Chinese men and women 

respectively) in Glodok, and the “Hitachi” (hitam tapi Cina, or the dark, assimilated 

Chinese) or Cina Betawi (Chinese-Batavian) in Tangerang. Although this thesis did 

not survey different provinces of Indonesia and observe the differences in Chinese 

identities in different regions, the thesis should not be discounted as being limited to 

“Chineseness” only in Jakarta. As James Clifford put it, “How many sites can be 

studied intensively before criteria of ‘depth’ are compromised?” (1997: 57). The 

diversity of the Chinese in Jakarta enables this thesis to examine different voices 

within its one “site” – Jakarta.8 Hence, even though this thesis is not multi-sited, its 

informants came from multiple locations and thus present multiple voices. In this 

regard, Jakarta should be conceptualised not as a site, but sites where multilocal and 

multivocal “Chineseness” intersect and hybridise.   

 

Contesting sites – where is Chinatown? 

 

Margaret Rodman contends that places “are politicised, culturally relative, historically 

specific, local and multiple constructions… [they are] as complex as voice” (2003: 

205). In the first few weeks after arriving in Jakarta, I visited prestigious Indonesian 

academic institutions such as the University of Indonesia, the Center for Strategic and 

International Studies and various Chinese organisations. One of the questions that 

                                                 
8 Vered Amit conjectures,  

The shift away from locality as the boundary and site for cultural production has allowed 
anthropologists to take more cognisance of migrants and travellers whose social networks and 
frames of reference are likely to be dispersed and multilocale rather than conveniently fixed in 
one place (2000: 13).  

I have departed from the tradition of doing fieldwork in an exotic and remote town or village, but have 
chosen a chaotic and large cosmopolitan city for study, in order to explore the multi-sited and multi-
vocal Chinese from different regions of Indonesia. 
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scholars and leaders in these organisations asked, was, “Where is your site?”. When I 

answered, “Jakarta”, they were not satisfied. Most, if not all, suggested that I should 

study the Chinese who live in Glodok or Tangerang, because they were more 

“authentic” than other Chinese in Jakarta. 

 

To fully appreciate the rationale behind their proposition, I will briefly discuss the 

location of these two areas and their historical significance. Glodok became the 

“Chinatown” of Jakarta after the massacre of 1740, as a result of a Chinese revolt in 

Batavia. After the massacre, the Chinese were no longer permitted to live within the 

city walls and were settled in an area outside the city limits. This area became known 

as Glodok (Lohanda 1994: 19). According to Thung, “the lives and businesses of most 

Chinese in the 30 years since Indonesian Independence have remained within the 

‘visible’ confines of the so-called kota (city or downtown) area [with Glodok as its 

centre]” (1998: 128). However, over the last three decades, as part of the city’s 

expansion and development, Chinese businesses and residences in Jakarta spread from 

Glodok to other parts of the city (see Gondomono 1996: 4; Thung 1998: 130).9 While 

Glodok is still predominantly inhabited by middle class Chinese, most of the more 

wealthy Chinese have moved to suburbs further from the city. Since huge shopping 

malls have been built in almost every suburb of Jakarta, many Chinese have shifted 

their business to these newer areas.  

 

In this regard, the definition of “Chinatown” deserves to be problematised as there are 

now Chinese-owned businesses in all corners of Jakarta, catering for different classes. 

                                                 
9 Moving away from Chinatown into other suburbs is a common practice of Chinese migrants in many 
countries, especially after settling in the host country for more than one generation. See Zhou (1992: 
219-233) on the practice among Chinese-Americans, and Giese (1995) on the experience of Chinese-
Australians.  
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For instance, shopping malls in areas such as Tanah Abang, Pasar Baru and Mangga 

Dua serve the needs of the lower and middle class; Taman Anggrek Mall, Kelapa 

Gading Mall and Pondok Indah Mall cater for the demands of the Jakarta’s growing 

middle class; and Plaza Indonesia and Plaza Senayan are frequented by the upper 

middle class. While it is fair to still consider the historically confined Glodok as a 

“Chinatown”, it is certainly no longer the only one. The aforementioned newer 

suburbs have just as much claim as Glodok to be “Chinatowns” in their own right, 

given their Chinese populations. 

 

The suggestion to focus my research on the Chinese in Glodok implies a narrow 

conceptualisation of the idea of “Chinatown”. “Chinatown” was imagined by my 

counterparts as an exotic location, with a special historical heritage that renders it 

“authentic”, whose Chinese residents were presumed to embody unique traits or 

characteristics that set them apart from ordinary Chinese-Jakartans who live outside 

Glodok.10 Gupta and Ferguson refer to this taken-for-granted association of a culture 

and a people with a place as “naturalism” (1992: 11-12). Even though there is no 

question about the cultural symbolism and rich heritage that Chinatowns such as 

Glodok possess, they should not be assumed to be static entities that are frozen in time 

and space. Glodok has been changing both as a busy retail centre, and in terms of the 

identities of its Chinese residents. Even the devastating rioting, burning and lootings 

of May 1998, which caused substantial damage to property and loss of lives, did not 

stop Glodok from developing. A few months after the riots, it was business as usual: 

shops and buildings were renovated and rebuilt, except a few that were left unattended 

                                                 
10 For discussions of the politics and dynamics that influence the imagination and exoticisation of 
“Chinatown” see Tsu (1999) on Japan, Chan W. (2004) on Britain, Zhou M. (1992) on America and 
Giese (1995) on Australia. 
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– presumably to remind the people of the 1998 atrocities (Nas and Pratiwo 2003: 286-

8). People eventually moved on with their lives.  

 

In contrast, Tangerang is a town situated on the outskirts of Jakarta and is known as 

the largest settlement of established peranakan Chinese (Lohanda 1994: 5). The 

Chinese here are referred to as Cina-Benteng and are known as poor people, with dark 

skin and slanted eyes (ibid).11 They are seen as both assimilated and yet still very 

“Chinese”. Most of them have been in Indonesia for at least five generations. They 

work as farmers and are generally poor. In terms of appearance, they have dark skin 

(in contrast to the stereotype of Chinese having fair skin), yet their slanted eyes (mata 

sipit) mark them as Chinese. Perhaps because they share the same socio-economic 

class as the pribumi villagers and because they are very assimilated in their lifestyle, 

ethnic problems are often said to be rare. However, despite their assimilation, they are 

amongst the very few Chinese who still practise traditional peranakan rituals 

especially for weddings and other ceremonies (interview with specialist of peranakan 

culture, David Kwan, 07/01/2005).  

 

There is no doubt that the Cina-Benteng are an interesting case for the study of the 

ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. However, my counterparts, who singled out this 

community as deserving representatives of “the Chinese” in Jakarta, had, wittingly or 

unwittingly, dichotomised Cina-Benteng as the exotic “Other” juxtaposed against the 

unproblematic “Us” who do not deserve or are not “unique” enough to be studied 

(Gupta and Ferguson 1992: 14). The suggestion that the “field” is necessarily located 

                                                 
11 The term “Benteng” means fortress in Indonesian. The Cina-Benteng were descendants of labourers 
from China who were brought there by the Dutch colonials in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
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at an exotic place, far away from “home”, where certain “unique” characteristics or 

traits can be identified, needs to be rejected (Clifford 1997: 52-91; Dyck 2000: 37).  

 

Destabilising “home” and “away” 

 

The boundary between “field” and “home” has often been delineated by the act of 

travel and by a presumption that “home” is fixed and immobile, while the “field” is 

necessarily a journey away (Amit 2000: 8). This point is illuminated by Noel Dyck in 

the following statements:  

 

The people of the field are ‘others’ while, presumably, the denizens of home are ‘us’. According 

to this admittedly simplified schema, the field constitutes a place for ethnographic enquiry while 

home may perhaps be taken for granted, at least with regard to establishing analytical and 

research priorities. In practice, however, where and what comprises ‘home’ and ‘us’ for an 

individual ethnographer may be less than obvious, and thus needs to be considered (2000: 37). 

 

The “home” and “field” dualism implies that the latter cannot possibly be where the 

former is – it has to be “somewhere else”, in order for ethnographers to travel “out in 

search of difference” (italics in original; Clifford 1997: 85). This sub-section 

problematises the notions of “home” and “field”, which are often taken-for-granted as 

fixed and oppositional categories. It suggests a blurring of the boundaries between 

“home” and “field”, and (re)conceptualises them as flexible, shifting and multiple, 

and reflects upon the researcher’s own positions.  

 

Home is often associated with a sense of belonging that is experienced by individuals 

(Sarup 1994: 94; Knowles 2000: 64). However, the sense of belonging that is central 
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to the concept of “home” becomes problematic when talking of people who have 

multiple places of belongings, such as expatriates, transnationals, migrants (first and 

subsequent generations) and people in exile.12 In such cases, it is not clear how people 

who are physically and spatially dislocated should locate their “home”. To use Madan 

Sarup’s questions: Is home “where your family is, where you have been brought up? 

Is it where your parents [or ancestors] are buried? Is home the place from where you 

have been displaced, or where you are now?” (1994: 94). For some people, there is no 

simple answer to describe their multiple and complex sense of belonging(s) which, in 

Trinh Minh-ha’s words, may be “between a here, a there, and an elsewhere” (italics in 

original 1994: 9). Knowles conjectures that all places that one might belong to elicit a 

partial sense of belonging (2000: 64). Therefore, the concept of “home” might 

sometimes be partial (ibid: 65). I could certainly relate to this partial and multiple 

sense of belonging, because of my own “multiple subjectivity” (Narayan 1993: 676):  

as a person of Chinese descent who was born in Malaysia, raised in Brunei, educated 

and residing in Australia and doing research in Indonesia. Is “home” Malaysia – the 

nation to which I am politically attached in terms of citizenship? Is it Brunei, where 

my parents, siblings and other relatives are? Is it Australia, the place where I received 

my higher education and am in the process of establishing my academic career? Or 

could it be Indonesia, to which I am so passionately and emotionally attached, and 

whose language has become my second tongue?13  This explains my ambivalence 

                                                 
12 Trinh Minh-ha writes, 

[t]he travelling self is here both the self that moves physically from one place to another, 
following ‘public routes and beaten tracks’ within a mapped movement, and the self that 
embarks on an undetermined journeying practice, having constantly to negotiate between home 
and abroad, native culture and adopted culture (italics in original, 1994: 9). 

 It is this negotiation that highlights the ambivalent sense of belonging of “travellers” (be it expatriates, 
migrants, transnationals or people in exile). 
13 Dyck argues that “home” is far less a matter of birthplace or nationality than of continuing personal 
engagement in certain types of social aggregations, activities and relationships (2000: 48). In this 
regard, although I did not have a relationship with Indonesia based on nationality or birth, I could still 
identify it as “home” because of the social and personal relationships I established. 
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when I wrote emails to my friends and supervisor from the field, telling them that I 

was feeling “homesick”. Inside me was a feeling of something “lost” and “missing”, 

but also a confusion about which “home” this feeling was directed to.  

 

The idea of “home”, at least for me, can never be defined in simple terms. When I was 

in the field, especially in the first few months (when I presumably still “looked” 

foreign), my origin and background were always a topic that my colleagues, friends, 

informants, and people with whom I came into contact on a day-to-day basis found 

fascinating to talk about. Sometimes, a simple question asked by Indonesians like 

“Asal dari mana, Pak?” (Where are you originally from, Mister?), could put me into 

agonies.14 I did not know if I should list and explain to them one-by-one my multiple 

origins or should I just pick one to talk about? At first, I was patient enough to talk 

about the different fragments of my identity, but as time went by, I became tired of 

repeating myself. So sometimes I told a person that I was from Malaysia, and other 

times from Brunei, Australia and so on. These were, of course, genuine and honest 

answers, as they were part of my fragmented “Self”. However, some people got 

confused, as they may have heard me claiming to be a Malaysian, while others said 

that my family was in Brunei. Thus, my integrity was sometimes suspected, forcing 

me to make clarifications. Also this confusion shows the discomfort that some people 

have with the concept of multiple “homes”. Nevertheless, the longer I stayed in 

Indonesia and the more immersed I became in the culture, language and society, the 

less I had to explain my origins, as most people assumed that I was an Indonesian. 

                                                 
14 It should be noted that questions about one’s origin (tempat asal) are not uncommon in Jakarta (even 
between Indonesians themselves) because of the diversity of people in the city. 
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This indicates a blurring of the home/field dichotomy, where the “field” has become, 

and was assumed to be by others, the researcher’s “home”.15   

 

Technologies such as telephone, the Internet and email services also blurred the 

field/home divide (Caputo 2000: 26). These technologies facilitated the crossings of 

the field/home boundaries by linking my field with my academic home (my university) 

and my home (in Jakarta) with my other homes (Brunei and Malaysia). For instance, 

email had served as the main communication tool for my supervisor and me when we 

were both physically in Perth. It continued to carry out this function even when I was 

in Jakarta and when she was in Perth, then later when she was in Sumatra. Email had 

created a real time virtual reality that seemed to have transcended the spatial distance 

between my supervisor and me: I did not feel that the “field” was very far “away” 

from “home”.  

 

The fluidity and ambiguity of field and home can be further illustrated in their 

impermanency and constant shifting, both to the researcher and the research subjects. 

Since many Chinese in Jakarta came from different provinces of Indonesia, Jakarta, 

though not their “home” by birth, eventually became the “home” of their children, and 

even themselves. Many of my informants who were more affluent had families 

overseas in the United States, Australia, Germany or the Netherlands, and also had 

once migrated or obtained permanent residence in these countries. The transnational 

                                                 
15 For instance, after spending eight months in Jakarta, I went to visit my supervisor in West Sumatra, 
where she was conducting fieldwork. I was assumed by the locals to be a Jakartan (Chinese). 
Sometimes, I did deliberately utilise my Jakartan identity, speaking fluent Jakartan slang to bargain in a 
marketplace and to avoid being charged a “tourist” rate when entering a park or making a purchase. 
However, sometimes this identification was not self-conscious, as I felt Jakartan, spoke Jakartan slang 
(Bahasa Gaul) and dressed like an urban Jakartan youth, in contrast to the “Others”, namely my 
supervisor and the locals in Sumatra. 
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context that both the researcher and the informants experienced further cast the 

ontological distinction between “home” and “away” into question (see Amit 2000: 15). 

 

Last but not least, the concept of “leaving the field” was also theoretically (and 

emotionally) problematic. As argued above, the blurring of field/home boundaries 

enabled me to called the “field”, i.e. Jakarta, “home”. Acciaioli recognises that the 

uncomfortable business of inhabiting interstitial social spaces is a common fate for 

many researchers who “became caught between ‘field’ and ‘home’, belonging to both 

and neither” (cited in Hume and Mulcock 2004: xvi). On return to Perth, I suffered 

considerable reverse culture shock – an experience of disorientation and of being 

“lost” (similar to the feeling of being “lost” at the beginning of fieldwork that I 

described earlier) – which was probably a measure of the extent to which I had 

adapted to life in Jakarta. The resumption of my academic life in my academic home 

(Perth) did not equate to dissociation from the field. In fact, Caputo argues that one is 

never able completely to “leave the field” (2000: 28). Amit explains that researchers 

“cannot help but take it [the field] with them because the ‘field’ has now become 

incorporated into their biographies, understandings and associations” (2000: 9). I keep 

in regular contact with the friends (and informants) that I met in the field. 

Communication with them is enabled by the very technologies (email, Internet, 

telephone) that facilitated my communication with my supervisor when I was in the 

field. Further, I incorporate many examples from my field experience in the Asian 

Studies courses that I teach in the university, not only because they are “original” 

firsthand knowledge, but also because in doing so I am able to nostalgically “re-live” 

the field. This really casts the question, “(When) Does fieldwork end?”.  
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Academic discipline and research methodology 

 

During my fieldwork, I was often confronted with the question of “What is your 

academic discipline?”, especially by Indonesian academics. Asian Studies, which is 

an example of “area studies”, has been a site of contestation, and is not generally 

known in Indonesia. Many of the criticisms of Asian Studies have been documented 

in an edited volume entitled Learning Places: The Afterlives of Area Studies (Miyoshi 

and Harootunian 2002, see also Jackson 2003a; Jackson 2003b). However, far from 

being “Orientalist” or “Eurocentric” and “isolated” or “closed” from other disciplines, 

as the critics claim, the approach deployed in this study (argued below) is indeed 

multi-disciplinary, multi-pronged and multi-dimensional.16  

 

Another challenge in the writing of the thesis is its position within one of the sub-

fields of Asian Studies: should it be considered as a part of Indonesian Studies, similar 

to the case of Sino-Thai within the context of Thai Studies (see Chan and Tong 2001a: 

8); or should it be located as a part of Overseas Chinese Studies (Wang G. 2003)? 

This study does not see a need to locate itself within disciplinary constraints, but 

occupies a liminal position that enables it to transgress disciplinary boundaries 

without having to be pigeonholed into categorical divides. As much as this study 

could be identified as Indonesian Studies or Overseas Chinese Studies, it may also 

arguably fit into Identity Studies, Diasporic Studies, Racial and Ethnic Studies or 

Minority Studies.   

 

                                                 
16  To quote Spivak, “Area studies have resources but also built-in, restricted, but real 

interdisciplinarity” (2003: 7).  
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This study encompasses a literature and review, ethnographic fieldwork in Jakarta, as 

well as discourse analysis of media and texts (such as television, magazines, 

newspapers and the internet) that have shaped Chinese identity. Similar to Dasgupta’s 

(2004) study of Japanese masculinity, this study incorporates a “bricolage” of 

academic traditions and disciplines such as history, oral history, anthropology, 

sociology and cultural studies.  

 

Mapping the logistics of fieldwork 

 

Like many researchers (for instance, Béteille 1975 and Sullivan 1984), I did not have 

a clearly formulated plan of investigation and detailed hypotheses before arriving in 

the field. The ethnographic practices only took shape and were reshaped in the course 

of my actual stay in Jakarta. Even though, at times, I felt uneasy about the lack of 

structure in my research practices, it was precisely this vagueness and openness that 

enabled serendipities. Amit conjectures that “[t]o overdetermine fieldwork practices is 

therefore to undermine the very strength of ethnography, the way in which it 

deliberately leaves openings for unanticipated discoveries and directions” 

(2000:17). 17  This section will only address some of the logistical aspects of the 

fieldwork; the deeper negotiations the field research process will be reflected upon in 

a later section of this chapter. 

 

Doing fieldwork in a big city like Jakarta with a population of about 8.5 million 

(Suryadinata et al 2003) is notably different to doing fieldwork in a smaller location 

                                                 
17 This resonates with Shaffir and Stebbins’ assertion that “[m]ost fieldwork projects are exploratory, 
this means that the researcher approaches the field with certain special orientations, among them 
flexibility in looking for data and open-mindedness about where to find them” (italics in original, 
1991:5)  
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such as a rural village. The most compelling reason that accounts for this difference is 

that, the city of Jakarta, as an integrated spatial entity, lacks an identifiable 

“community” for the purpose of manageable ethnographic work. Nevertheless, there 

are different “communities” in Jakarta that can be identified and grouped under 

different geographical locations (North, South, West, East and Central Jakarta), class 

(often reflected by the suburbs or residential estates), generations, ethnicities and 

religion, which often overlap and are not mutually exclusive. Hence, it is useful to 

identify sub-sites within Jakarta for more specific observations of how different 

identities intersect and multiply. Consequently, in the first few months of my 

fieldwork, I conducted participant observation on two subgroups: the youth fellowship 

in a peranakan church with around forty Chinese and pribumi members, and a class in 

a private university with approximately twenty students, all Chinese except two. I 

participated in the youth fellowship for five weeks to observe “racial” relations, the 

“Othering discourse” and identity constructions. I sat-in on a Marketing Management 

class in the university for five weeks and was given forty-five minutes after each 

lecture by the lecturer to discuss ethnic and identity issues with the students. 

 

Apart from the two sub-sites, my ten-month stay in Jakarta bestowed upon me 

sufficient time to establish numerous close friendships and to travel extensively. In the 

remaining six months or so, I developed a close circle of friends who could be 

roughly defined as young middle-class Chinese, both university students and working 

professionals. I met them on different occasions, through different introductions – 

some from the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), where I was a 

visiting scholar for the duration of my fieldwork, some from Chinese organisations 

and events they held, and others through casual introductions by friends. I found that 
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these friendships provided me with more insights and were less limiting compared to 

my previous sub-sites, as the observations I was able to carry out were not restricted 

to controlled environments, such as a church hall or a classroom. The rapport I 

established with these informants went beyond a physically defined “site”, and 

extended to their families, lifestyle and other social circles. With help and guidance 

from these friends, I was able to travel to different parts of Jakarta to observe the 

lifestyle, language used, cultural practices and ethnic relations in different parts of 

Jakarta – including the so-called “Chinese” areas of Glodok and Tangerang.  

 

During the course of my fieldwork, I also attended and participated in many seminars 

organised by Chinese organisations. These mainly consisted of discussions about the 

role of the ethnic Chinese in the general elections and their right to participate in 

national politics – an activity commonly referred to by these organisations as 

“political education”. These activities were significant because they provided spaces 

for the Chinese who had been traumatised during the 30 September 1965 Movement 

and depoliticised during the New Order to gradually overcome their fear of politics, 

and to reconfigure their political and national identity as being an integral part of the 

Indonesian nation.   

 

Although participant observation is an effective fieldwork technique that allows the 

researcher to immerse him/herself in a culture (Fetterman 1991: 94), it was not the 

only methodology that was used in the field research. I also deployed what Shaffir and 

Stebbins (1991: 5) refer to as “additional methodological techniques” – such as 

conducting semi-structured interviews, recording oral histories and collecting primary 

 61



and secondary documents for analysis – in order to get a more substantial 

understanding of the social conditions of the Chinese in Jakarta.  

 

I conducted semi-structured interviews with fifty two informants, thirty-six of whom 

were ethnic Chinese and sixteen non-Chinese. Most of these interviews were taped or 

digitally recorded, except for a few for which notes were taken. On top of these 

interviews, there were also a couple of life stories of informants that were noted 

during casual discussions and chats, rather than formal interviews. The list of 

interviewed informants can be roughly divided into eight categories (see Appendix 2). 

Two are from my sub-sites: students at the private university and young people from 

the peranakan church. The other six categories are: personal friends, leaders of the 

Chinese “community”, Chinese-language education activists, Chinese press 

practitioners, young Chinese members of NGOs and activists, and pribumi 

informants.18 Apart from one, all interviews with pribumi informants were conducted 

by my research assistant – a young Moslem female pribumi university student – 

because I found it challenging to gain access to the non-Chinese community.19 The 

pribumi informants were chosen from my research assistant’s network of friends, 

                                                 
18 These eight categories were not established prior to the selection of interviewees but were a result of 
the interviews I managed to collect. The categories have been set up only to manage the long list of 
interviewees, and are not meant to be definitive in nature. Some of these categories are open to 
contestation, for instance, “leaders of the Chinese community” is used here mainly to refer to the 
leaders of Chinese organisations. This is problematic because “members” of the Chinese “community” 
may not see these leaders as their leaders, and neither did these leaders declare themselves to be leaders 
of the Chinese community. Nevertheless, for the sake of convenience, these categories are helpful as 
they tend to give the reader a rough idea about the social roles and status of the informants. 
19 My Chinese ethnicity and appearance were the main obstacles to gaining access to the pribumi 
community. While I had a few personal friends who were non-Chinese, they were often reluctant to let 
me know their thoughts and perceptions about Chinese-Indonesians.  Indonesian, or more specifically, 
Javanese, culture puts a lot of stress on politeness and manners, deeming negative comments as 
impolite. Because of this, I almost always heard only positive comments about the Chinese. These 
comments tapped into the stereotypes of the Chinese as hardworking, thrifty, good in business and so 
on. Only on rare occasions, for instance, when my pribumi friends were angry about the injustice that 
their fellow pribumi experienced, would I hear the “other side of the story”. Also, my ethnicity as a 
Chinese might have caused my pribumi friends to suspect my motives for asking questions about what 
they thought of Chinese-Indonesians.  
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most of whom are middle class. While the discussion here aims only to provide a 

general profile of the informants as a collective, a more detailed discussion of 

individual informants will be provided in subsequent chapters. 

 

Informants from my two sub-sites, Chinese members of NGOs and activists, friends 

and pribumi informants were mostly younger generation (between 20 and 40 years 

old), though a few of them were middle-aged. However, most informants who fall 

under the three categories of leaders of the Chinese community, leaders in Chinese-

language education, and managers of the Chinese press belonged to an older 

generation (60 years and above).20 Many, but not all, from the older generation could 

speak and write Mandarin. Most of my informants, both Chinese and pribumi, 

belonged to the middle-class, except for a few who were very wealthy. It should also 

be noted that all of the “Chinese leaders” and Chinese press practitioners that I 

interviewed were men, except one who was the leader of a Chinese organisation’s 

women’s group. Even though my interviews of Chinese-Indonesians informants 

included two female students and three female activists, women were still very under 

represented (5 out of 36). There are two reasons for this gender bias: firstly, most 

Chinese organisations operate based on a patriarchal system (Tjhin 2004d). Men 

usually held office, especially in well-established Chinese organisations, and women 

were subordinate to them. Also, it appeared that many Chinese women did stay within 

their domestic roles and were not interested in active involvement in social 

movements and politics. They were visible in public Chinese gatherings and seminars 

but mostly as the partner of their husbands, rather than on their own behalf. The 

second reason was my own discomfort in interviewing female informants. In my 
                                                 
20 I acknowledged the slipperiness of the concept of generation. The problem related to the definition of 
“generation” was documented in Mannheim (1959) and Spitzer (1973). I will justify my classification 
of generations in Chapter Five.  
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interview experience, female informants were not as vocal as male ones. There were 

also two instances where my informants wanted to take a step forward in our relations 

and assumed a relationship with me without my consent (by spreading gossip and so 

on). Hence, I exercised a lot of discretion in choosing my research participants so that 

misunderstandings such as this could be avoided. There was a more balanced gender 

representation in the interviews with pribumi informants conducted by my female 

research assistant.  

 

Most of the interviews were carried out between May and November 2004. I only 

started my interviews in the fourth month of fieldwork, after I began to be more 

confident and had developed more familiarity with and understanding of the “site” 

and my research subjects. At that time I was in a more mature position to refine my 

questions and decide what questions to ask and how to ask them (see Kondo 1990: 7; 

Fetterman 1991: 94).  By that time I had established connections and networks, a job 

that had been a major challenge in the beginning of my fieldwork. At the beginning, 

my informants had been very reserved about, if not reluctant to, participate in my 

research as they did not know me and failed to see any economic or other benefit that 

participation might offer.  

 

The interviews were very fluid and flexible, in terms of the venue and language used. 

Most of the interviews with leaders of Chinese organisations and Chinese press 

practitioners took place in their offices, while interviews with others took place in 

cafes, restaurants and informants’ residences. The languages used in these interviews 

were mainly Indonesian, Mandarin and, occasionally, English. Depending on the 

language competency and personal preference of the informants, I was fairly flexible 
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with their language choice. In general, most Chinese-educated older generation 

Chinese informants preferred to speak to me in Mandarin and sometimes a mix of 

Mandarin with Indonesian. The younger generation generally preferred to be 

interviewed in Indonesian and English.  The first step of the interview was to explain 

to them the purpose of the research and to ask if they were willing to participate. An 

information sheet and consent form (in Indonesian) were handed to them for their 

reference and to provide assurance that the data collected would be used solely for 

this research (see Appendix 3).21 However, since written consent in Indonesia has 

long been associated with governmental control, to ask for written consent might have 

alienated some participants, as it might have appeared to them that my study was 

linked to official requests for knowledge. Also, the nature of participant observation 

in a transient community makes it difficult to gain consent from a majority of 

participants. For these reasons, not all interviews and stories (including oral histories) 

had signed consent from informants. Nonetheless, in most, if not all cases, I explicitly 

asked all participants if I could use the information in the interviews for my thesis. 

Their verbal approvals were recorded in tapes and CDs. This thesis uses both real 

names and pseudonyms without indicating which names are real and which ones are 

not.22  

                                                 
21 I did not experience many problems using the information sheet and consent forms. There was one 
exception.  One informant (a lecturer at an Indonesian university) critiqued my request for her to sign 
the ethics consent form as inherently “unethical”. She argued that by asking informants to sign the 
form, I was forcing them to enter into a contract. She said I should have provided them with a “request 
letter” (surat permohonan) instead of a consent form, since I was asking a “favour” from them. She 
argued that informants would not feel “treasured” (tidak dihargai), given that they had sacrificed their 
time for my research for nothing in return. She contended that I was the one who benefited from the 
interview, not the informants, hence, I should not ask them to enter into a contract. To her, signing a 
consent form represented an imbalance in power relations between the researcher and the researched. 
22 In my interviews (except for those with famous Chinese leaders), I informed my informants that their 
real names would not appear in the thesis. However, some of them insisted that their real names be 
used, so that their voices could be heard. In such cases, their actual name and the name of their 
organisation will be used. It would be irresponsible to use pseudonyms to replace the names of famous 
Chinese figures and leaders, as well as their organisations, as this information is crucial to the 
developing scholarship on studies about Chinese-Indonesians. I only use real names if people have 
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Most interviews were conducted on a one-to-one basis, with the exception of a few 

interviews with prominent Chinese figures who had a busy schedule, where I had to 

compromise with their arrangements. On three separate occasions, the informants 

organised a session for a few journalists and scholars (including myself) to interview 

them. Interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format. The questions asked 

and topics discussed in interviews about Chinese organisations or NGOs/activisms 

were mostly tailor-made. On the other hand, interviews with individuals such as 

students, church members and friends were based around, but not limited to, key 

themes on their life history: family background, education, employment history, 

familiarity with Chinese culture, cultural identity, relationship with local community 

and future aspirations (see Appendix 4). However, there was a lot of flexibility and 

fluidity in the interview process, as informants were free to discuss certain topics that 

interested them in greater length than others. This also meant that interviews varied in 

length, the longest being around two hours and the shortest being thirty minutes or so. 

All interviews, except one, were only carried out once as most of my informants were 

very busy, and also because of the difficulty of doing research in a big city, as 

mentioned above.  

 

Defining the researcher’s (multiple) selves 

 

This section interrogates the epistemological dichotomies of researcher/researched, 

Self/Other, insider/outsider and native/foreign. These dichotomies are not fixed and 

unproblematic. Quite the opposite, they are constructed and shaped by specific 

                                                                                                                                            
given me consent to do so. Readers who are interested to know which names are “real” and which are 
pseudonyms are welcome to contact me for information. 
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temporal and spatial contexts, and are always shifting (Kondo 1990; Shaffir 1991; 

Narayan 1993; Clifford 1997). Dorrine Kondo conjectures,  

 

I attempt to avoid positing in advance the unproblematic existence of a unified, rational, 

coherent, bounded subject, looking instead to see ‘selves’ as potential sites for the play of 

multiple discourses and shifting, multiple subject-positions (1990: 44).  

 

For Kondo, the essentialist notion of the “Self” should be rejected, as the “Self” is 

conceptualised as a positionality defined by ever shifting discourses. Likewise, I do 

not wish to assume in this section that the “Self” can be regarded as a singular, neat 

and unproblematic entity. However, neither do I suggest that the conceptualisation of 

fragmented and multiple “Selves” necessarily leads to the abandonment of the idea 

that a coherent “inner core of self-identity” can still exist in post-modernity (Giddens 

1991: 100). As Dasgupta argues, 

 

While it is important to appreciate the multiplicities, contradictions, ambiguities and fluidity 

inherent in the configurations, in the ‘crafting’ of selves [as suggested by Kondo], there is a 

(shifting) limit to the extent to which identity can be a free-floating, dislocated signifier…. 

Inherent in this line of thinking is a notion of the ‘ever-shifting’ self that is continually crafted 

and re-constituted but is still connected (however tenuously) to some concept of a life-

path/trajectory. This life path/trajectory is itself subject to wider historical, social, cultural, 

economic, and other structures and processes (2004: 42). 

 

Although I write about my shifting and multiple “selves” in this section, there are, 

nevertheless, aspects of me that endure across contexts which define my “identity”. 

One example of this is my religion as a Christian – an aspect of me that does have 

continuity and stability across contexts – despite the fact that religion, like culture, is 
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not static and unchanging. This factor also partly shaped the selection of research sites 

and participants, as discussed above.  

 

Peter McLaren argues that through participant observation, “field-workers engage not 

just in the analysis of field sites but in their active production” (italics in original, 

1991: 150-1; see also Kondo 1990: 24). This “active production” of meanings could 

not be achieved without an active participation and engagement of the researcher in 

the field. McLaren also states that as fieldworkers, we “actively construct and are 

constructed by the discourses we embody and the metaphors we enact” and this 

renders us “both the subject and the object of our research” (1991: 152). In this regard, 

we can argue that the ontological distinction between researcher and researched is no 

longer intact.  On the other hand, Kondo argues that informants are not “inert objects 

available for the free play of the ethnographer’s desire, [as] they themselves were, in 

the act of being, actively interpreting and trying to make meaning of the 

ethnographer” (1990: 17). In the process of participant observation and interviews, my 

informants questioned me about my identity as much as I questioned them about 

theirs. Hence, this section will demonstrate and discuss how the researcher’s “Self” 

was constructed and transformed through negotiating the field and traversing various 

boundaries, at the same time, describing how this influenced the dynamics of the field 

study.  

 

The presentation of my identity in Jakarta did not take place in a vacuum but was 

shaped by the people with whom I interacted. After arriving in the field, my identity – 

in terms of age, appearance, ethnographic practices, education, academic affiliation, 

ethnicity and language – were all subject to constructions and contestations. Many 
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informants found my relatively young age (twenty four years old) unconvincing for a 

PhD researcher and a visiting scholar of CSIS (see Kondo 1990: 15). Apart from my 

age, it was my attire that defined my identity. According to Van Dijk,  

 

Clothes…may reflect differences in status and political or religious outlook. As such, the 

manner in which one chooses to dress can serve as a statement, as a means of showing that one 

belongs to a specific group sharing a certain set of ideals (1997: 39). 

 

When I arrived in Jakarta, I dressed in t-shirts, shorts and sports gear, sometimes with 

a sports cap – clothes that Australians (even some academics) wear during summer. It 

did not take me long to realise that this dress code was not acceptable in Indonesia, 

because it failed to reflect my status as an academic. With my casual clothing, I was 

refused entry to my affiliated institution by, first, the receptionist, then, the security 

officers. None were convinced that I was a visiting scholar. It also explained the 

offensive look that government officials and Indonesian academics bestowed on me. 

This substantiates Gidden’s assertion that, “[d]ress and social identity have certainly 

not become entirely dissociated today, and dress remains a signalling device of gender, 

class position and occupational status (1991: 99). No wonder Nordholt asserts that “an 

individual’s ‘free choice’ is also embedded in a variety of social conventions, which 

prescribe or recommend certain ways of dress in particular contexts and make other 

choices unlikely or even risky” (1997: 1). After learning my lesson, I changed my 

clothing practices and started to wear business shirts and trousers, with leather shoes. I 

was able to earn back some respect by repressing aspects of my Australian persona 

and compensating for my youthful appearance by wearing mature attire and behaving 

with appropriate decorum and etiquette (see Narayan 1993: 674; Clifford 1997: 76). 
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My “Oriental” look and fair skin was also a site of contestation. I remember that I was 

mistaken for a Taiwanese pop star when I went to the police headquarters (Mabes) in 

Jakarta in my friend’s Mercedes Benz.  I sat in the back, with my friend and his driver 

sitting in front. The security officers who stood under a tent outside the police 

headquarters checking all vehicles entering the building paid a military-style salute to 

me and made a remark like, “I saw you on TV yesterday”. My fair complexion 

(together with other factors such as fashion, class and language) had somehow marked 

my identity as an ethnic Chinese. Therefore, I was always advised by my informants 

and friends not to take public transport or go to certain places because of my 

appearance. However, this racial type-casting based on biology and appearance was 

not consistent. One high profile Indonesian professor once said to me, “You can 

survive here because you look Indonesian. You don’t have slanted eyes”. He was 

referring to the ethnic Menadonese who are perceived to have fair skin and almond-

shaped eyes (mata belo). I was only able to shed some of my “foreignness” and 

perceived as a Chinese-Indonesian when my Indonesian language improved and I 

could speak fluent Jakartan slang, after about two months of fieldwork. This shift 

from “foreign” to “native” was enhanced by my Asian appearance (which a white 

researcher lacks, for instance) as well as my willingness to “go native” – for instance, 

to eat in a roadside warung (food stall) and take public transport (which was seen as 

“low class”, dangerous and dirty). In other words, to some degree, I could fit in to the 

conceptual schema of the intertwined “native” race, language and culture that Kondo 

described (1990: 11).  

 

Even though the idea of insider/outsider and native/foreign is often associated with 

authenticity and place of origin of the person concerned, they are not permanent 
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watertight categories.23 Narayan articulates that “people born within a society can be 

simultaneously both insiders and outsiders, just as those born elsewhere can be 

outsiders and, if they are lucky, insiders too” (1992: 678). However, a researcher such 

as myself could never be a complete and permanent insider (Mayer 1975: 33). The 

researcher shifts between being part-insider and part-outsider at different times, or 

both insider and outsider at the same time, depend on the context and the prevailing 

power relationships (Narayan 1992: 676). 24  I was sometimes perceived by 

Indonesians, both Chinese and pribumi, as an “insider” who was “more Indonesian 

than Indonesians” because of my expertise on, and my rich experiences in, Indonesia. 

It was common for my friends (especially middle class Chinese-Indonesians) to 

introduce me to others in this way: “CY [the author] is more Indonesian than us! He 

takes all sorts of public transport that I wouldn’t even dare to try.” However, this 

“insider” recognition could be easily stripped from me when I had a different opinion 

from them. For instance, when I told these friends that riding local buses was fun and 

safe, they would reply something like: “What do you know about Indonesia? You 

have not lived here long enough to know what it is like to experience racial 

discrimination and violence on public transport. We have lived here all our life, we 

know the problems of our country!”25 In fact, the very statement that claimed that I 

was “more Indonesian than [real] Indonesians” unwittingly marked my inherent 

                                                 
23  Borrowing Abu-Lughod (1986) and Narayan’s (1993) concept of “Halfie” (i.e. people whose 
national cultural identity is mixed by virtue of migration, overseas education, or parentage), Sonia 
Ryang (2005) problematised the ontological position of the so-called “native anthropologists” 
necessarily as the only insiders. The complex relationship between the ethnographer and informants 
suggests the need to reconceptualise the notion of “native”/foreign, and insider/outsider. 
24 Hume and Mulcock recognised this partiality of the researcher. They assert that “[t]he ethnographer 
must be able to see with the eyes of an outsider as well as they eyes of an insider, although both views 
are, of course, only partial” (2004: xi). 
25 In a similar context, Kondo states,  

[e]rrors, linguistic or cultural, were dealt with impatiently or with a startled look that seemed to 
say, ‘Oh yes, you are American after all’. On the other hand, appropriately Japanese behaviours 
were rewarded with warm, positive reactions or with comments such as “You’re more Japanese 
than the Japanese (Kondo 1990: 16). 
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“foreignness”, because of my inability to authenticate as “real Indonesian” – which 

was presumably determined by citizenship and other factors. 

 

These comments became especially real to me when I was confronted with a daunting 

pickpocket experience in a local bus after having lived in Jakarta for almost five 

months. By this time, I thought I had already become a “native”. Below is an excerpt 

from the notes that I wrote after the event: 

 

I used to tell everyone that buses are safe and tried to breakdown stereotypes about the danger in 

buses. I used to enjoy riding in buses and observing the “lifestyle” in them brought by the 

pengamen (buskers), beggars and petty traders. I used to boast to my friends about my 

knowledge of bus routes and my mobility with this transport system. I used to be very 

complacent in buses and thought that all stories about preman (thugs) were groundless. 

 

…. After being physically pushed around by the pickpockets and losing my phone, I was utterly 

disappointed with Jakarta and with the bus system that I had trusted and defended vigorously. I 

suddenly felt ashamed of myself for not listening to my friends’ advice. I felt as if my trust had 

been broken. Just when I was really comfortable (betah) with Jakarta, I was confronted with 

crime and my physical space was being invaded. I was traumatised. I was betrayed by a city that 

I was just about to call home….  

 

…. Now I did not even dare to walk on the street with my backpack. I was paranoid of anyone 

walking in front of or behind me. I felt insecure with the public space that I had to share with 

others. After all I did not belong here, I was just a foreigner in Jakarta. I needed time to rebuild 

my trust with Jakarta. I needed to reexamine who I am and what am I doing here (field notes, 

28/06/2004). 

 

 72



After the event, some friends told me that it was my “Oriental” appearance that had 

induced the crime. They resorted to the “race” theory to explain the attack, i.e. 

Chinese versus pribumi rather than foreign versus native. However, some people told 

me that I would not be a “true Jakartan” if I had never experienced a pickpocket. 

Regardless of what others thought, this experience forced me to rethink my position 

and legitimacy in the field (see also Hume and Mulcock 2004: xxiii).  

 

My ability to speak Mandarin and other Chinese dialects also bestowed upon me 

different identities that were sometimes to my advantage, but not always. Being able 

to communicate in Mandarin gave me “insider” access to the Chinese-speaking 

community in Jakarta, to which few Indonesian scholars and international 

Indonesianists had access. Since most young Chinese-Indonesians do not have this 

language capability, the Chinese-speaking older generation and Chinese culture 

gatekeepers perceived me as “Us”, juxtaposed against “Them” – both non Chinese-

speaking Chinese-Indonesians and pribumi. I usually phoned these informants using 

Mandarin to make an appointment before meeting them for an interview. Most of 

them had never met me in person before the interview. Many of them constructed me 

as a middle-aged or senior researcher because I could speak Mandarin. It was not 

uncommon for me to see an expression of surprise when we finally met because I was 

so young. The first thing these informants would ask me was to write down my 

Chinese name, and then they would ask where my ancestor’s village in China was. 

They were also eager to find out about the experience of the Chinese in Brunei after 

they knew that I was from there.26 The effort to trace my genealogy and diasporic 

                                                 
26 My older generation Chinese informants particularly were interested to know if Chinese in Brunei 
are discriminated against like Chinese-Indonesians. On one occasion, during a gathering of older 
generation Chinese alumni, one informant asked me about the experience of Chinese in Brunei. He was 
ecstatic when I told him that the Chinese were also officially discriminated against in Brunei. He then 
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experience was satisfying for this generation who not only enjoyed the diasporic 

identity that we “shared” but also saw young people with an extensive knowledge of 

their roots and language as a rare treasure (see Roth 2003: 334-5). The process of 

interview was usually not one-directional, but rather, through interaction, the 

researcher sometimes became the researched, and created knowledge with his 

informants. On a few occasions, before I finished the interview, they would pat me on 

my shoulder and tell me how much they appreciated my “help” in hearing their voice, 

speaking for them, telling their stories, and urge me to join their “mission” to pass on 

this language to their younger counterparts. In these cases, the race, language and 

roots that we shared transcended the age difference. 

 

However, identification with “Chineseness” could also work against me and distance 

me from my informants, especially the Indonesian-speaking younger Chinese. While 

my young Chinese informants admired my ability to speak Mandarin, they 

unwittingly “Othered” me when we encountered something exotically Chinese. For 

instance, a young Chinese-Indonesian informant (who did not speak any Chinese) 

took me to visit his uncle in his apartment which was located in an apartment block 

largely inhabited by Taiwanese business expatriates. He said to me, “You will love 

this place because they are like you, they all speak Chinese” (fieldnotes, 11/02/2004). 

By positing me as similar to the Taiwanese expatriates, I was “Othered” from my 

Indonesian-speaking informants, and thus deemed an outsider after all, no matter how 

much Indonesian I spoke and how similar my age, fashion, religion and hobbies were 

to theirs. 

 

                                                                                                                                            
announced to all his friends that Chinese Bruneians were also discriminated against and that the 
Chinese Indonesians “were not alone” (field notes, 04/04/2004).   
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This “Othering” of me based on language also occurred in a church that I visited on a 

particular Sunday. The construction of my identity by individuals in this church 

reflected their confusion with my status. Consider the following account from the 

field recorded on 02 May 2004: 

 

Today I attended a bilingual Indonesian/Chinese church service in a Chinese-Indonesian church 

in West Jakarta.27 The pastor was a middle-aged male Chinese-Indonesian who could not speak 

Mandarin. His sermon was translated into Chinese by a female Chinese-Indonesian woman who 

had graduated from Beijing. After the sermon, the pastor made some announcements. He asked 

newcomers to raise their hands. It was my first time in that church so I raised my hand. Then a 

middle-aged man came to me and handed me a form to fill in. The form had four sections: name, 

age, address and phone number. It was printed in both Chinese and Indonesian. So I filled out 

my details in Chinese. The form was then collected from me and handed over to the pastor. 

When the pastor saw my name in Chinese characters, he assumed that I was from China. So he 

announced to the congregation that I was from China.  

 

After the service, the man who handed me the form came towards me. He spoke to me in 

Mandarin and asked me if I had a few moments to chat with them. He took me to a meeting 

room and introduced me to a very friendly old lady and a few teenagers who happened to be in 

the room. The man told them that I spoke Chinese and I was from China. The old lady and the 

teenagers panicked because they could not speak Mandarin and they did not know that I could 

speak Indonesian. They spoke amongst themselves in Indonesian: “What should we do? We 

can’t speak Mandarin…Can anyone translate…?” Some teenagers exclaimed flippantly: “Wo bu 

zhi dao” (which means “I don’t know” in Mandarin, but whether deliberately or not, they 

pronounced it in “funny” inaccurate tones). 

 

                                                 
27 Chinese churches which conduct bilingual service are not uncommon in Indonesia. I have personally 
visited a few such churches in Jakarta in 2004. Gondomono noted the existence of bilingual services 
even in Suharto’s era (1996: 137-138).  
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Then I told them I knew Indonesian and they were very relieved. They asked me where I was 

from. I explained my complex transnational identity to them. They did not understand how a 

Bruneian could be born in Malaysia, schooled in Australia and could still speak Mandarin. One 

of them asked me if all indigenous Bruneians were very dark. Then they asked about my 

occupation. I explained my PhD project to them but they did not seem to understand. They 

asked what faculty I was working with. I replied Social and Cultural Studies and they thought I 

was a social worker and asked if I was interested to join their prison ministry, or mission trip to 

the heart of Kalimantan. 

 

Despite the fact that we shared the Christian faith and religious identity, I was still 

subject to secondary Othering and my identity was still subject to their construction. 

In this case, my ability to speak and write Chinese rendered me as an exotic “Other”, 

who spoke an exotic (un)familiar language, from an “exotic place” with which their 

ancestors used to have a connection, and engaged in a type of academic work that was 

incomprehensible to them.  

 

These informants’ inability to understand my occupation as a field researcher was not 

unique. My friend’s mother, with whom I lived for the first two months of my 

fieldwork, was concerned that I was nganggur, which means unemployed. In her 

words, I was always “wandering around” (jalan-jalan). She (and many others) did not 

understand that “the work routines of a field-worker…are rather unnatural or at least 

unusual ones in most settings – hanging around, snooping, engaging in seemingly idle 

chitchat, note taking, asking odd (often dumb) questions,…and so forth (Van Maanen 

1991: 32). Sullivan argues that the very role of fieldworker and the tasks that they 

perform differentiate them from their informants, and reinforce their positions as 

outsiders in that social setting (1984: 5-6). Thus, it almost became an expectation that 
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I, as a responsible “researcher”, would go to the office (ngantor) at CSIS every day 

during “office hours”, like any other professional.  

 

My office at CSIS not only provided me with facilities such as access to the library 

and private internet connection, it also served as a network base from which I could 

establish connections with potential interviewees. I was given CSIS business cards 

with my name and title (visiting scholar) printed. This served as a convenient and 

powerful tool for me to establish myself in the field, owing to the prestige of this 

institution in Indonesia. However, CSIS carried an historical and political stigma 

because of its close proximity to the New Order and the military, and because of its 

promotion of the assimilation policy. Because of this, some Chinese leaders became 

suspicious when I introduced myself as affiliated to this institution. On one occasion, 

when I interviewed the board of the alumnae of a Chinese school, a few of them 

distanced me as soon as they heard that I was from CSIS. In another incident, I was 

told that another alumnae organisation had organised a three-day retreat to Bandung. 

One of their members invited me to join.  However, I was later informed that the 

chairman of the organisation denied my participation because he thought that I might 

be involved in politics and/or spying for either the Indonesian or Australian 

governments. This shows that the trauma from recent history was real, even though 

the threat may be a phantom. My association with CSIS sometimes did grant me entry 

to networks that I would otherwise not be able to access but sometimes could also 

work in the opposite way.   

 

As mentioned earlier, the friendships that I established in the field allowed me to 

access certain knowledge that I would not otherwise have obtained, and facilitated 
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entry to social circles that would otherwise have been difficult to enter (see Burgess 

1991: 51-52). However, these relationships created a dilemma about how to balance 

personal and academic interests. “When does a friend become an informant?” and 

“when does casual conversation become field notes?” remain as questions waiting to 

be answered.  In his study on young Japanese “salarymen”, Dasgupta comments, “I 

really did not want to tap into or ‘exploit’ these networks of friends and turn them into 

ethnographic research fodder” (2004: 56). Mayer argues that “[t]hese friendships 

could never quite be divorced from my role as observer” (1975: 35). It is inevitable 

that ethnographers will draw upon relationships and intimacies with friends or 

neighbours as investigative tools because this practice is quintessential to the 

methodology of participant observation (see Amit 2000: 3). As much as I would have 

liked to refrain from playing the role of “twenty-four-hour-a-day researcher” 

(Dasgupta 2004: 56), I found it either impossible or undesirable to “turn off my 

anthropological eye, ear or mind” (Dyck 2000: 44). This also highlights the very 

strength of the methodology of participant observation, as information was not just 

obtained when the tape recorder was rolling, but was obtained through an ongoing 

investigative process.  

 

While the skills of observation and participation were sometimes deployed 

instinctively, they were not bestowed on me naturally – like other skills, they were 

learned rather than given. In the early stage, I operated mostly as a passive observer 

(see Sullivan 1984: 6). Then after rapport with the subjects and familiarity with the 

field were established, I became more involved as an actor. Observation became “less 

self-conscious, deliberate, and ‘formal’” (Sullivan 1984: 7). Mayer argues that his role 

as an ethnographer “was that of an ‘observer as participant’ rather than that of a 
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‘participant as observer’” (1975: 33). This difference was not always that clear to me 

because the line between participant and observer became blurred after a while. What 

was clear, though, was the inevitable measure of “role playing and acting” while 

participating (Shaffir 1991: 77). Shaffir asserts: 

 

In order to be granted access to the research setting and to secure the cooperation of his or her 

hosts, the researcher learns to present a particular image of himself or herself. The proffered 

image cannot be determined in advance but instead reflects the contingencies encountered in the 

field. Moreover, as fieldwork accounts attest, the kinds of roles that are assumed are hardly 

static, but are evolving constantly (ibid). 

 

The different fragments of my identity (age, appearance, gender, status and ethnicity, 

discussed above) could also be strategically used to my own benefit.28 While my age 

was usually the first obstacle to gaining respect and trust from my older informants, it 

could also be an advantage when these informants saw me “not as an aggressor, but a 

victim of my circumstances, seeking assistance to ameliorate my situation” (Yano 

2003: 291). Once over the hurdle of age, they started to appreciate my work and to 

perceive me as a “hope” for the future of Chinese-Indonesians because compared to 

them, I was still young. However, it should be stressed that this appreciation and hope 

invested in me would not have been possible had I not been a male ethnic Chinese, 

who shared the same gender and ethnicity with many of my (older) informants. 

Nevertheless, some of my younger informants saw me as a competitor because of my 

age and academic status. My age and gender were also an advantage in my host 

                                                 
28 Yano states that “this notion of playing situations – even frustrating ones – to your advantage is basic 
to all fieldwork…. serendipity does not just happen, but is partly bestowed, partly earned, and partly 
exploited” (2003: 292). 
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institute in Jakarta. Most of the female researchers (my seniors) saw me as their 

younger brother to whom they lent guidance and help.   

 

During my fieldwork, role playing was performed within the framework of shifting 

power relations that allows me to assert my liminal positions of being both foreign 

and “native”, familiar and different (Yano 2003: 291). Language was the quickest 

way of asserting difference and familiarity. As discussed above, I would speak 

Mandarin with older Chinese-educated informants and Jakartan slang with younger 

informants, in order to gain acceptance as “insider” rather than “outsider”. However, I 

did not always use the language preferred by individuals whom I encountered in the 

field. For instance, sometimes I deliberately used English in government offices or 

other bureaucracies, so that I could assert the power of a “Western” researcher and not 

be intimidated and subdued by officials who tend to give more respect to Westerners. 

Another example of shifting power dynamics through language was when I tried to 

make an appointment with the head of the Chinese department in a private university 

in Jakarta.  Telephoning in Indonesian via her secretary, I was always unsuccessful 

and the secretary gave a series of excuses. I finally went to see the secretary, and 

decided to use Mandarin to talk to her. The power relations changed instantly as she 

was not as fluent in Mandarin and felt intimidated by my language ability. As a result, 

she could not but allow me to meet with her head of department. The feeling of being 

“betrayed” by her secretary was expressed by the head of department who met me 

with reluctance, but this expression was quickly replaced by her astonishment at my 

Mandarin competency. The strategic use of my status and language in shifting power 

relations enabled me to gain respect and influence over my counterparts in a way that 

I would not otherwise have received, especially given my relative youth. 
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Conclusion 

 

As argued throughout this chapter, this study does not assume that site, discipline, 

methodology and the researcher’s identity are unproblematic, definable water-tight 

categories. Quite the contrary, the chapter has mapped the complex politics and 

constructions surrounding these categories, and reconceptualised them as sites of 

contestation, that are subject to change and multiple interpretation. In examining the 

rationale behind the choice of Jakarta as the research site, the chapter has shown that 

this cosmopolitan capital city is not only the centre for decision-making in Indonesia, 

it is also a hub for translocal interactions of “race”, ethnicity, class, culture and 

language. The diversity within Jakarta enabled this study to examine different, 

multiple voices within its one “site”, giving it the advantage that multi-sited 

ethnography offers. This study not only crosses multiple disciplinary boundaries, it 

also deployed multiple ethnographic methodologies such as participant observation, 

interviews and textual analysis, in order to enrich the understanding of the subject 

matter. 

 

The focus then shifted to a discussion of the more subtle, but important, aspects of the 

researcher’s identity and negotiations in the field through self-reflectivity. The 

discussion highlighted a blurring of boundary between the researcher and researched, 

as both the researcher and the researched tried to make sense of, construct, and shape 

each other’s identity throughout the research process. I posited my age, race, gender, 

religion, appearance, fashion, language and status as potential sites by which 

individuals I encountered in the field defined me. I argued that by engaging and 
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immersing in the field, I was also transformed into a “native” or at least a Chinese-

Indonesian, without necessarily being aware of it. It was only when I was “Othered” 

in certain circumstances that I realised I had already, though partially, become one of 

“them”. These shifting relations and identifications show that the dichotomies 

Self/Other, insider/outsider and native/foreign are constantly being negotiated, 

traversed and challenged in the field.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Historical Constructions of Chinese Identity in Indonesia to May 1998 

 

The ethnic Chinese in Indonesia have been flexible, responsive and ingenious in their 

adaptation to change. Tan Chee Beng (2001) suggests that the ethnic and cultural 

identities of Chinese in Southeast Asia have been shaped by their local experiences in 

their country of residence in a process called localisation. Localisation influences the 

changing cultural identities of ethnic Chinese living in different nation-states. 

Chinese-Indonesian identities have been multiplied in accord with their degrees of 

adaptation and acculturation to their local circumstances (see Li M. 2003). The 

different manifestations of “Chineseness” in different political periods in Indonesia 

indicate that identities are dynamic, not static, and can be transformed and redefined.  

 

Leaders of nation-states often use aspects of ethnicity to maintain their unity. 

Ethnicity can also be used (or misused) for other purposes that serve the interests of 

power holders (Budiman 2001: 264). 1  Under the pretext of nation building, 

governments can manipulate ethnicity by developing cultural policies that can impact 

on the expression of ethnic identities. Appeals to common paradigms of “race”, 

culture, nation, blood and soil are often used and propagated by governments in 

promoting nationalism. Identities based on culture, society and nation-state are often 

regarded as absolute, essential, and substantial as exemplified by this quote: “Culture 

is organic, territory bound, and normative; a society is a bounded community; a 

nation-state has only one cultural system which eventually leads to the assimilation of 

people with different cultures” (Wu 1997: 142-3). This paradigm is problematic not 

                                                           
1 Budiman (2001) also argues that ethnicity and nationalism are constructed for economic and/or 
political gains.  
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least because it ignores the possibility of multiple identities that people may assert at 

different times or even at the same time.  

 

To understand the complex identities that the ethnic Chinese in Indonesia have 

assumed at different times and the multiple identities that they assert at the same time, 

it is necessary to understand how the Chinese have perceived themselves and others, 

and the extent to which they have been willing to identify with their “Chineseness”. It 

is also necessary to understand how they have been regarded (constructed) by 

indigenous Indonesians (hereafter, pribumi2) and the willingness of the pribumi to 

accept them as one of their own. In order to achieve such understanding it will be 

useful to examine the common stereotypical identities portrayed and perceived by the 

Chinese themselves and by the pribumi.  

 

Stereotyping is a method of processing information that involves a reduction of 

images and ideas to a simple and manageable form (Loomba 1998: 59-60). There is 

no real line between “Self” and the “Other”; stereotypes function as an imaginary line 

that serves to set “Them” apart from “Us” (Gilman 1985: 15 and 18). The common 

stereotypes of the Chinese perceived by pribumi can be summarised as follows: They 

are a homogeneous and changeless group. They exploit our economy and are rich. 

They feel superior and exclusive. Their loyalty to Indonesia is questionable. They are 

reluctant to assimilate (see Tan G-L. 1963: 274; Coppel 1983: 5-27; Dahana 1999: 

                                                           
2 This chapter aims to analyse Chinese identities in an Indonesian historical context when the term 
“pribumi” had not yet been formulated due to the lack of national consciousness. For instance, the 
Dutch used the term “Inlander” in censuses, usually translated into English as “native” not pribumi. As 
much as the “Chinese” were diversified and heterogeneous, the “pribumi” were even more so. However, 
for the purpose of convenience and consistency, “pribumi” will be to show the “pribumi” and “non-
pribumi” dichotomy that has been widely perceived in New Order Indonesia. 
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165-166).3 Although these stereotypes are mostly negative, Gosling argues that they 

are “sometimes accurate” in describing the Chinese and are very powerful (1983: 3-4). 

Hence, they should not be dismissed and deserve serious deconstruction.  

 

Gilman contends that stereotypes are “the product of history and of a culture that 

perpetuates them. None is random; none is isolated from the historical context” (1985: 

20). Identities are never fixed in some essentialised past, “they are subject to the 

continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power” (Hall 1993: 394). This chapter 

explores the changing Chinese-Indonesians’ identities in the light of Indonesian 

history from colonial rule till the end of Suharto’s New Order in 1998. This historical 

survey will reveal the reasons the ethnic Chinese were often perceived by the pribumi 

according to the stereotypes above. It will also explicate the implementation of 

colonial and Indonesian government policies toward the Chinese, their implication in 

constructing certain versions of Chinese identity and stereotypes, and the socio-

political behaviour of the Chinese themselves that made these constructions possible. 

 

Colonial “Divide-and-Rule” policies 

 

Chinese immigrants who settled in the archipelago before the establishment of Dutch 

colonial rule were mostly absorbed into local society (Somers 1965: 2).4 However, in 

the nineteenth and early twentieth century, the Chinese found assimilation into native 
                                                           
3  These stereotypes have been common in Indonesian society since the colonial era. Common 
Indonesian expressions of “sekali Cina, tetap Cina” (once a Chinese, always a Chinese); “3% Chinese 
control 70% of our economy”; “They think they are superior to us”; “They don’t mind who holds the 
cow as long as they can milk it”; and “They do not want to mix with us”, demonstrate the essentialist 
view of the Chinese as a monolithic and homogeneous group (Coppel 1983: 5-27).  
4 Anthony Reid observed that when direct contacts between Southeast Asia and China were reduced in 
the period 1450-1550 AD, the tendency for assimilation of Chinese into the urban populations of the 
Southeast Asian port-capitals was at its peak. He argues that, “[a]ssimilation was particularly prevalent 
in island Southeast Asia, where it appears that direct contacts with China became minimal…and the 
resident Sino-southeast Asian populations ceased to be regarded as Chinese at all” (1996: 31-2). 
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society virtually impossible. This was largely due to the structure of colonial society 

and Dutch “apartheid” policies. In the Netherlands East Indies, the population was 

divided into three “racial” groups with different legal rights and privileges: the 

Europeans were at the top, the Foreign Orientals (mainly Chinese) were in the middle 

and the natives were at the bottom.5 This was the beginning of the stereotyping of 

Chinese as a “homogeneous” group. Before the end of the nineteenth century, the 

Chinese were granted monopoly privileges to engage in profitable but “immoral” 

activities (read: revenue farming), such as the selling of opium and the operation of 

gambling establishments and pawnshops. 6  The privileges given to the Chinese 

contributed to the construction of the stereotype that the Chinese dominate the 

economy. 

 

Under these conditions, for the Chinese to assimilate into indigenous society would 

have meant a drop in social status and the loss of some of these privileges. It can be 

seen that the Europeans had Othered the Chinese, who, in turn, Othered the natives, 

and vice versa. This Othering process was by no means a one-way traffic. The 

pribumi resented the revenue farmers and perceived the Chinese as “natural enemies 

of the indigenous, sucking their blood and exploiting them, thwarting their economic 

development” (Phoa 1992: 14).7 In 1900, in order to protect the natives’ rights, the 

Dutch implemented the Ethical Policy for “native betterment”, but it came at Chinese 

expense (L .Williams 1960: 24). The grievances of the Chinese at that time include 

the ban on revenue farming; paying higher taxes; and the restrictions resulting from 
                                                           
5 This categorisation was implemented in the mid-nineteenth century. The 1930 Netherlands Indies 
census tabulated the Chinese as “Foreign Orientals” (Coppel 2002: 157-168). For the colonial census, 
see Suryadinata (1981: 3); Coppel (1983: 13); Coppel (2002: 98-103).  
6 In granting the Chinese these licences, the government collected licence fees in return. This proved to 
be an inexpensive and simple means of raising official revenues (L. Williams 1960: 25).  
7  The Chinese were seen as the “blood sucker of the Javanese” in the nineteenth century. As traders 
and money-lenders they wielded considerable economic influence over the pribumi. Thus they were 
resented (see Anonymous, 1992; Vitalis, 1992; Fokkens 1992a and 1992b). 
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the pass and zoning systems, which required them to live in specific urban ghettos and 

to obtain visas if they wanted to travel (ibid). 8  The Ethical Policy discriminated 

against the Chinese, destroyed assimilation processes and changed the Chinese 

position from being the “protégés of the rulers to becoming the foremost enemy of the 

state” (Phoa 1992: 14). 

 

Pan-Chinese nationalism 

 

The widespread resentment caused by Dutch separationist policies and the inability to 

attain European or local identity catalysed many acculturated Chinese to move in a 

direction which enhanced their Chinese identity. Around 1900, sentiments of Chinese 

nationalism were spread to Southeast Asia (partly through mass immigration of the 

Chinese), causing diverse Chinese-Indonesian communities to mobilise and transform 

their “Chineseness” into the greater “imagined community” of a unified pan-Chinese 

nation (Wang G. 1981: 142-58). Amyot argues that the identification with the Chinese 

nation was “inspired by self-defense” as “it was the only identity they were allowed or 

willing to take” (1972: 52).9 The Chinese leaders applied their efforts to promote 

                                                           
8  Lea Williams (1960) notes that the pass system (passenstelsel) and zoning system (wijkenstelsel) 
were major grievances for the Chinese. The Chinese had to obtain travel visas even for an hour’s 
journey. L. Williams also observed that some Chinese quarters were “crowded, filthy, and brutally 
hot….Walls appear to be covered with a patina of moldy slime” (28-33). Other petty discriminations 
noted by Williams are as follows: when the Indies government sent its letters to the Chinese, they were 
addressed “to the Chinese John Doe”, instead of “Mr. John Doe”. Furthermore, in an effort to humiliate 
and make the Chinese conspicuous, the Dutch government refused to permit the Chinese to wear 
Western dress or cut off their queues. However, this was abolished after the 1911 revolution in China 
(ibid: 40). 
9 L. Williams identified the four paths that the Chinese could choose: return to China, assimilate to the 
Dutch community, be absorbed by the native population, or take up Chinese nationalism (1960: 193). 
He contends,  

Emigration to China would have been economic suicide for most Indies Chinese. The realities 
of life in a colonial setting made impossible the achievement of full equality with the Dutch 
ruling stratum of society, an aristocratic group jealous of its position. The same colonial 
circumstances obliged the Chinese to fear absorption by the Indonesians, a people then more 
insecure and despised than themselves. The only chance for the social, political, and 
psychological emancipation of the entire Chinese community lay in nationalism (ibid). 
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national consciousness and unite the peranakan and totok community as they believed 

that respect of the external “Other” could only be won by a display of a unified “Self”.  

 

The rise of Chinese nationalism was manifested in the emergence of the Tiong Hoa 

Hwe Koan (THHK or the Chinese Organisation) which fostered educational and 

cultural nationalism; the Sianghwee (Chinese Chamber of Commerce) which 

encouraged commercial nationalism; and a peranakan Chinese newspaper, Sin Po, 

which promoted political nationalism (Wilmott 1956: 6). The THHK was established 

to reform the “corrupt” Chinese customs practised by the peranakan, to promote 

Confucianism and to provide Chinese schools with a modern curriculum (see Kwee 

1969; Salmon 1996). Wang and Cushman contend, 

 

No single institution has been more effective in maintaining a sense of China’s cultural 

heritage than have Chinese schools; their curricula and medium of instruction ensured 

that Chinese cultural values were transmitted to successive generations of young Chinese 

(1988: 33). 

 

Hence, the revival of Confucianism and Chinese education provided a new identity 

for some peranakan and “awakened” them to feel a sense of pride in being Chinese 

(Somers 1965: 67). The totokised (or resinicised) peranakan began to reorient 

themselves politically towards China. They refused to participate in local politics 

(such as the Advisory Councils or the Volksraad) and preferred to identify themselves 

with their totok counterparts, as Chinese nationals (bangsa Tionghoa) (Suryadinata 

1997a: xiv). Again, this change in political orientation contributed to the stereotype of 

the Chinese as “superior” and “reluctant to assimilate”. 
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By the beginning of the twentieth century, the national loyalty of the peranakan was 

being questioned, due to the ambiguities of their dual citizenship status. In 1909, the 

Chinese Imperial Government’s citizenship law was based on jus sanguinis which 

claimed that any person born of a Chinese father or mother would be considered a 

Chinese citizen, regardless of birthplace. Fearing the potential influence of China 

among the Indies Chinese, the Netherland Indies government enacted the principle of 

jus soli and declared that all persons born in the Indies of parents domiciled there 

were Dutch subjects even if not Dutch citizens (Wilmott 1956: 12-3; Somers 1965: 

224-6). The peranakan resented the fact that although they were officially considered 

as Dutch subjects, most governmental departments still labelled them as “Foreign 

Orientals” and thus discriminated against them (Wilmott 1956: 7). 

 

In October 1918, a racial clash between Muslim and Chinese traders, known as the 

Kudus incident, took place in Central Java. This outbreak was a manifestation of the 

long-term racial prejudice between the Chinese and the pribumi (Suryadinata 1981: 

24). The implications of this conflict for Chinese identity were similar to those of the 

May 1998 incident: it made the peranakan more conscious of their problematic ethnic 

identity and of the necessity to find a safer haven for their families. 

 

However, Chinese identities in the pre-war period were far from unified. Not all the 

peranakan saw that orientating politically towards China would serve their best 

interests. The establishment of the Dutch Chinese Schools in 1908 to meet the 

challenge posed by Chinese nationalism won many peranakan from Chinese 

schools.10 Suryadinata (1978a: 54) notes that in the mid-1920s, the Dutch-educated 

                                                           
10 These Dutch Chinese schools (or HCS—Hollands Chineesche Scholen) attempted to teach Western 
values, through the medium of the Dutch language, under conditions of exclusivism. But these schools 
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peranakan elite made an attempt to re-orient peranakan Chinese toward the Indies. 

They established the first peranakan political party, the Chung Hua Hui (the Chinese 

Association, CHH).11 Instead of relying on China as a source of protection, this group 

attempted to work within the existing colonial framework. The CHH group advocated 

the acceptance of Dutch citizenship, actively participated in the Volksraad for the 

interests of the Chinese community, and specifically excluded totok from membership. 

Although they viewed the Dutch East Indies as their homeland, they still looked to 

China in cultural matters and remained advocates of cultural nationalism (Wilmott 

1956: 8-9). 

 

A third Chinese group identifiable during the colonial era was the Partai Tionghoa 

Indonesia (the Chinese Indonesian Party, PTI), founded in 1932. This group identified 

itself with a future Indonesia rather than China or the Netherlands (Suryadinata 1978a: 

56). This group of peranakan perceived their fellow pribumi as “Self” and the Dutch 

and the totok Chinese as the “Other”. In the view of Liem Koen Hian (cited in 

Suryadinata 1997d: 51), the first president of PTI who later became an Indonesian 

nationalist, the totok were opportunists who just aimed to make money and return to 

China, while peranakan “continued to live and think as the indigenous ‘Indonesians’, 

speak Bahasa Indonesia…and will be buried here as well”. The PTI advocated racial 

equality and that peranakan should maintain their cultural identity but be politically 

assimilated into a future Indonesia (Suryadinata 1978a: 57). However, according to 

Somers (1974: 75), this group was never fully accepted by Indonesian nationalists 

who still regarded them as alien and thought of “Indonesian” as meaning 

“indigenous” only. 
                                                                                                                                                                      
segregated the Chinese from the pribumi as they were established exclusively for the Chinese (Somers 
1965: 50; Coppel 1983: 14-5).  
11 For a short history of the establishment of CHH, see Somers (1965: 75). 
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As shown above, Chinese identities manifested in three national outlooks during the 

late colonial era. The totok who manifested Chinese national identity were entirely 

orientated towards China in educational, cultural and political matters. The CHH 

group was politically pro-Dutch but culturally remained as Chinese. Finally, the PTI 

invested all its interest and hope in Indonesia alone. However, there were also Chinese 

who did not belong to any of these three categories. 

 

The Japanese Occupation and the Indonesian Revolution 

 

The Japanese Occupation of the Netherlands East Indies (1942-1945) had a significant 

impact on Chinese-Indonesian identities. The heterogeneous Chinese identities 

described above were not recognised by the Japanese during their invasion of the 

Indies. All Chinese organisations were closed down, the Indies Chinese were 

considered and dealt with as a unified group (read: “Overseas Chinese”) and were 

separated from pribumi and Europeans (Wilmott 1956: 16). The closing of Dutch 

schools during the Japanese Occupation forced many peranakan to turn to Chinese 

education. This shift in education, together with resentment of the Japanese as the 

common “enemy”, created a high degree of unity among the peranakan and totok 

(ibid; Somers 1974: 76). This “unity” of the Chinese and their lack of response to the 

mass movements of anti-colonialism and Indonesian nationalism deepened the 

pribumi perception of them as a homogeneous and oppositional “Other”. The 

imprisonment of Chinese leaders and the separation of the Chinese community from 

the pribumi by the Japanese prevented most Chinese from participating in the 

revolution for Indonesian independence (1945-1949) (Somers 1974: 76). Even though 
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there is evidence that some Chinese leaders and individuals did join hands with the 

Indonesian nationalists to fight for Independence, this fact was not acknowledged in 

mainstream Indonesian history (Suryadinata 1978a: 58-60; Toer 1998: 147-176; 

Adam 2003). Their perceived lack of participation in this crucial moment of the birth 

of Independent Indonesia reinforced the stereotype of questionable loyalty – an 

ineradicable “stain”.  It has to be emphasized that the attitude of the Chinese during 

that period varied: some were pro-Dutch, some were pro-Republic, while most were 

politically indifferent but concerned for their safety and preferred the peace and 

stability that the Dutch had provided.12

 

Pribumi hostility and suspicion toward the Chinese escalated during the later stage of 

the revolution. During that period, many peranakan and totok Chinese were attacked 

indiscriminately. Many Chinese traders were caught in the violence as they were seen 

as rivals of local small businesses. Some Chinese were attacked because they were 

suspected of spying for the Dutch. Some were attacked by Muslim extremists who 

forced them to convert to Islam (Somers 1965: 112). These incidents forced the 

alienated Chinese to reside in Chinese-concentrated urban areas and gave rise to the 

establishment of the Poa Ann Tui, a self-defence organisation which was armed by 

the Dutch, to protect Chinese lives and property. This body appeared to the pribumi to 

be pro-Dutch and anti-revolution, and led many pribumi to resent the Chinese (Coppel 

1976: 41; Somers 1988: 125-8).13 All these factors reinforced the stereotypical view 

of the Chinese as unsympathetic to Indonesian aspirations. 

 

                                                           
12 For a detailed explanation of the different attitudes of the Chinese during the revolutionary period see 
Wilmott (1956: 16-18). 
13 Mackie contends that this resentment was one of the most important reasons that account for many 
anti-Chinese outbreaks that took place in Indonesia after Independence (1976: 130).  
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Sukarno’s “Old Order” 

 

After Indonesia gained its Independence, Chinese identities were divided not only 

according to their political and cultural orientations but also along the lines of 

citizenship. Both the 1946 Citizenship Act and the 1949 Round Table Agreement 

were promulgated based on the jus soli principle and the “passive system”.14 Under 

these provisions, those peranakan Chinese who had been Dutch subjects and who did 

not reject Indonesian citizenship were regarded as dual nationals of China and 

Indonesia. Tan G-L. observed that those peranakan who did not reject Indonesian 

citizenship had the following pragmatic mentality: 

 

We were born here and so were our fathers and grandfathers and even earlier 

ancestors. They are all buried here and we also expect to be buried here. Why then 

should we reject the citizenship of a country where we have lived for so many 

generation. If we choose Chinese citizenship this will mean that we will be foreigners 

in this country, because it is very doubtful whether we will ever move to China (1963: 

237).  

 

Some peranakan, however, rejected Indonesian citizenship. Some were responding to 

the call for Mainland Chinese nationalism and others were affected by the painful 

memory of anti-Chinese incidents during the revolution. They were thus considered as 

Chinese nationals (Somers 1965: 230).15 Wilmott argues that the Chinese should not 

be condemned for choosing Chinese citizenship because their position in Indonesia 

“had given them little reason to be enthusiastic citizens” (1956: 66). 

                                                           
14 Indonesian nationality policy toward the Chinese is a very complex issue. It is beyond the scope of 
this thesis to give a detailed account of this policy. For details see Wilmott (1956: 16-49); Somers 
(1965: 224-250); Suryadinata (1978a: 113-124). 
15 Other reasons for choosing either Chinese or Indonesian nationality are explained in Somers (1988: 
125-128). 
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For many Indonesian nationalists, dual nationality meant that the political loyalty of 

the Chinese must be divided between Indonesia and China. Hence, in 1958 a new 

Citizenship Act was implemented, adopting an “active system” by which Indonesian 

citizens of Chinese descent would lose their citizenship if they failed to make an 

official declaration to reject Chinese citizenship. This Act aimed at a demonstration of 

loyalty to Indonesia and was a means of restricting citizenship (see Wilmott 1956: 25; 

Suryadinata 1978a: 116-8; Coppel 1983: 26-7). When this Act was fully implemented 

in 1960, there were two main categories of Chinese in Indonesia: the Warga Negara 

Indonesia (or Indonesian citizens, WNI) who were mainly peranakan and the Warga 

Negara Asing (or foreign citizens, WNA) who were mainly totok. The WNA Chinese 

were further divided into citizens of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and 

“stateless” Chinese who were Taiwan nationals or those who dissociated themselves 

from PRC and Taiwan (Suryadinata 1978a: 122-4).16 Wang Gungwu argues that the 

question of legal identity was more significant to the government than to the members 

of the ethnic Chinese community (1981: 264). He pointed out that it was possible to 

see the members of one family as having different nationalities: some being 

Indonesian, some Chinese and others stateless but the family bond was likely to 

override considerations of legal identity. Thus, such families could still operate in 

business and social and cultural matters. However, as a result of the historic division 

and prejudices between the Indonesians and Chinese, in many instances both totok 

and peranakan alike, regardless of their nationality, were considered as undesirable 

“aliens” by government officials and pribumi, and were discriminated against 

(Wilmott 1956: 56). 

                                                           
16 For the figures of Chinese in each category, see Lie (1971: 20-22) and Hidayat (1976: 101). 
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Multiple discriminations against the Chinese, irrespective of their nationality, were 

evident in postcolonial Indonesia’s economic policies. The move to “Indonesianise” 

the economy should more correctly be described as the “indigenisation” of the 

economy. Many discriminatory measures that were implemented against the WNA, 

including the Dutch, equally affected the WNI Chinese.17 These policies drew a line 

between pribumi and non-pribumi instead of between Indonesians and non-

Indonesians. This Othering of the Chinese as a whole became clear in a campaign 

known as the “Asaat Movement”. This campaign urged the government to give 

preferential treatment in economics to pribumi rather than WNI Chinese to 

compensate them for their weak positions created by colonial Dutch policy (see 

Somers 1965: 154-7; Suryadinata 1978a: 133-4). 

 

Perhaps the regulation that hit the Chinese the hardest was the law prohibiting retail 

trade by WNA in rural areas. This regulation known as the Presidential Decree No.10 

(PP-10) was promulgated in November 1959 (Mackie 1976: 82-97).18 Since the 1958 

Citizenship Act was only fully implemented in 1960, the nationality of most Chinese 

was still ambiguous when the PP-10 was promulgated in 1959. Hence, although the 

PP-10 was only officially directed at WNA, the WNI Chinese experienced similar 

distress and insecurity as the line of distinction between foreigners and citizens was 

still unclear. Nonetheless, some WNI Chinese, especially the peranakan, supported 

                                                           
17 Some of these discriminatory policies include the “Benteng system”, the “Ali-Baba system”, and the 
indigenisation of rice-milling enterprises and harbor facilities. Suryadinata notes, 
The indigenous Indonesians would like to recapture the Indonesian economy, which was largely in the 
hands of foreigners [this category includes the WNI Chinese], by introducing regulations in the 
importing field, and gradually in other economic fields until the pribumi regained complete control of 
the Indonesian economy (1978a: 131). 
18 It was the implementation of the discriminatory PP-10 that led the late Pramoedya Ananta Toer, a 
famous Indonesian pribumi writer who sympathised with the Chinese cause, to write his book, Hoakiau 
di Indonesia (1998). 
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the PP-10 to show their loyalty to Indonesia and their separateness from the totok 

(Suryadinata 1978a: 136). The wash from PP-10 was dramatic: the dissociation of 

some peranakan from the totok; a general increase in consciousness of their 

problematic identity among the ethnic Chinese; and more than a hundred thousand 

Chinese (mostly WNA) left for China (see Somers 1965: 221-3). 

 

In the political life of Independent Indonesia, there were two main streams of identity 

preference within the peranakan community. On the one hand, there was the 

“integrationist” group led by Baperki, which advocated a separate Chinese identity 

within the Indonesian nation. On the other hand, the “assimilationist” group led by 

LPKB wanted the complete assimilation of the Chinese-Indonesians into the 

indigenous Indonesian population. Baperki (Indonesian Citizenship Consultative 

Body) was formed in 1954 with the aim of promoting the proper understanding of 

Indonesian citizenship and eliminating discrimination against the WNI Chinese 

(Coppel 1983: 43).19 It identified itself politically and legally with Indonesia but not 

culturally.20 Baperki’s leader, Siauw Giok Tjhan, took the view that the WNI Chinese 

should be treated as another ethnic group (suku) in multi-ethnic Indonesia, as much 

entitled to maintain their own culture and traditions as the Javanese or Balinese 

(Somers 1974: 82). 21  As a sympathiser of communism, Siauw favoured the 

“integration” of the WNI Chinese into Indonesian left-wing politics and maintained 

that complete assimilation would only be possible in an Indonesian socialist state of 

                                                           
19Baperki was the abbreviation for Badan Permusjawaratan Kewarganegaraan Indonesia. The word 
“Chinese” was dropped from the title, as membership was open to all Indonesian citizens. However, 
WNA Chinese were not allowed to join since they were not Indonesian citizens. Baperki’s alliance with 
Sukarno, its left wing orientation and its cooperation with the PKI (Indonesia Communist Party) made 
it quite influential in the Indonesian political scene. See also (Somers 1964: 8-18).  
20 Baperki advocated the preservation of Chinese social and cultural institutions in Indonesia. It ran 
school systems from primary to tertiary level using Indonesian as the medium of instruction but never 
rejected Chinese language as a subject (Suryadinata 1997a: xviii).  
21 To learn more about Siauw Giok Tjhan, see (Siauw 1999). 
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the future (Suryadinata 1997a: xviii). On the contrary, some right wing Chinese who 

were associated with Christian groups and/or the military believed that “Chineseness” 

was primarily responsible for discrimination against the WNI Chinese. They later 

joined the government-sponsored LPKB (The Institute for Promotion of National 

Unity) which advocated the complete assimilation of the Chinese into indigenous 

society (Somers 1964: 38-9; Suryadinata 1997a: xix).22

 

While the peranakan were concerned to find their identity in the new Indonesian 

“imagined community”, the totok were mainly concerned with the politics of one of 

the two rival Chinese regimes. Most Chinese schools promoted loyalty to either the 

Beijing (Communist) or Taiwan (Kuomintang) government, with flags, pictures, 

songs and textbooks attuned to this purpose (see Wilmott 1956: 72; Tan G-L. 1963: 

240-3). Tan G-L. notes that, even though there was no participation in activities 

related to Beijing or Taipei, some peranakan felt a certain pride in the fact that China 

had risen to become one of the powerful nations of the world (1963: 243). This sense 

of pride is referred to by Wilmott as “cultural nationalism” (1956: 68). According to 

Tan G-L., those peranakan thought that it would be “natural” to have feelings for 

one’s country of origin but these sentiments were unrelated to political loyalty (1963: 

243). However, in the eyes of pribumi, peranakan who favoured Chinese cultural 

nationalism were no different to the totok, whose loyalty remained to Communist 

China, not Indonesia.  

 

In the process of nation building, “Chineseness” had not been included in the 

construction of a cohesive Indonesian national identity. Somers observes that, 
                                                           
22 LPKB stands for Lembaga Pembinaan Kesatuan Bangsa. The assimilationist ideology promoted by 
this organisation was later adopted as official policy by the New Order government. To learn more 
about the assimilation concept promoted by LPKB, see (“Lahirnya”). 
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“bangsa Indonesia ordinarily referred to those with the legal and ethnic status of 

native” (1965: 183). Thus, although many Chinese had adopted Indonesian citizenship, 

they were still viewed as foreigners, external to the pribumi “Self”, and were thus 

Othered. As demonstrated above, this Othering process took the form of multi-

pronged discrimination against the Chinese. In many cases the accumulated prejudice 

and suspicions of the pribumi erupted in anti-Chinese outbreaks.  

 

Mackie contends that “the Chinese have been vulnerable targets for looting or 

mistreatment at times when established authority has been shaken” (1976: 77). The 

most extreme form of this phenomenon was manifest when President Sukarno’s 

regime collapsed in 1965 as a result of an abortive coup attempt known as the 30th 

September Movement (G30S). This coup attempt provided the legitimacy for a 

military offensive against the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) and ethnic Chinese. 

After the coup, a surge of anti-Communist and anti-Chinese sentiment swept through 

the country as Communists and Chinese were held responsible for the alleged role of 

the PRC in the abortive coup (Suryadinata 1978a: 138). In the process, Indonesia 

witnessed one of the “worst bloodbaths in modern Asian history” (M. Williams 1991: 

149). Thousands of Chinese suffered great loss of property and were massacred. Even 

though this number is relatively small compared to the number of pribumi that were 

slain at that time, what cannot be overlooked is the mass hysteria that followed the 

crisis (Amyot 1972: 72). 23  Anti-Chinese episodes occurred in different parts of 

Indonesia until 1967 when anti-Chinese sentiments finally began to subside (Mackie 

1976: 125). This period also marks the end of Chinese “political” organisations, as the 

left-wing Baperki was closed and most of its members were caught, tortured, jailed or 

                                                           
23 Robert Cribb  argues that “the vast majority of victims were selected for their involvement with the 
PKI regardless of ethnicity” (2002: 557). 
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killed.  However, oppression of Chinese identity increased after 1967 under the 

pretext of “anti-Communism”, as part of the Suharto regime’s “paranoia”.  

 

Suharto’s “New Order” 

 

The allegations that the ethnic Chinese in Indonesia were linked to the People’s 

Republic of China and that both were involved in the September 1965 abortive Coup 

determined the fate of the Chinese in New Order Indonesia. After assuming power in 

1966, Suharto systematically repressed any expression of Chinese ethnic, cultural and 

religious identities. “Chineseness” during the New Order was an imposed rather than 

a self-identified identity. Chinese identity was artificially constructed by the regime 

and juxtaposed as an internal and hostile “Other” to the “true” indigenous Indonesian 

(Aguilar Jr. 2001: 505).24 Freedman notes that not all Chinese wanted to be identified 

as part of a Chinese “community” (2000: 5). But the dominant society and state 

institutions persisted in viewing them as outsiders, and imposed discriminatory 

policies against them regardless of how they self-identified. In maintaining this ethnic 

“Other”, “Chineseness” was carefully and continually reproduced and was never 

totally wiped out. After years of such disciplining, the younger generation ethnic 

Chinese learned to internalise and reproduce the so-called “Chineseness” constructed 

by the New Order (Heryanto 1998a: 100-4).  

 

In the process of making the ethnic Chinese an internal “Other”, the New Order 

imposed a social stigma on the Chinese as exclusive, asocial, rich and China-(hence, 

Communist) oriented. This stigmatisation of the ethnic Chinese was manifested in the 

                                                           
24 Heryanto also argues that the ethnic Chinese were one of the four major “Others” of the New Order 
“Self”, the other three being the “West”, “Communism”, and “Fundamental Islam” (1998a: 97).  
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reformulation and institutionalisation of the “Chinese Problem” in Indonesia. The 

ethnic Chinese – their culture, their religion, their role in the nation’s economy, and 

their very existence – were labelled by New Order politicians as the “Chinese 

Problem” (Allen 2003: 387).  The marginalisation of the ethnic Chinese in all social, 

educational, political and religious arenas was legitimised and justified by the 

government’s attempt to “solve” the “problem”. Hence the ethnic Chinese were 

conveniently victimised in various episodes of social unrest in Indonesia, including 

the May 1998 riots. This section will examine the New Order’s strategy of 

“stigmatisation”, “marginalisation” and “victimisation” of the ethnic Chinese, in order 

to achieve an understanding of why the ethnic Chinese in Indonesia remained visible 

and “blameable” as a distinct ethnic group (especially during times of social unrest), 

despite signs that they had been assimilated. This section will adopt these three terms, 

which were first articulated by Wibowo (1999: xv-xvi), as headings to show how 

Chinese identity was manipulated to serve certain political ends in the New Order 

regime. 

 

The stigmatisation of ethnic Chinese 

 

From the beginning of Suharto’s regime, there was a popular belief that the Chinese 

did not have a nationalist sentiment. They were considered to be more loyal to their 

ancestors’ land than to Indonesia. Arief Budiman states that, “The political events of 

1965 had ‘proven’ this in the imaginations of many other Indonesians” (2001: 274). 

The ethnic Chinese were suspected of having supported leftist politics because the 

PRC was Communist. Hence, there was a general essentialising identification of this 

ethnicity with Communism. The stigma of being Chinese and hence ideologically 
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“unclean”, and the state of being Chinese and hence of having been “involved in the 

1965 communist coup” were declared contagious and hereditary (Heryanto 1998a: 98). 

This imposed stigma on the ethnic Chinese was manifested in the 1967 official 

banning of the term “Tionghoa” from public use and substituting it with an offensive 

and derogatory term “Cina”. To many Chinese at that time, “Cina” was a pejorative 

term used only when they were insulted and shouted at “with venom in the mouth” 

(Aguilar Jr. 2001: 509). The military that promulgated the term argued that the change 

of name was necessary “in order to remove a feeling of inferiority on the part of our 

own people [pribumi], while on the other hand removing the feeling of superiority on 

the part of the group concerned [ethnic Chinese] within our State” (Coppel and 

Suryadinata 1978: 121). This label had a detrimental effect on the Chinese as the word 

“Cina” also implied a “connection with an alien state and fundamental linkage with 

another polity” (Aguilar Jr. 2001: 511) – thus the sincerity of their choice of 

Indonesian citizenship and their avowed loyalty to Indonesia were questioned.  

 

In fact, suspicions that the Chinese-Indonesians were a potential “fifth column” of 

China were strongly felt during the Cold War period. The suspicious climate resulted 

in local governments’ and pribumi’s distrust of ethnic Chinese and justified their 

discrimination and cultural oppression (Sukma 1999: 143-5). Tan C.B. asserts that, “It 

was a difficult period for ethnic Chinese who were then still trying hard to be accepted 

by the indigenous people” (2001: 221-3). He further argues that the Chinese overseas 

generally identify with the great civilisation of China – not with the state of China – 

and this does not reduce their loyalty to their respective countries. For Tan C.B., 

historical and cultural identification should be distinguished from political 

identification with China as the PRC (ibid: 225). However, this understanding was not 
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shared by the New Order, which viewed anything related to “Chineseness” as linked 

to the Communists and thus as threatening to national interests. Even though this 

paranoia faded after the Cold War and Sino-Indonesian relations were normalised in 

the early 1990s, it never disappeared completely.25

 

In 1969, the New Order regime froze both the continued implementations of the Dual 

Nationality Treaty as well as diplomatic relations with the PRC.26 After the Dual 

Nationality Treaty was renounced, the children of WNA Chinese could only become 

Indonesian citizens through “naturalisation” (Suryadinata 1978a: 125).27 This entailed 

a procedure that was costly and complex and involved stringent security screening of 

the applicant’s background. Despite these hindrances, a significant number of alien 

Chinese applied for naturalisation (Coppel 1983: 156; Hadiluwih 1994: 75-6). In 1979 

the regime conducted a “re-registration” of everyone of Chinese descent, whether 

WNA or WNI. This procedure greatly offended the WNI Chinese as they were treated 

the same way as the WNA Chinese. The official discrimination against the Chinese 

was further reinforced by distinctions made in the form of identity cards (kartu tanda 

penduduk, or KTP) and census registration cards (kartu cacah jiwa) which identified 

whether the holder was pribumi or of Chinese descent (Coppel 1983: 156-157). The 

Chinese Indonesians were issued KTP with a special code on them to identify their 

                                                           
25  Heryanto notes that there was a softening of anti-Chinese sentiment in the 1990s after the 
normalisation of Sino-Indonesian relations. He attributes that phenomenon to “the waning effectiveness 
of the phantom communist threat” (see Heryanto 1998a: 105; see also Mackie 1988: 22). However, the 
article written by a New Order military officer, Letjen TNI (Purn) Sayidiman Suryohadiprojo (1997) 
shows that the government (especially the military) was still suspicious that the Chinese overseas might 
be used by the PRC to build a strong China. 
26 It was acknowledged that,  

Towards the end of 1969, the PRC was reported to have approached Indonesia for normalisation 
but Indonesia did not respond favourably. Apart from Beijing harbouring Indonesian communist 
leaders, Jakarta was also suspicious of Beijing’s subversive activities and of the ethnic Chinese 
in Indonesia of which about one million were still Chinese nationals (Suryadinata 1985: 115).  

27 Wang and Cushman note that Southeast Asian governments have offered naturalisation to aliens in 
an attempt to encourage loyalty through participation as citizens in the wider political arena (1988: 
113). 
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foreignness despite the fact that they were Indonesian citizens. By carrying these 

cards they shared the ignominy of former political prisoners, most of whom had been 

members of the Communist Party of Indonesia. This coding system was like a stigma 

attached to the Chinese which constantly exposed them to discrimination and 

exploitation by the bureaucracy, police and military (Aguilar Jr. 2001: 517).  

 

In 1991, Siswono, the then State Minister for People’s Housing, issued a paper listing 

nine “sins” of the ethnic Chinese which he thought had “marred their image” (cited in 

M. Tan 1995: 16-7). The nine “sins” of the ethnic Chinese which he listed are: 

 

1. They live exclusively in their own area; 

2. Some companies have a preference to recruit people of Chinese descent; 

3. Some companies discriminate in salary in favour of the ethnic Chinese workers; 

4. There are some who discriminate between ethnic Chinese and ethnic Indonesians in their 

behaviour towards clients, in their business relations.  

5. They do not show social solidarity and togetherness with the ethnic Indonesians in their 

neighbourhood. 

6. There are those whose sense of national identity is still very weak, and who treat Indonesia 

solely as a place to live and earn a living; 

7. There are those who in their daily life still speak Chinese and who adhere to their traditions, 

and do not even know Indonesian customs, and who make no effort to speak Indonesian well; 

8. There are those who view their Indonesian citizenship as a legality only; 

9. There are those who feel superior towards other population groups. 

 

Three of these “sins” are related to Chinese-Indonesians’ business practices. The 

prominent role of the ethnic Chinese in Indonesia’s economy contributed to negative 

stereotyping. This is also due to the reason that a disproportionate number Chinese 

became very wealthy under the New Order and some of them seemed to flaunt their 
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wealth in extravagant lifestyles – a circumstance that was perceived as a problem by 

the pribumi when juxtaposed to the poverty of many Indonesians.  

 

In designating the Chinese to the economic arena, state policies in Indonesia fostered 

an image of the Chinese as “economic creatures”. Commercial success unwittingly 

demonised the Chinese and stirred up anti-Chinese sentiments as they were identified 

with greed and other negative values and as villains who secured their gains through 

exploitation, corruption and collusion to the detriment of the pribumi. The latent 

hostility and sense of insecurity resulted in the Chinese “clinging on to their ethnic 

identity and developing an in-group solidarity that only reinforces their ‘internal 

outsider’ identity” (E. Tan 2001: 951). 

 

The New Order did not follow in the footsteps of Sukarno’s policy in indigenising 

Indonesia’s economy. Instead, the development-oriented Suharto government utilised 

Chinese business skills to recover the sinking economy (Mackie 1988: 243). The 

government’s embarkation on a market-oriented economic strategy could not have 

succeeded without opening the way for the Chinese to participate as fully as possible 

in economic life because they alone had the commercial experience and ready access 

to foreign capital. Mackie notes that their contribution to the economic transformation 

of the country since 1966-67 has far exceeded that of the pribumi businessmen and 

state enterprises (1991: 91). Privileges and opportunities provided by the New Order 

bolstered the positions of Chinese business interests, contributing to the rapid growth 

of Chinese economic power. The ethnic Chinese business community had developed 

close ties with the military regime under the Cukong system.28 These personal ties 

                                                           
28 Cukong is a Hokkien term for “master”. In Indonesia, cukong refers to a Chinese businessman who 
collaborates with a member of the Indonesian power elite, usually a member of the military. The 
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served to protect the Chinese from potential harassment as a non-pribumi ethnic 

minority identified with commercial monopoly power. The logic was this: since the 

Chinese had a weak political base and were in a vulnerable position, allowing them to 

dominate the economy would not pose a political threat to the military’s rule in the 

way an independent indigenous business class might. With this arrangement, the 

ruling regime could ensure that they had a certain degree of control over the private 

sector (Lim and Gosling 1997: 298). However, in this kind of relationship individual 

Chinese business people did exercise some influence in government economic 

decisions.29 Coppel (1976: 66) states that members of the Chinese community who 

wished to see the implementation of certain policies by the government would try to 

work through these cukong both because of their prevalence and because of the 

absence of effective alternative channels.30  

 

The unfair advantage provided by the Cukong system created resentment among some 

pribumi, particularly among the less successful businesspersons who were supported 

by Islamic groups and the opponents of the Suharto administration. This could be seen 

in the well-known anti-cukong campaign staged by these people in 1971 (Suryadinata 

1988: 267). One common criticism was that the pribumi felt that they were not the 

masters in their own nation (Bukan tuan di negeri sendiri) because they perceived 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Cukong provides skills and capital in running the business while the pribumi partner gives protection 
and various facilities to the cukong (Suryadinata 1988: 266). Suryadinata also notes that collaboration 
between experienced Chinese businessmen and inexperienced indigenous licence-holders had existed 
long before the New Order in a practice known as the “Ali-Baba” system, where the former provided 
the capital, ran the business and split the profits with the latter, who provided the license (1978a: 141). 
Famous cukong such as Liem Sioe Liong and Bob Hasan were said to have established personal ties 
with Suharto since the 1950s (see van Dijk 2001: 74-8). 
29  For instance, Bob Hasan had such influence with Suharto that he was able virtually to write 
government legislation favourable to his rattan and timber industry financial interests (see Freedman 
2000: 109). 
30 Nevertheless Coppel acknowledged that,  

It is unclear whether the influence so exercised is very great, whether it extends over many 
issues, or to what extent the businessman concerned will wish to influence policies in matters 
which go beyond his own personal or commercial interests (1976: 66). 
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their economy as being controlled by the Chinese who were (and, to some extent, still 

are) regarded as foreigners (Kwik 1998a: 16). 

 

On many occasions, Chinese-Indonesian conglomerates were criticised for “capital 

flight” because of their reportedly massive investments in China, especially in 

infrastructure, which Indonesia also desperately needed (Lim and Gosling 1997: 299). 

It has not helped that the most prominent Indonesian businessmen investing in China 

were totok Chinese (Suryadinata 1988: 267-277). In fact, most of the cukong or 

conglomerates were totok.  Mackie  notes that totok were almost solely responsible for 

the expansion of Chinese businesses across Indonesia in the early twentieth century 

when they carried out small business in the more remote rural areas where peranakan 

had been reluctant to operate (1991: 88-89). Few peranakan were attracted toward the 

risks and discomforts of such activities; their greater access to education and more 

settled lifestyle inclined them toward salaried and professional jobs.31 Also, only totok 

still had a good command of Chinese and hence were able to communicate with other 

Chinese in the region. The expression of Chinese culture, use of the Chinese language 

and lavish celebrations at Chinese New Year by some rich totok also heightened 

doubts about the “loyalty” of the Chinese community as a whole, since the pribumi 

often viewed the Chinese as a homogeneous group. According to Cohen (1998), many 

pribumi do not distinguish the act of Chinese conglomerates from small shopkeepers. 

She quoted a young Muslim as saying that, “They [the Chinese] will follow what the 

conglomerate say, both in their political and economic stance” (ibid: 16-7). The 

behaviour of these big business totok conglomerates even caused apprehension among 

                                                           
31 Suryadinata made similar remarks by pointing out that peranakan were more conservative and were 
more interested in becoming professionals rather than entering business. However, he argues that 
descendants of totok who have been peranakanised tend to follow in the steps of their peranakan 
counterparts and become less entrepreneurial (1988: 267-277). 
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the peranakan, who feared that, being less politically protected, and more confined to 

the Indonesian home economy, they were the ones who would bear the brunt of any 

violent anti-Chinese backlash (Lim and Gosling 1997: 299). 

 

The marginalisation of the ethnic Chinese 

 

As discussed in Chapter One, the dominant position of the ethnic Chinese in the 

nation’s economy was widely perceived to be a national problem. However, Wibowo 

argues that this “problem” had never been clearly defined (1999: xiii). For Mely Tan, 

the “Chinese Problem” (“Masalah Cina”) could be crudely spelled out as: 

 

The presence of a group of people of foreign origin who, despite the fact that most of 

them are Indonesian citizens who have lived here for many generations, are still 

looked upon as ‘alien’, or ‘they’ as opposed to ‘we’, who play a role in the economy 

which is entirely disproportionate to their numbers… In addition, they are perceived 

to have a cultural superior [sic] complex, which is expressed in their tendency to be 

‘exclusive’, that is, to segregate themselves socially and residentially (1995: 16).32

 

The result was the government’s endorsement and implementation of an 

assimilationist policy, directed specifically to the ethnic Chinese, which aimed to 

repress any expression of Chinese identity (see Chapter One). 33  As long as the 

                                                           
32  Heryanto argues that the “Chinese problem” had been explained predominantly in culturally 
essentialist terms. The popular myths of the Chinese superior work ethic, industriousness and thrift had 
branded them asocial and unpatriotic, and blamed for presumably pursuing selfish interests and for 
remaining distanced from national issues (1998a: 103). 
33 The policy of assimilation had been spelled out in the Resolution of MPRS No.III/Res/MPRS/1966, 
concerning building national unity, and the Presidential Decision No.240 concerning Indonesian 
citizens of foreign descent. The New Order government established several official institutions to 
“solve” the “Chinese Problem” and to implement the “Assimilation Program”. The Special Staff for 
Chinese Affairs (SCUT or Staf Chusus Urusan Tjina) was established in 1967 to assist the cabinet to 
formulate policies regarding the Chinese and supervise the implementation of these policies. Two other 
institutions established with similar functions were the Bakom PKB (Badan Komunikasi Penghayat 
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Chinese community failed to dissolve into pribumi society, they would always be seen 

as “exclusive” and essentialised as “once a Chinese always a Chinese”. Ang argues 

that it was through this absolutisation of “Chineseness” as a separate and monolithic 

identity that the “Chinese problem” itself was symbolically constructed and 

reproduced (2001b: 21).34 The more a person was seen as culturally Chinese, the less 

they were seen as Indonesian. Therefore, it was appropriate and legitimate to 

discriminate against them. 

 

Suharto’s government perceived that “Chineseness” was incompatible with the 

national personality and problematic for national integration and unity. A host of 

harsh measures was introduced to coercively assimilate the ethnic Chinese into the 

wider Indonesian population, to make them lose their “Chineseness” and 

“exclusiveness”.35 For instance, Chinese people were not allowed to form their own 

exclusive political party during Suharto’s rule, and no Chinese were appointed to high 

state positions (with the exception of Bob Hasan in the last years of the regime), 

because their loyalty to the country was under suspicion (Budiman 2001: 274). Also, 

entry to public service, the armed forces and state-run educational institutions was 

made extremely difficult. The use of Chinese language in public places was strongly 

discouraged. Printed matter in Chinese characters fell under the category of prohibited 

imports like narcotics, pornography and explosives when entering Indonesia. No 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Kesatuan Bangsa) and the BKMC (Badan Koordinasi Masalah Cina) (see Coppel 1976: 67-9; Somers 
1997).  
34 Ang claims that the assimilation policy was “an impossible strategy, one that is bound to fail” (2001b: 
39). The very process of assimilation ensured that Chinese Indonesians remained “trapped in the 
ambivalence of (non)belonging that the rhetoric of assimilation purports to resolve” (ibid). Suryadinata 
shared the same view as he argues that the Chinese problem will never be able to be solved if the 
pribumi keep insisting that the Chinese must become totally pribumi before accepting them as one of 
their fellow Indonesians. He contends that to convert the Chinese into pribumi is a very narrow view of 
assimilation (1997c: 82-3).  
35 It can be seen that the New Order regime had ignored the proclamation of the Constitution which 
stated that WNI of foreign descent had the same legal position, rights, status and equal opportunity with 
the pribumi and discrimination against the WNI of foreign descent was prohibited (Kwik 1998a: 22). 
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Chinese language press was permitted except the government-sponsored “Indonesia 

Daily” which aimed to convey the official voice of the government (this will be 

further discussed in Chapter Six). One other “assimilationist” policy was the name-

changing regulation introduced in 1966. 36  Under this regulation, Chinese were 

encouraged to change their Chinese names into Indonesian-sounding ones, in order to 

“speed up assimilation” (see Suryadinata 1978a: 163-164). However, Wibisono noted 

that even though most Chinese had adopted Indonesian names, government officials 

still always asked about their Chinese names (1997: 78-9). This shows the 

government’s strategy of carefully eradicating “Chineseness” but never allowing it to 

be totally wiped out.  

 

Indonesian citizens of Chinese descent were not allowed to attend Chinese-medium 

schools after 1957. The remaining Chinese-medium schools which catered the needs 

of students who were not Indonesian citizens were closed in 1966. All Chinese were 

urged to enter Indonesian-medium schools, both private and public.37 Chinese schools 

had been important sites for transmitting Chinese culture and maintaining 

“Chineseness”. 38  After the closure of Chinese schools, it was argued that the 

dichotomy between totok and peranakan broke down as many younger generation 

peranakan were “Indonesianised” while their totok counterparts were 

“peranakanised” (see Suryadinata 1978b: 32; Liem 2000: 4). However, some wealthy 

                                                           
36 This is spelt out in the Presidential Decision Cabinet No. 127/U/Kep/12/1966 concerning name-
changing policy for WNI Chinese who used Chinese names.  
37 Although a number of Special Project National Schools that offered Chinese language as a teaching 
subject were allowed to be established in 1968 for the totok Chinese, they were all converted into 
Indonesian national schools in 1975. For details of the Special Schools, see Suryadinata (1978b: 153-
159). 
38 As mentioned in earlier, Wang and Cushman contend that no single institution has been more 
effective in maintaining “Chineseness” than have Chinese schools (1988: 33). Levison and Holland 
(1996: 5) also argue that schools are not “innocent” sites of cultural transmission. In fact, they play an 
active role in transmitting and inculcating culture. 

 109



Chinese families who wished their children to retain their “Chineseness” sent them 

abroad to study in Singapore, Malaysia, Taiwan or even China.   

 

The New Order administration actively promoted religious affiliation in order to 

prevent the re-emergence of Communism. Every Indonesian was required to register a 

religion to which they adhered. The New Order government’s attitude toward Chinese 

religion was ambivalent. In 1965, Confucianism was officially recognised as a 

religion together with Islam, Catholicism, Protestantism, Balinese Hinduism and 

Buddhism (Tjhie 1995: 28).39 However, in 1967 the government issued a policy to 

prohibit the public celebration of Chinese religious and cultural festivals, such as 

Chinese New Year (Imlek) and the lion (barongsai) or dragon dance (liong).40 In 

1979, the Ministry of Religion declared that Confucianism was not a religion (Tjhie 

1995: 25). 41  In fact, most peranakan who were influenced by both Western and 

Indonesian culture converted to religions that were also observed by pribumi such as 

Christianity and Islam, as these religions did not have the stigma of being “alien” 

(Suryadinata 1978a: 90 and 161). Conversion to Islam was seen by assimilationist 

advocates as a finishing touch to assimilation (pembauran secara tuntas).42 In fact, it 

was noted that most Chinese converted to Islam because they wished to liberate 

                                                           
39 Confucianism was practised under the auspices of MATAKIN (Majelis Tinggi Agama Khonghucu 
Indonesia, the Supreme Council for the Confucian Religion in Indonesia), which is still present today. 
For details about how Confucianism developed into an organised religion, see Coppel 1981; Coppel 
1989). 
40 Presidential Instruction No. 14/1967 stated that Chinese religion and customs which originated in 
their ancestral land may impede the process of assimilation. Hence they should only be practised 
privately within a place of worship, amongst the family.  
41 Tjhie also notes that all formal activities related to that religion were prohibited. On their identity 
cards, they had to acknowledge another religion. Many registered as followers of Buddhism (Tjhie 
1995: 26).  
42 This view was promoted by Islamic leaders such as Buya Hamka (1981); pribumi scholars such as Dr 
Tarmizi Taher (1997), Dr Faud Bawazier (1997) and Dr Lukman Harun (1997); and Chinese 
assimilationist activists such as Junas Jahja (Lauw Chuan Tho) (Jahja 1997: 296). They believed that in 
order for assimilation to be complete, the absorption of the minority into the religion professed by the 
majority was necessary, as had happened in Thailand and the Philippines. In his article entitled “I am a 
Moslem, an Indonesian, and of Chinese descent”, Jahja (1981b) argues that Chinese converts need not 
immediately lose their ethnic identity. 
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themselves from the status of non-pribumi, and to escape social discrimination (The 

1988: 337). 

 

It remained unclear how ethnic Chinese could fully “become Indonesian” given that 

Indonesia’s national identity was defined in indigenist terms. The ethnic Chinese were 

perceived to have originated from a land “outside” the boundaries of the “Indonesian” 

nation. In the light of the essentialist version of the past, the ethnic Chinese were 

“indelibly linked to the first-generation immigrants and, in an unbroken chain, remain 

forever aliens” (Aguilar Jr. 2001: 517). By emphasising this version of history as an 

unchanging truth, the New Order government conveniently created a dichotomy to 

distinguish between the pribumi “Us” and the non-pribumi “Them”. Heryanto 

maintains that the labelling of Chinese as non-pribumi was a “colonial legacy that 

postcolonial dominant groups decided to impose upon silent Others in order to assert 

an identity of the Self in a binary opposition” (1998a: 100). Under this dominant, 

indigenist ideology of origin, ethnic Chinese were seen as outsiders and intruders to 

the Indonesian united “native” nation-state (Nonini 2001: 254).43 Hence, obtaining 

Indonesian citizenship did not suffice for ethnic Chinese to “become Indonesian”. 

Premised on native indigeneity, the quest for national unity was based on the 

imagination of a unified pribumi identity. For Chinese-Indonesians, citizenship only 

gave a nominal identity of belonging which was subservient to the pribumi identity. 

Even the assimilated ethnic Chinese were not fully accepted as pribumi – they were 

still considered as second-class citizens. Mackie contends that the state’s insistence on 

the irremediably “alien” nature of the Chinese made it hard for them to forget their 

                                                           
43 Nonini contends that, “diasporic Chinese identities can only exist in contrast to alternative and 
opposed conceptions of citizenship and indigenousness” (2001: 254).  
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minority status and to identify fully and unselfconsciously with the wider national 

community (1988: 224). 

 

The above discussion shows that the New Order adopted a policy toward the Chinese 

similar to the divide-and-rule policy introduced by the Dutch colonial regime. 44  

Essentially, it was a paradoxical policy of privileging the Chinese business 

communities in an effort to expand the nation’s economy, and concomitantly 

marginalising the Chinese minority to near pariah status in all social spheres: culture, 

language, politics, education and public service and employment. Heryanto argues 

that in the history of Indonesia, never before had the Chinese business elite enjoyed 

such prosperity, but ironically, never before had they been so deprived of civil rights 

(1999: 326). This strategy aimed “to keep the Chinese dependent, politically 

powerless, and easily controllable” (Mackie 1991: 92). Since the Chinese were 

marked out from the pribumi by their assumed wealth, their jobs and their lifestyles, it 

was fairly easy to arouse anti-Chinese feelings based on either resentment or jealousy 

of economic status.  

 

However, in emphasising a developmentalist ideology, the New Order administration 

suppressed issues related to SARA (ethnicity, religion, race and class differences) to 

assure national stability and security necessary for development (see Chapter One). 

Thus, anti-Chinese sentiment went underground and was uncontrolled, though on the 

surface the problem was contained (Budiman 2001: 264). By prohibiting the 

discussion of SARA, the government reserved the right to manipulate sensitive issues 

that could cause social unrest, when needed to serve its interests. The other side-effect 

                                                           
44 Heryanto (1999: 326) argues that the New Order was “largely a reincarnation of the Dutch colonial 
regime”. 
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of assimilation, uniformity and the prohibition of SARA was that people were never 

educated to accept the existence of difference. Hence, “[t]he emergence of the 

slightest difference would be transformed into a major conflict, always accompanied 

by violence and always claiming human lives” (Zhou F. 2003: 456). Being placed in a 

paradoxical position, the Chinese were an easy target of racial and class hostility in 

the New Order. 

 

The victimisation of the ethnic Chinese 

 

In the 1990s, after the Cold War and the decline of Communism, there was reportedly 

a softening in the government’s anti-Chinese stance and a reduced anti-Chinese 

sentiment in Indonesian society (Heryanto 1998a: 99-111; but see Purdey 2006: 219-

210). Taher saw this as evidence of the success of the government’s assimilation 

policy, which had effectively diluted the “exclusiveness” of the Chinese (1997: 25). 

However, anti-Chinese riots once again broke out in May 1998 when the nation was 

in the midst of its economic crisis. The devastating effects of the financial crisis 

brought anti-Chinese sentiment to the surface. The Chinese were taken as scapegoats 

and held responsible for the national crisis which was partly “the result of massive 

corruption and the state’s mismanagement of the economy” (Budiman 2001: 264). 

The riots, triggered by the killing of four student protesters at Trisakti University, 

turned into a violent anti-Chinese pogrom. Properties owned by the Chinese were 

ransacked, looted, and burnt; many Chinese were attacked, tortured and killed; and an 

estimated 152 Chinese women were raped (Pattiradjawane 2000). Many middle- and 

upper-class Chinese families panicked and fled the country to seek refuge in “safer” 
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places overseas.45 The result was a capital flight which cost the Indonesian economy 

dearly and hampered its recovery from the crisis. This behaviour attracted much 

criticism from the pribumi community who denounced the Chinese for being 

unpatriotic and called their nationalism into question (Van Dijk 2001: 360). 

 

One might pose the question: How were the ethnic Chinese identified and targeted, if 

there were palpable signs that they had been assimilated? In fact, it was clear that the 

New Order’s “assimilationist” policy had failed to solve the “Chinese Problem” and 

accommodate the Chinese into Indonesian society. Suharto’s divide-and-rule policy 

also unwittingly (or arguably, deliberately) reproduced “Chineseness” ready to be 

manipulated in times of political crisis. It has been argued that the riots were 

systematically instigated by the state to divert mass’ anger away from Suharto and his 

cronies and towards the Chinese (Heryanto 1999: 308-310; Budiman 2001: 279-280). 

The Joint Fact-Finding Team (TGPF) established that much of the violence was 

instigated by provocateurs who incited the local masses, leading the crowds to run 

amok and start looting and rioting (see Zon 2004: Chapter 4). Heryanto (1999) argues 

that the riots were not provoked by spontaneous racism and that the media propagated 

the economic-gap theory during the riots, escalating racist attacks on the Chinese. 

However, others argued that the rioters would not have attacked the Chinese had there 

been no anti-Chinese sentiment to manipulate in the first place (Wibowo 1999: x; 

Budiman 2001: 275). Purdey invites us to examine the agency of the rioters and their 

individual needs as she argues against the simplistic attribution of the violence as 

“singularly the responsibility of the state” or merely as a result of “economic or class 

                                                           
45 It is estimated around 100 000 ethnic Chinese left Indonesia in mid-May 1998 to seek refuge in 
Singapore, Hong Kong and Australia. Many more departed from major cities to areas like Pontianak, 
Bali and North Sulawesi which seemed safer (see Coppel 2002: 18; Purdey 2005: 21). For a detailed 
analysis of the anti-Chinese riots, see Purdey’s recent book (2006) entitled Anti-Chinese Violence in 
Indonesia: 1996-1999.  
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resentments or competition” (2005: 32). In her detailed study of anti-Chinese violence 

in Indonesia between 1996 and 1999, she identified that the violence “took place as 

part of disputes over sacred space (fears of Christianisation); scapegoating during 

times of economic hardship; political power struggles; racialised state violence; and 

justice seeking” (ibid; see also Purdey 2006).  

 

During the May 1998 riots, the state incited rioters to rape Chinese women in order to 

terrorise and “punish” the ethnic Chinese (Leksono-Supelli 1998: 10-11).46 Public 

stripping and mass rapes of women were part of a strategy practised in Indonesia to 

destroy the human dignity of the “enemies”.47 In the Indonesian cultural context, 

sexually abused women were doubly dehumanised as they often feel stigmatised and 

ashamed of themselves. Being not only “Other” to men (her rapists), but also “Other” 

to their religion, nation and ethnicity, Chinese-Indonesian women’s identity was 

doubly vulnerable (Lochore 2000). Heryanto describes that the rapes had signified “a 

spectacular public display of violence directed against sanctified sites and rules of 

sexuality” (1999: 314).  

 

However, the rapes remain a contested issue. Firstly, there has been no consensus on 

the number of rape victims. For instance, The Joint Fact-Finding Team (TGPF) 

recorded 117 cases of rapes, while the Volunteers Team for Humanity (TRuK) 

recorded 152 rape cases (Pattiradjawane 2000: 244-5). Secondly, there is still a 

general denial of the rapes in Indonesia’s official discourse. When interviewed by 

                                                           
46 For a documentation of the rape of ethnic Chinese women in May 1998, see Sumardi (1998) and 
Suryakusuma (1998). 
47 Coppel argues that the rapes of ethnic Chinese women are not an isolated case. As he states, “There 
have been systematic rapes of women of different ethnicity and religion elsewhere, for example of 
Catholic Timorese women in East Timor, Papuan women in Irian Jaya, and Muslim women in Aceh 
(2002: 18, footnote 6).  
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Fadli Zon in 2003, Major-General Sjafrie Sjamsoeddin states, “no one reported rapes, 

and after an investigation the results were negative. Indications of rapes were also 

negative” (2004: 105). Zon concluded that “the rapes (especially mass rapes) were 

unlikely to have happened in a situation like the May 1998 turmoil” (2004: 104). 

Suryakusuma (1998) also noted similar conclusions from the then senior ministers – 

Muladi, the Minister of Justice; Wiranto, the Minister of Defense; and Tutty Alawiyah, 

the Minister of Women’s Affairs. As she states, “In essence they said, before there 

was any proof, the rapes were merely rumors”. President Habibie was only willing to 

publicly apologise for and condemn the May violence and sexual crimes against 

women after pressure was exerted by the Human Rights’ Commission and other 

women’s groups (Suryakusuma 1998). Notwithstanding this public acknowledgement, 

many Indonesians still continue to deny the fact that the rapes occurred (Zhou F. 

2003).48  

 

The ethnic dichotomy of pribumi and non-pribumi constructed by the New Order was 

forcefully reproduced during the May riots.  It was used to distinguish who should or 

should not be targeted. It was acknowledged that, 

 

Because Chinese property was specifically targeted, people tried to protect their 

shops and houses by putting up signs that the owner was a pribumi, a Betawi 

(original inhabitant of Jakarta), a Muslim, a haji, and so on. Citations from the Koran 

and texts like Alumni Trisakti, Supporter of Reformation, maaf milik pribumi (sorry, 

owned by a pribumi) could also be seen on walls and on banners (Van Dijk 2001: 

189).  

                                                           
48 I was confronted by such a denial in September 2003 when I was advised by the Indonesian Consul-
General in Perth to delete the statement about the rapes of May in my research proposal before he 
would issue a support letter for me to apply for a research visa to Indonesia. He said that there was not 
yet any proof and that we didn’t know if they had even happened. 
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In this way, the pribumi “Self” (poor, original inhabitant, loyal citizen, Muslim) were 

eager to differentiate themselves from the non-pribumi “Other” (rich, foreign, disloyal, 

non-Muslim), so that they could be spared from attack. This shows that after 32 years 

of the New Order’s social engineering, the artificial “Us” and “Them” binary had 

been internalised by Indonesian society. Although inter-group differences had been 

repressed during Suharto’s era under the prohibition of SARA, they had been very 

important in both everyday life and legal identification. This is also exemplified in the 

poem published in the Indonesian-language newspaper, Republika, entitled 

“Sebenarnya Anda Atau Kami yang Kapok” (“In fact is it you or we who have had 

enough?”) (cited in Hamzah 1998: 150; see Appendix 5). It was written in response to 

Ariel Heryanto’s article, “Kapok Jadi Nonpri” (“The Chinese have had enough”), 

published in Kompas newspaper a few weeks after the May riots (see Heryanto 1998). 

The poem reproduces the stereotypes of Chinese as wealthy, corrupt and as exploiters 

of the pribumi economy. The pribumi are described as victims of poverty, suffering 

from the exploitation of Chinese “conglomerates”. The poem attempts to reverse the 

position of the two oppositional groups: the Chinese are not victims in this poem; it is 

the pribumi who are the real victims. Although the author does not mention the May 

tragedy, the poem seems to suggest that the May event was justified as the pribumi’s 

way of “getting even” with the ethnic Chinese. The author ends the poem with a call 

for reconciliation, advocating that the pribumi and non-pribumi let go of the past and 

rebuild the country together. 
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Conclusion 

 

This chapter has identified the complex and multiple identities that the Chinese in 

Indonesia assumed at different times. The Chinese were never a unified and 

homogeneous group. They had historically divided themselves into the China-oriented 

totok and the acculturated peranakan. The Dutch divide-and-rule policies destroyed 

their assimilation into the local society and reproduced their “Chineseness”. The gulf 

between the pribumi and the Chinese widened during the Japanese occupation and 

Indonesian revolution. After Indonesia gained independence, the loyalty of the 

Chinese to this new nation was once again questioned due to their dual nationality 

status. The juxtaposition of Chinese and pribumi identities during the New Order 

stands in stark contrast to that in the Old Order. Under the New Order, “Chineseness” 

was no longer a self-identified identity but one that was carefully constructed by the 

Suharto administration. Although the government introduced many harsh measures to 

repress Chinese identity, it was never allowed to be completely eradicated. This ethnic 

“Other” was necessary for the reproduction and valorisation of the pribumi “Self”. In 

making this internal “Other”, the ethnic Chinese were stigmatised as disloyal and as a 

Communist threat. On this basis, the government systematically subordinated 

anything they perceived as “Chineseness”.  

 

However, the Chinese business elites were privileged in the business sector to expand 

the nation’s economy. A disproportionate number of them became very wealthy and 

seemed to have enjoyed a very comfortable lifestyle – juxtaposed to the poverty of 

many pribumi. As such, the prominent role played by the Chinese in the economy was 

also seen as a national problem. The need to “solve” the “Chinese Problem” 

 118



legitimised the government to promote the assimilation policy which was designed to 

marginalise the ethnic Chinese in social and political spheres. Since Indonesia’s 

national identity was defined in indigenist terms and the Chinese continued to be 

perceived as the “outsider”, they were never accepted as “true” Indonesians. The 

stereotypes of the ethnic Chinese as foreign, disloyal and exploitative, reinforced by 

the New Order, rendered them scapegoats in times of economic and political crisis. 

The victimisation of the Chinese in the orchestrated riots of May 1998 awakened 

Chinese awareness of their problematic identity. Although many of them had 

complied with the state’s assimilation policy, their effort had proved unsuccessful. 

The tragedy of May 1998 only confirmed that the ethnic Chinese were still not yet 

accepted by the society in which they lived and died.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Chinese “Culture” and Self-Identity Post Suharto 

 

The political events of May 1998 that forced Suharto to step down brought to the fore 

the highly problematic position of the ethnic Chinese in relation to the Indonesian 

nation. One consequence of the riots was what has been commonly described by 

scholars and the popular media as the “resurgence” of Chinese identity, reflected in 

the “revival” of the Chinese press, “culture”, religion and language. The ethnic 

Chinese took advantage of the Reformasi atmosphere that promotes pluralism and 

multiculturalism to liberate their long-suppressed identity and cultural heritage. In 

order to distance themselves from the old authoritarian ideology and to show their 

commitment to Reformasi and change, succeeding post-New Order policymakers 

adopted the policy of multiculturalism, and amended certain discriminatory policies 

against the Chinese.  

 

For instance, in May 1999, President Habibie issued Presidential Instruction 

No.26/1998 to allow the teaching of the Chinese language and scrapped a regulation 

requiring ethnic Chinese to produce certificates of citizenship when registering for 

school or making official applications (“Allowing” 1999). Then in February 2001 

President Abdurrahman Wahid lifted the 1978 official ban on the display of Chinese 

characters and the importation of Chinese publications (see Figure 4.1 and 4.2).1  

Following these decrees, Chinese-language education experienced a boom in 

Indonesia. Among young ethnic Chinese as well as pribumi, learning Mandarin has 

become a popular pursuit, triggering a proliferation of after-school and after-work 
                                                           
1 These Mandarin course centers no longer need to use “photocopy textbooks” as they can legally 
acquire and import Chinese textbooks from Singapore, Taiwan or China. (see The International 
Chinese News Weekly (Yazhou Zhoukan), 12-18/03/ 2001: 32). 

 120



Mandarin courses. Official encouragement for the public use of Chinese language 

continued even after Wahid was ousted. In 2002, Megawati’s government declared its 

support for Chinese education to flourish and for Chinese Studies departments to be 

established in Indonesian universities (The International Chinese News Weekly, 18-

24/02/2002: 42-46).2 Since then, many Chinese-language tuition centers have sprung 

up in Indonesia’s major cities; Chinese language as a subject has been included in 

some school curricula and Chinese studies centers were established in various 

universities. 

 

Under Wahid’s administration, ethnic Chinese were given greater freedom to assert 

their cultural and religious identity. Presidential Decree No. 6/2000 annulled the 

discriminatory regulation – Presidential Decree No. 14/1967 – which repressed any 

manifestation of Chinese beliefs, customs and traditions (“Stop” 2000: 2). In issuing 

the decree, President Wahid assured the ethnic Chinese of their right to observe their 

cultural practices in the same way that other ethnic groups have enjoyed theirs. 

Following the amendment of the official cultural policy, the ethnic Chinese, for the 

first time in over three decades, can finally enjoy the freedom to celebrate Imlek 

(Chinese New Year) publicly without any restrictions. In January 2001, Wahid went a 

step further, declaring Imlek an optional holiday (Go 2001). In February 2002, 

Megawati declared Imlek a national holiday beginning in the year 2003 (“Tahun” 

2002). This edict is a landmark decision and a further restoration of the cultural rights 

of the ethnic Chinese.  

 

                                                           
2This magazine also held an interview with Indonesia’s Education Minister who emphasised the 
importance of Chinese language and studies and expressed the government’s full support for Chinese 
education in Indonesia (The International Chinese News Weekly (Yazhou Zhoukan), 18-24/03/2002: 44).  
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Nevertheless, this “resurgence” of “Chineseness” in Indonesia needs to be read in the 

wider context of the recent economic rise of China and the ramifications of this for the 

Southeast Asian region. Wei Djao contends that, “The national dignity regained by 

PRC [in recent decades] led to greater respect for the Chinese overseas in various 

countries” (2002: 366).  A new interest in Mandarin and Chinese culture is also 

common among the ethnic Chinese (and, to some extent, the non-Chinese), in other 

parts of Southeast Asia (for Thailand, see Chokkajitsumpun 2001; Pongsapich 2001; 

for the Philippines, see Ang-see 1995; and for Singapore see Kuah 2000). As such, 

several scholars have observed that ethnic Chinese who have lost almost all of their 

affinity with their Chinese origin are beginning to re-discover their “Chineseness” and 

voluntarily identify with their Chinese “roots” – an act sometimes described as 

“resinicisation” (see Tan 1997: 39; Suryadinata 1997b: 17; Ang 2001: 84).  

 

This chapter endeavours to explore the ethnic Chinese construction of self-identity in 

the post-Suharto era. It draws on secondary academic sources, popular culture media, 

as well as firsthand interview material with both younger and older generation 

Chinese-Indonesians, as well as Chinese “community” leaders, language education 

experts, and cultural activists in Jakarta. It aims to examine the role of the recently 

“revived” Chinese language and culture (especially the celebration of Imlek) in 

shaping Chinese identity amidst forces of hybridisation and globalisation. However, it 

interrogates and problematises the taken-for-granted notions of “revival” (or 

“kebangkitan” in Indonesian, “fuxin” in Mandarin), conventionally used by scholars 

and popular presses to describe the euphoric celebration of Chinese cultural 

liberalisation in the Reformasi era (e.g. see Saputra 2004, chapter on “Kebangkitan 

Etnis Tionghoa”). A cultural revival implies a restoration of a culture to its previous 
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status and the resuscitation of a dead culture (Edwards 1985: 86). Based on this 

working definition, the chapter will investigate beyond the shallow description of a 

Chinese cultural “revival”, and will attempt to answer the following questions: “Was 

‘Chineseness’ totally ‘dead’ or ‘lost’ during the New Order?”, “What form of 

‘Chineseness’ is being restored and represented in post-Suharto Indonesia?” and 

“Does this ‘revival’ necessarily lead to ‘resinicisation’?”  

 

The chapter will begin with a brief discussion of the subtle and “secret” maintenance 

of Chinese culture and language by certain religious and social institutions during the 

New Order era, in order to show the agency involved in sustaining Chinese identity 

even though it was constantly under threat of erasure. It will then explore the 

changing meaning of being a “Chinese” in contemporary Indonesia. It examines the 

changing identity of the younger generation Chinese-Indonesians which has been 

shaped by the New Order assimilationist education system, everyday hybridity with 

other ethnicities and cultures, and the effects of modernity such as cosmopolitanism, 

popular culture and globalisation. The chapter will critically discuss the politics of the 

re-emergent Chinese culture and language education. It will also acknowledge the 

problems caused by cultural essentialism such as the promotion of primordial and 

essentialist “Chineseness” in the resurgence. Finally, it will investigate the 

representation of “Chineseness” in post-1998 public sphere through mainstream 

media and popular culture.  
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“Chineseness” during Suharto’s New Order: was it totally “dead”? 

 

There is limited documentation of ethnic Chinese agency in preserving and 

maintaining Chinese language and culture during the New Order era.3 This is due to 

the 32-year official ban of public display of Chinese culture and tradition, closure of 

Chinese schools and banning of Chinese printed material; as well as the prohibition of 

discussions related to SARA (see Chapter One and Three). Hence, it is not uncommon 

for people to assume that “Chineseness” totally disappeared in Indonesia during 

Suharto’s era. Consequently, post-Suharto reports regarding the Chinese-Indonesians 

often over-indulged in the celebration of the re-emergence of ethnic and cultural 

symbols while ignoring the aspects that have persisted over time. 4  Though not 

referring to Indonesia, John Edwards argues that, “[t]he notion of an ethnic revival is 

a dubious one. True, there has been more ethnic visibility of late, particularly of ethnic 

symbols, but persistence seems a more accurate term than revival” (italics in original, 

1985: 115). To him, the ethnic “revival” is “neither new nor revived”; he contends, 

“ethnicity is an enduring fact of life” (italics in original, ibid: 100). This section will 

explore the agency of “Chineseness” that “endured” and “persisted” under intense 

scrutiny and threat of erasure during the New Order.  

 

In fact, just as religions survived the Cultural Revolution in communist China, albeit 

underground, Chinese culture and language were “secretly” practised and passed on 

within individual families and behind the walls of Chinese temples, churches and 

unregistered or disguised Chinese organisations during the Suharto era. Chou noted 

that during the New Order, almost all “totok” organisations such as clan associations 
                                                           
3 For a detailed theoretical discussion on “agency”, see Parker 2005. 
4 Coppel argues that, “there may have been a tendency to overstate the extent both of the repression 
under Suharto and of the revival under his successors” (2003: 331). 
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and pre-1965 Chinese alumni groups took the form of “Foundations” (Yayasan) in 

order to “hide their identity and real objectives” (my trans., no year, “Peta”; see also 

Suryadinata 2004c: 8). Another type of organisation that retained its “Chineseness” 

was those business networking associations that were popular amongst the “totok” 

business people, who were also known as the cukong during the New Order. These 

business associations facilitated commercial interests, by functioning as a bridge 

between Chinese business people and the military regime (Hendrati 2000: 82).  

 

A subtle but significant agency was enabled via unregistered social groups such as 

choirs, sporting societies and arisan (neighbourhood savings club). These social 

groups provided a space for the Chinese to socialise as well as to preserve and 

perform the “symbolic markers” of their identity such as “dress, ornamentation, dance 

[and] song” (Edwards 1985: 112). During my fieldwork, I observed that in many 

Chinese social gatherings, Chinese women in particular tended to wear “traditional” 

Chinese costumes like cheongsam when singing in choir performances. I later learned 

from an informant that those choirs were established during the New Order. They 

became an important space of socialisation for Chinese women. My informant 

explained: 

 

Chinese women rarely joined the PKK [Pembinaan Kesajahteraan Keluarga or the Family 

Guidance Welfare Movement, a mass-based organisation for village women in the New Order]. 

As for Dharma Wanita [another New Order women’s organisation for the wives of state 

employees], the Chinese were not given the opportunity to join them because most of their 

husbands worked in the business field…  (interview with the leader of the women’s division of 

INTI, 13/11/2004). 
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Exclusive Chinese social gatherings like those I attended in Jakarta were not 

uncommon during the New Order. In fact, they were the [only] space for the Chinese 

to perform their identity during that era. The songs, costumes and language – 

Mandarin, Chinese dialects and hybrid Chinese-Betawi Malay – were all part of the 

performance and preservation of the Chinese “Self”. 

 

Chinese religions also showed flexibility and adaptability during the New Order for 

the sake of survival. In order to “fit in” to one of the five officially recognised 

religions, Chinese temples or Klenteng were transformed into Buddhist Vihara 

(Fischer 2003; Suryadinata 2004c: 129-132). Buddhism (and also Hinduism) and its 

doctrines had to be reinterpreted or modified in order to fit the first principle of 

Pancasila: “Belief in one supreme God” (see Suryadinata 2005: 85-88). Apart from 

doctrinal adjustments, the Vihara (and former Klenteng) also needed to be 

Indonesianised.5 However, Chou argues that “even though all of the Vihara changed 

their Chinese names into Indonesian names [with the exception of the temples of the 

Confucian religion], they still maintained their ‘Chineseness’” (my trans., no year, 

“Peta”). These were the places where Imlek was celebrated, Chinese culture and 

traditions were observed, Mandarin was used (often through bilingual services) and 

taught. Below is a brief account of a Chinese/Buddhist Vihara that I visited in Bogor 

in 2004:6

                                                           
5 The moves to convert Klenteng to Vihara and to localise the Vihara were ordered by the Ministry of 
Religion. It was part of the New Order policy of assimilation, an attempt to further erase expressions of 
“Chineseness” in Buddhism (see Suryadinata 2005: 83-85).  
6 Although there are theological and religious differences between Buddhism and Chinese religions 
(which often also incorporate a version of Buddhism), it is not the objective of this chapter to clearly 
define these differences for the following reasons: firstly, the peranakan Chinese in Indonesia had 
historically practised the syncretised Sam Kauw (or the Three Religions: Confucianism, Taoism and 
Buddhism) (see Suryadinata 1978b: 57-8); secondly, religions like Buddhism and Hinduism were 
forced to modify themselves in order to satisfy the official criteria of monotheism during the New 
Order (Fischer 2003); and thirdly, the Vihara that I visited gave me the impression of a creolised 
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The Vihara looked like an ordinary house. Outside the Vihara there were no statues, Chinese 

characters, signs, or anything to suggest ‘Chineseness’. The Vihara used an Indonesian name. 

The front door was a sliding door made of very dark opaque glass, no one could see through 

from the outside. Inside, there were some Chinese writings and paintings of Chinese sages and 

pictures of high monks on the walls. The caretaker told me that they always had bilingual 

services even during Suharto’s period. Most of their congregation knew at least some Chinese 

because their prayers were said in Mandarin. They frequently invited speakers from Taiwan to 

preach. The sermons were translated into Indonesian. They also regularly attended international 

conferences in Taiwan and Burma (field notes, 01/03/2004).  

 

It is apparent that the Vihara had a very cautious and low-profile image, reflected in 

its ordinary outside appearance and its dark opaque glass that prevented unnecessary 

attention from the public. This “self-censorship” sheds a light on what most Vihara 

might have practised during the New Order. The bilingual services, sermons and 

prayers in Mandarin, as well as transnational links with overseas brethren, all 

contributed to the persistence of aspects of Chinese identity. 

 

Nevertheless, the agency of the Chinese Christian (read: Protestant) and Catholic 

Church in preserving “Chineseness” has often been overlooked and denied. Some 

Chinese-Indonesians criticised the mass conversion of Chinese to Christianity and 

Catholicism as peranakanisation and Westernisation, thus, an abandonment of 

“Chineseness” and Confucian values (see Chou “Peta”; Lukito 2001: 213-4).7 Lukito 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Chinese Buddhist religion from their teachings, style of worship, and the gods that they worship 
(besides Buddha, they also worship other Chinese gods such as Kuan Gong). 
7 This view is shared by Kuah when referring to the “cultural dilution” of younger generation Chinese 
Singaporeans. As she articulates, 

Among younger Singapore Chinese, however, some choose to become ‘less-Chinese’ or 
‘modern Chinese’ through non-participation in [‘orthodox’ Chinese] social and cultural 
activities, through moving away from Chinese religious practices and adopting Christianity… 
(2000: 45-6).  
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contends that, “those church sermons encouraged ethnic Chinese Christians to 

relinquish traditional Chinese culture, not to celebrate Imlek, not to believe in the 

knowledge of Hong Sui [feng shui] and so on” (my trans., Lukito 2001: 214). 

However, my observation in several Protestant Chinese churches in 2004 showed the 

contrary. Many of the churches had bilingual (Mandarin and Indonesian) worship 

services and had provided Mandarin lessons throughout the New Order. An informant 

recalled learning and memorising hymns in Chinese in Sunday school when he was 

young (Irawanto, field notes, 12/05/2004). Nevertheless, some people continue to 

view Chinese-Indonesians who converted to Christianity as less “Chinese” due to the 

synonymous association of the religion with Western values, and the prohibition of 

certain Chinese practices in the church. Ironically, the ways in which the Chinese 

churches tried to preserve the language were not very different to the effort of the 

Vihara described above. 

 

One common factor that contributes to the underestimation of Chinese agency in the 

New Order is the assumption that the New Order was monolithic and that the regime 

was consistently anti-Chinese and anti-Communist. However, Heryanto (1998a) 

observed a change in attitude of Suharto’s regime towards the Chinese after the Cold 

War, signified by the normalisation of Sino-Indonesian relations and the visit of the 

Chinese Prime Minister Li Peng in 1990. In 1992, the first Chinese language centre in 

the New Order, known as the Oriental Language and Cultural Centre of Indonesia 

(Yinni dongfang yuyan wenhua zhongxin) was established. This centre ran courses 

for Chinese teachers who offered private Mandarin lessons to Chinese students. 

Hiring a private teacher to teach Mandarin at the student’s home was a common 

                                                                                                                                                                      
She also noted that older generation Chinese Singaporeans referred to their younger counterparts as 
“babaised” or “fan” – i.e. “uncivilised and detribalised” (ibid: 50). 
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practice in the New Order. The Centre sent teachers to sit for the HSK (Chinese 

Proficiency Test) in Singapore, and also sent teachers to do training courses in 

universities in China. The founder of this centre revealed that they rented St. Mary’s 

School in Jakarta as their venue when they first started. They even had staff that 

watched for police at the gate of the school, as Mandarin was still officially banned at 

that time. His objective for the Centre was similar to that of a missionary: to train and 

equip Chinese teachers, who would, in turn, teach and spread the language to the 

younger generation (interview, Kusuma, 07/10/2004). Nevertheless, the effectiveness 

of private Chinese tutoring is dubious. Many of my informants acknowledged that 

they had learnt Mandarin from private tutors when they were young but as the 

environment was not conducive to the use of the language, their efforts seemed futile 

and they ended up forgetting what they had learned. Some parents who were more 

desperate for their children to be exposed to Chinese education sent them overseas to 

Singapore, Malaysia and Taiwan to study (Suryadinata 2004c: 79). 

 

Li argues that “Chineseness” was also preserved through television after the Suharto 

government loosened its regulation of satellite TV during the late 1980s (2003b: 159-

160). He notes that middle and upper class Chinese installed satellite dishes and 

watched Chinese channels from Malaysia, Singapore and Taiwan to learn about China 

and other diasporic Chinese communities (ibid: 159). However, while satellite TV had 

a certain influence on the construction of Chinese identity, further research is needed 

to determine the significance of this technology in contributing to Chinese agency 

during the New Order. 

 

 

 129



“Chineseness” in post-Suharto Indonesia: which “Chineseness”?  

 

Barth’s seminal work theorises the importance of boundary maintenance for the 

continuation of the ethnic group (1994). He has recognised that the content or 

“cultural stuff” enclosed in any ethnic group is vibrant (1994: 15). According to him, 

“most of the cultural matter … is not constrained by this boundary; it can vary, be 

learnt, and change without any critical relation to the boundary maintenance of the 

ethnic group” (ibid: 38). In this light, this section investigates the dynamics of 

“Chineseness” that have been continually shaped by hybridisation with the local and 

the global, on the trajectory of modernisation, which engenders “complex, shifting, 

and fragmented subjectivities that are at once specific yet global” (Ong and Nonini 

1997: 26). This section also contends that post-Suharto “Chineseness” can never be a 

simple return to a Chinese primordial identity – partly because such a thing never 

existed –, nor should any particular version of “Chineseness” be reified as “authentic”.  

To put it bluntly, “there is no ‘going back’ for most people; it is just not an available 

option” (Edwards 1985: 101). So the aim is not to trace which, or if, “Chineseness” 

can be restored to its “original” status, but rather to explore the complexity and 

diversity of this identity in the new era. 

 

Like ethnic and cultural identities of diasporic Chinese elsewhere, “Chineseness” in 

Indonesia has been shaped by the local experiences in the region or provinces in 

which the Chinese reside, through a process which Tan C.B. (2001) labels 

“localisation”. The regional diversity of Chinese-Indonesians has partly contributed to 

their heterogeneous self-identification. Here, I endeavour to further illustrate this 

point by referring to accounts in my field notes and interviews. 
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The following is an account of a lunch gathering of five middle and upper class 

Chinese women, aged between forty and seventy years old. The gathering took place 

in the house of one of the informants, in a luxurious housing estate in South Jakarta. 

The women came from very diverse regional backgrounds: Adi, the host, was from 

Makassar, Betty and Eunice were from Central Java, Didi was from Medan and Cathy 

was from Jakarta. In terms of age, Didi and Eunice were the only two in their forties; 

the other women were in their sixties. 

 

Lunch commenced after Eunice said grace in Mandarin. They communicated mainly in 

Indonesian, sometimes substituting a few Mandarin words in their sentences. For instance, they 

used “wo” (Mandarin for “I”) and “ni” (Mandarin for “you”) instead of the Indonesian terms. 

When Didi talked to Eunice in private, they used “gue” and “lu” (Jakartan equivalent to “I” and 

“you”, originated from Hokkien). But when they talked to the older women, they switched back 

to “wo” and “ni”.8  

 

The host served us with a variety of regional foods: ikan panggang (grilled fish) from Makassar, 

Chinese black bean soup, Sundanese pepes (tofu and vegetables blended and wrapped in banana 

leaves), Javanese lalapan (raw vegetables), empal (dried beef) from Bandung and rujak 

(vegetable salad). When introducing the foods to me, some of them emphasised, “This is our 

staple food from Makassar or Java, etc”. 

 

Since all of the women came from different parts of Indonesia, their Indonesian accents were 

different from each other. The same applies to their Mandarin accents. For instance, Adi 

criticised Betty for mispronouncing certain Chinese words. She said, “The Javanese can’t speak 

                                                           
8 The terms of address, “gue” and “lu”, are commonly used between people of the same age/generation. 
They are generally considered impolite if used in a conversation with an older person. However, in 
Medan, where the majority of Chinese speak Hokkien, “gue” and “lu” are used across generations and 
the abovementioned restriction does not apply.     
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proper Mandarin…their pronunciation is inaccurate”. Betty was apologetic, “We Javanese 

assimilated the quickest. We tend to communicate in Javanese”.  

 

When addressing each other, the women used their Chinese rather than Indonesian names. They 

addressed anyone older than them as “ci”, a Chinese-Indonesian title for “older sister”. 

 

While they stressed their regional identity when they were talking amongst themselves, they 

were unanimously unified when talking about the pribumi. The expression became “we 

Chinese” (wo men Zhongguo ren) versus “they Indonesian” (ta men Yinni ren) (field notes, 

21/03/2004).  

 

The different regional identities of the Chinese women enabled them to identify with 

different foods, culture, accent and “Chineseness”. However, when they were 

juxtaposed against the pribumi “Other”, they spontaneously invoked their primary 

identity as Chinese. This confirms Barth’s assertion that ethnic identity is sustained by 

the maintenance of boundary rather than the “cultural stuff” within (1994).  

 

On the other hand, young Chinese-Jakartans may also identify their counterparts from 

other provinces differently from themselves. This is exemplified in the following 

interview excerpt, 

 

In general, the anak daerah ([Chinese] people from other provinces) are very Chinese (Cina 

banget)…. My university friends and I used to say, ‘Eh, that person is so Chinese’. We look at 

their physical appearance, for example their eyes are so slanty, they speak with an accent (pelo) 

and they have a really Chinese face. We only judge from their physical appearance. [However], 

although their faces are so Chinese, there is not guarantee that they practise Chinese tradition 

(Hendra, 23 year old, 02/11/2004).  
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Hendra stressed that he gathered clues about “Chineseness” by looking at “physical 

appearance”. It is not clear if his criteria include modes of dress, adornment and 

demeanour, which are visible symbols of identity (Giddens 1991: 99). Besides 

appearance, another marker of difference to determine a person’s place of origin and 

“Chineseness” is their accent.9 Chinese-Indonesians who originated from regions like 

Medan, Pontianak, Singkawang and Riau still primarily speak Mandarin or Chinese 

dialects with their fellow Chinese. They are often teased by Jakartans because they 

either have a “Chinese” accent when speaking Bahasa Indonesia or they lack 

knowledge of Jakartan slang.10  

 

The “Chineseness” of young Chinese-Indonesians is uniquely shaped by their 

particular version of modernity, hybridised by localisation and globalisation. In the 

above interview excerpt, Hendra did not define “Chineseness” by one’s knowledge of 

Chinese culture and tradition. Perhaps to him and other young Chinese-Jakartans who 

do not speak Mandarin, the meaning of “Chineseness” “is no longer, if it ever was, a 

property or essence of a person calculated by that person’s having more or fewer 

‘Chinese’ values or norms” (Ong and Nonini 1997: 4). An older generation Chinese-

Indonesian writer criticised Suharto’s assimilation policy that closed down Chinese 

schools as a policy that “deliberately forced Chinese children to lose [“Chinese” 

values such as] thriftiness, endurance of hardship, determination, respect for elders 

and teachers, Confucian ethics and humanism; and transformed their lives such that 

they were relaxed, lazy and extravagant, floating without roots” (my trans., Li Z.H. 

                                                           
9 “Pelo” (lit. lisp) refers to people who find it challenging to pronounce “r” with their tongue rolled, 
commonly used to refer to the Chinese whose “Chineseness” is still “thick” (kental).  
10 As discussed in Chapter Two, there is also a difference in power relations between Jakarta people 
and people who come from other provinces. The use of the term “anak daerah” sometimes somewhat 
derogatorily connotes “kampungan” or “country hick”; a contrast to sophisticated Jakartan.  
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2003b: 198). However, when asked if Chinese who attended non-Chinese-medium 

schools had lost these “values”, Hendra replied, 

 

No. It all depends on school and family education. Many of my Chinese friends were not taught 

in a strict Chinese way, and did not receive any Chinese education; but were well educated by 

their family, using international or Indonesian ways. They save money, plan the future and work 

hard. I myself was not taught in a traditional Chinese way but I was very thrifty and have a 

strong determination to work on certain things…. I was never influenced by Chinese culture. 

But I was influenced by my childhood education, influenced by my parents’ advice: ‘save more, 

[if not] how [will your live] when you get old?’. This is not because of Chinese education. Mum 

always advised me about that, and mum is not very Chinese [bukan Chinese banget]. And that 

[advice] is… is… already international, global. No matter which ethnicity you are, you will be 

advised to have strong determination, save money and plan for the future (interview, 

02/11/2004). 

 

Hendra has challenged the common view that values like thriftiness, determination 

and future planning are stereotypically “Chinese” (these stereotypes will be further 

discussed in Chapter Seven and Eight).11 He argues that these are universal values, 

and stressed that he learned them from his mother who “is not very Chinese”. To him, 

if “Chineseness” is synonymous with “tradition”, it has no part in his life; he would 

consider himself more international and global in his identity. In fact, Hendra’s self-

identity can be described as an effect of “the dialectic of the local and the global in 

conditions of high modernity” (Giddens 1991: 32). The negotiation between 

modernity and tradition, local and global can also be seen in the self-identification of 

another young Chinese-Jakartan: 

                                                           
11 Hendra’s argument echoes the following assertion by Amy Chua:  

It seems to say that this entrepreneurial dynamism – together with frugality, hard work, 
willingness to delay gratification, and intense desire to accumulate wealth almost as an end in 
itself – cannot be traced to any single cultural, much less genetic source (2004: 42). 

 134



 

I am Chinese, but I am also Jakartan. If Jakartans are [considered as] modern, I am also modern. 

I see ‘Chineseness’ as… I’m only a Chinese descendant. At most, I want to learn the language. 

In terms of [Chinese] traditions, I’ll just follow my papa (Albert, 19 years old, interview, 

27/05/2004).  

 

Mely Tan notes that in Jakarta, “there is a specific ‘Jakarta culture’ which led to a 

form of ‘internationalisation’ and a specific lifestyle adopted especially by young 

people (1997: 51).” 12   Giddens stressed that “lifestyle” is a choice that involves 

multiple possibilities of options, and is “adopted” rather than “handed down” (in 

contrast to traditional cultures) (1991: 81). Mely Tan (1997) also observes that the 

self-identification of the young generation of urban Chinese-Indonesians focuses more 

on the middle-class urban and global culture that has emerged out of postmodern 

capitalism than on ethnicity. One example that illustrates this point is their preference 

to use the term “Chinese” rather than “Cina” or “Tionghoa” as self-reference as 

discussed in Chapter Eight.  

 

Another example can be seen in the response of young informants to my interview 

question about how the Chinese should continue to live and behave in Indonesia. 

Many of them said that the Chinese should just “be themselves” (menjadi diri sendiri). 

The “Self” that they point to is not an identity that Suharto’s assimilation policy could 

satisfy; nor can it be fully represented by the current resurgent “Chineseness”. It is 

clear to me that this notion of “be yourself” is the epitome of (Western) individualism 

(see Giddens 1991: 78-9 and 197). On the one hand, this self-identity is enabled by a 

cosmopolitan lifestyle that empowers young people with the freedom to choose who 
                                                           
12 This urban or cosmopolitan lifestyle is reflected in “similar values, working styles, recreation, and 
living conditions drawing the cosmopolitan people into one culture of lived ways” (Wu 1997: 145).  
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they want to be. On the other hand, this individualism is a product of Western 

capitalism promoted by global media such as the MTV Network (see Sutton 1998).13 

For instance, the theme of MTV Indonesia in 2004 was “MTV Gue Banget!”, a 

Jakartan slang for “MTV, it’s so me!”. This urbanised, globalised self-identity that 

focuses on individualism downplays the role of ethnicity in defining the identity of 

both middle class Chinese and pribumi youth.   

 

However, the self-identity of young Chinese-Jakartans can become uncertain when 

the “authenticity” of their “Chineseness” is put to the test. An informant revealed her 

bitter experience of identity crisis when she went to Singapore for schooling: 

 

When I went to school in Singapore, my classmates were surprised because I could not speak 

Chinese. I told them that I am Indonesian Chinese that is why I can’t speak Chinese. They 

thought it was weird that a Chinese could not speak Chinese. At that time my English was not 

very good. Because I spoke Indonesian, I could only make friends with the Malays…. The 

Malays were the minority in Singapore, just like the Chinese in Indonesia, so we shared a lot in 

common…. When I went shopping at a market, a Chinese stall keeper spoke to me in Mandarin. 

I told her I can’t speak Chinese. She asked if I was a Vietnamese or something. I replied that I 

am an Indonesian Chinese. Then she told me that, ‘You are Chinese right? Then you should 

learn to speak Chinese!’  (Justine, 18 year old, 25/05/2004).  

 

Justine’s experience shows that identity is indeed relational. Justine’s “Chineseness” 

only makes sense when it is juxtaposed against the non-Chinese pribumi in Indonesia. 

However, she was “Othered” by the Chinese in Singapore who mistook her identity as 

anything but Chinese. Her experience of “not speaking Chinese” (Ang 2001) betrayed 
                                                           
13 An Indonesian author labels the current young generation in Indonesia the “MTV generation”.  In the 
author’s words, the MTV generation is “not a generation that is educated to have an orientation to 
capitalism or communism, or other isms. Be Good, Be Bad, Just Be, Be Urself. Think global, act local” 
(first sentence is my translation; the rest is in original; italics in original; Debray 2004: 36).   
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her ability to conform to the straitjacketed definition of “Chineseness” in Singapore. 

Ironically, Justine was able to identify more with the Malays – the ethnic “Other” 

against which “Chineseness” in Indonesia is defined – than with the Chinese in 

Singapore. 

 

Nevertheless, Justine’s mistaken identity due to her failure to “authenticate” also 

brings to the fore the indispensable notion of primordiality that continues to nourish 

and maintain “Chineseness” or any other ethnicity. The acknowledgement of 

primordialism in ethnicity does not necessarily mean an abandonment of the idea of 

ethnicity as situational and flexible. Chan and Tong argue that “ethnicity is both 

primordial and situational, not either or” (2001b: 35). According to Brubaker et al,  

 

primordialist and circumstantialist accounts need not be mutually exclusive. The former can 

help explain the seemingly universal tendency to naturalise and essentialise real or imputed 

human differences, while the latter can help explain how ethnicity becomes relevant or salient in 

particular contexts (2004: 52). 

 

We have to be alert to the fact that the primordial aspect of ethnicity is by no means 

“natural”; as Hobsbawm (1983) reminds us, traditions can indeed be invented. The 

invention of primordial Chinese traditions is dependent upon the particular historical 

and social nodes of the community concerned. In this sense, Chinese “traditions” that 

are maintained by Chinese in Indonesia may be different from Chinese in Malaysia, 

Singapore, Thailand, Fiji, or even China.  

 

For instance, most of my young informants said that they would like the next 

generation to have Chinese names. Even though most of them do not speak or write 
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Chinese and some of them do not even have a Chinese name themselves, or even if 

they have, they rarely used it; they said they would ask their parents, grandparents or 

other elderly relatives who know Chinese to grant their children a Chinese name. 

Their justification is that at least their children will not forget their “roots”. Besides 

that, they also revealed that they celebrate Imlek and observe the dos and don’ts 

related to this festival; even though they do not always understand the historical origin 

of such practice. However, Mely Tan argues that, 

  

…for many of the younger generation, especially those who have become Protestants or Catholics, and 

the smaller proportion who have become Muslims, these festivals and traditions have lost their 

religious meaning or even their meaning as a part of Chinese tradition. What remain are the social and 

familial aspects of honouring parents and older relatives and visiting and paying respects on Chinese 

lunar new year’s day (especially if grandparents are still around); in fact, even this event has, for some, 

become simply an occasion for wearing nice clothes and partying (1995: 23).  

 

This shows that, to the younger generation, the meaning of Imlek has changed. In 

spite of this, my informants insisted that they want to continue to practise these 

“traditions”, because these are the very few practices that give material meaning to 

their “Chineseness”. 

 

The reinvention of Imlek: cultural or religious? 

 

As mentioned above, Imlek is a significant festival to the Chinese-Indonesians, even 

to those who have lost the ability to speak and write Chinese or their affinity with 

Chinese culture. There is little question that Chinese New Year is a cultural 

celebration for most Chinese outside Indonesia. However, in Indonesia, Imlek has 
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been a much contested festival. This is partly due to the unique position of 

Confucianism in Indonesia: that is, while Confucianism is generally understood as 

ethical rules or moral philosophy amongst the Chinese elsewhere (see Tu 1996), it has 

been an institutional religion in Indonesia since the beginning of the twentieth 

century.14 Imlek is considered by some as a religious festival because the Confucians 

in Indonesia celebrate it as a sacred day that commemorates the birth of Confucius, 

just as Christians celebrate Christmas to remember the birth of Jesus.15 However, just 

as the appropriateness of Confucianism as a religion is challenged, Imlek is contested 

by those Chinese-Indonesians who do not belong to the Confucian religion as a purely 

ethnic/cultural festival (see Tan 1995: 17; Chou 2001; Coppel 2002: 213-226; Saputra 

2004: 87-8).16  

 
                                                           
14 It has to be noted that there are also Confucian organisations in Indonesia which do not practise 
Confucianism as a religion. One such organisation is the Indonesia Confucian Association (Yindunixiya 
Ru Xue Hui), headed by Idris Sutarji (Yu MaiFeng). This organisation promotes the study of 
Confucianism as a moral philosophy (Ru Xue), rather than a religion (Ru Jiao). 
For a history of the Confucian religion in Indonesia, see Coppel 2002, the section on “Confucian 
Religion”. The appropriateness of Confucianism as an organised religion has been debated since the 
inception of the Kong Kauw Hwee (KKH or the Confucian Religious Society) in Java in the 1920s. For 
instance, the KKH and Chinese secular nationalists started a debate over the question “Is Confucianism 
a religion?” in 1923 (see Coppel 1989). The nationalists viewed that the teachings of Confucius could 
only give rise to a “learned society”, not to a “church”, and attacked the KKH for advocating a blind 
obedience to selected Confucius’ teachings (Suryadinata 1978b: 50-55; Coppel 1989). But since the 
supporters of KKH themselves were unfamiliar with the Confucian classics and were isolated from new 
developments in scholarship, they decided that their most powerful defence would be to equate their 
version of Confucianism with “Chineseness”. Thus, they saw those Chinese who opposed the KKH as 
having abandoned their Chinese identity (Coppel 1989: 134). This view was problematic because they 
lumped Confucianism and Confucian religion together and denied the possibility that a Chinese person 
may disagree with the latter but still practise some elements of the former. 
15 The Confucianists called Imlek  “Perayaan Hari Lahir Nabi Khong Cu” or “Celebration of the 
Prophet Confucius’ Birthday”. This is noted from the magazine published by MATAKIN, Genta 
Harmoni (2nd Edn, 2004: 24). 
16 Coppel noted this contestation before the end of the New Order, in 1996, following the appeal of the 
then Governor of Jakarta, Surjadi Soedirdja, for Chinese to celebrate the festival internally, not publicly 
(2002: 213-226). The appeal also stated that Imlek “was not a Buddhist religious festival, but a festival 
of Chinese tradition or culture, and that it should therefore not be celebrated in Buddhist Viharas or 
places of worship” (Coppel 2002: 213). The reason that the Governor related Imlek to Buddhism rather 
than to Confucianism is that Confucianism was de-recognised as an official religion in Indonesia by the 
Ministry of Religion in 1979. This forced the Confucians to register as followers of other faiths such as 
Buddhism (see Tjhie 1995: 25). Tjhie  also notes that the followers of Confucianism were not allowed 
to celebrate their holy days in public (ibid: 26). All formal activities related to that religion were 
prohibited. Adherents had to acknowledge other religions on their identity cards. Many Chinese were 
encouraged to convert to other officially recognised religions so that they might be given “fair” 
treatment (ibid). 
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In 2000, President Abdurrahman Wahid declared Imlek as an optional national 

holiday. Two months later, the Home Affairs Minister abolished the 1978 Ministerial 

Instruction that de-recognised Confucianism as an official religion in Indonesia, 

thereby “restoring” Confucianism as the sixth officially-recognised religion (see 

Suryadinata 2004c: 207; Suryadinata 2005: 81).17 Despite this, it was not until May 

2006 that Confucianists could register their religion in their identity cards (KTP) 

(Boediwardhana 2006; see also Appendix 6).18 It is worth noting that Imlek was first 

declared as a national holiday on the basis of its religious rather than ethnic or cultural 

character.19 This is because only festivals of the officially recognised religions are 

allowed to be observed as national holidays in Indonesia. MATAKIN (Majelis Tinggi 

Agama Khonghucu Indonesia or the Supreme Council for the Confucian Religion in 

Indonesia) initiated a proposal to request the government for the recognition of Imlek 

as a national holiday. Other Chinese organisations in Jakarta not only welcomed but 

also supported this proposal by lobbying the government (source: various interviews). 

Since 2000, MATAKIN has organised formal annual Imlek celebrations which 

national leaders such as the President and prominent Chinese were invited to attend. 

These annual celebrations hold significant meanings for the Chinese – they are seen as 

a renewal of government commitment to “Chinese” religion and culture in Indonesia. 

However, Junus Jahja, a Chinese-Muslim and a leading proponent of assimilation, 

                                                           
17 I used the term “restoring” here because Confucianism was officially recognised as a religion with 
five others – Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Buddhism and Hinduism – by President Sukarno in 
1965, but was de-recognised by Suharto’s government in 1978.  
18 Taufiqurrahman (2006a) reported in The Jakarta Post that,  

Chinese Confucians and Taoists used to suffer the most from the requirement, with many 
writing Buddhist or Christian in the religion column. Now, the Confucians are officially 
recognised – in theory. One ID application form seen by The Jakarta Post included a sixth box 
marked ‘other’ – presumably where followers of Confucius could write their religion…. But 
would these ‘other’ religions be recognised by local officials? Many Confucians think not and 
continue to tick one of the five main faiths when they get a new card.  

19 This information was gathered from my interviews with several Chinese “community” leaders in 
Jakarta in 2004, including an former leader of MATAKIN. However, the Presidential Decision 
No.19/2002 issued by President Megawati Soekarnoputri stated that Imlek is a Chinese tradition that 
has been celebrated by the Chinese “community” in Indonesia for generations. 
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was very suspicious of the government’s acceptance of Imlek. He argues that the 

government’s endorsement of Imlek was initiated by their “guilty feeling” after the 

May 1998 violence. In his words, “The politicians are not sincere when they say they 

accept Imlek, it is only a vote-winning tactic” (interview, 12/03/2004).  

 

The 2004 annual Imlek celebration was jointly organised by MATAKIN and two 

other Chinese organisations: the Indonesian Chinese Chamber of Commerce 

(Perhimpunan Pengusaha Indonesia Tionghoa) and the Indonesian Meizhou 

Association (Paguyuban Meizhou Indonesia). This is an example of the support of the 

Chinese “community” for MATAKIN’s initiative. The support given by Chinese 

organisations in Jakarta to MATAKIN for its effort to lobby for the official 

recognition of Imlek shows that differences within the Chinese “community” were 

overridden by a display of unity which was needed by MATAKIN to achieve a strong 

bargaining position; notwithstanding that some of the Chinese organisations may not 

view Imlek as a religious festival. Wong argues that this “renders and invokes the 

myth of the one big happy, unified Chinese family, reaffirming the existence of an 

essential Chinese eternal universality in the community” (2003). This strategic 

representation of an imagined unified Chinese community is also invoked in their 

struggle for other anti-discrimination laws, which will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

Another interesting feature of Imlek in Indonesia is its preservation of the 

“traditional” Chinese calendar which is already obsolete even in China. The year of 

Imlek is marked from the year of Confucius’ birth, which, according to the 

Confucians, is 551 BC. For instance, 2004 was calculated as the year of Imlek 2555 

(i.e. 2004 + 551). This can be considered as one of the elements that were adopted by 
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the Confucianists in Indonesia to legitimise Confucianism as an institutional religion, 

together with their canonisation of Confucius as a Prophet (Nabi), who obtained from 

God (Tian) the Decree to spread the “gospel” among the Chinese, and their treatment 

of the Confucian texts (The Four Books and Five Classics) as the “Holy Book” of this 

religion (Suryadinata 1978b: 40; Coppel 2002: 246- 255). The Confucians justified 

the designation of the Imlek year on the basis of Confucius’ birth year as comparable 

to the remembrance of Anno Domini in the Western calendar as the year of Christ, 

and the Muslim Hijrah calendar which calculates its year from the year Prophet 

Muhammad made the pilgrimage from Mecca to Medina (Tanuwibowo 2004).  

 

It should be noted that this “tradition” should by no means be considered as “natural” 

– it is a construction and invention of Chinese organisations and cultural gate-keepers 

(Hobsbawm 1983). In order to maintain this “tradition”, publications by Chinese 

organisations such as MATAKIN (e.g. Genta Harmoni, 2nd edn., 2004; Buku 

Kenangan Perayaan Tahun Baru Imlek 2555) and PSMTI (e.g. Jusuf 2000: 1-6), and 

Chinese-Indonesian cultural observers (Chou 2001) have re-created a version of 

ancient Chinese history which shows that this calculation of the year of Imlek is 

accurate and was practised in ancient China. Wong’s (2003) assertion below is 

relevant for understanding such practices: 

 

In immigrant Chinese societies, however, many Chinese immigrants seek to recreate their 

timeless and authentic China. In taking culture to be an assortment of fragmentary but clearly 

definable practices and customs, they see the preservation of such cultural essence as a domain 

that can and needs to be defended against outside intervention…. For the immigrant, these 

customs became defining moments as they signify, pronounce and declare their being.  
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Interestingly, none of the publications mentioned above was published in Mandarin, 

and none of the Chinese publications in Indonesia that I have surveyed mention such 

“tradition”. I will discuss in Chapter Six that this “Chinese” calendar is used in an 

Indonesian-language Chinese newspaper (Sinar Glodok) but is never used in any 

Chinese-language publication. I suspect that this “tradition” was historically observed 

by the acculturated “peranakan” who find the preservation of such customs their only 

way to define their “Chineseness”. The Chinese-educated “totok” who were able to 

maintain their “Chineseness” through Chinese culture and language, and transnational 

ties with China and other Chinese overseas, may find such “tradition” irrelevant 

and/or unnecessary.  

 

The politics of Imlek did not stop at the debate about whether it is a religious or 

cultural festival. Debates surrounding Imlek also implicate a wider problem related to 

the policy of multiculturalism. Imlek has become increasingly commercialised, 

especially in big cities like Jakarta. “Chineseness” has become another commodity on 

display in major shopping malls in Jakarta (see Figure 4.3 and 4.4). I observed in 

2006 that Chinese New Year banners were on display even in “national” and neutral 

spaces such as at the check-in counter at the Sukarno-Hatta International Airport in 

Jakarta (see Figure 4.5). As Heryanto (2004) conjectures, 

 

Like Christmas and Idul Fitri, Imlek has become a profit-making opportunity for the capitalist 

entertainment industry. Kue Keranjang [a special cake served during Chinese New Year] and 

barongsai [lion dance] are increasingly becoming like capcay (chop suey), Nokia mobile phone, 

Kodak camera, Hollywood film, or Google Internet search engine. In the capitalist market, they 

are distributed as commodities that cross the boundaries of race, gender, or religion (my trans.).   
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Furthermore, television shows about or related to “Chineseness” – like feng shui, 

barongsai (lion dance), Chinese astrology, and sinetron (soap operas) about Chinese-

Indonesians such as Loe Fen Koei – were shown on most private television channels 

during the festive season (“Layar” 2002: 60). Some Chinese-Indonesians applauded 

the freedom of expression surrounding Imlek as an opportunity for pribumi to learn 

about Chinese culture. For instance, a female Chinese informant stated, 

 

[The expressions of Imlek and lion dance are] good. From watching these, the pribumi can 

know about Chinese culture. Like now in TV, many pribumi artists learn to sing Mandarin 

songs even though their tones are all wrong. But [at least] they have the intention to open up 

themselves to Chinese culture. In the past, they would have dismissed Chinese culture 

altogether…. (Leny, interview, 15/04/2004). 

 

Chou (2002) has documented the “excitement” experienced by pribumi during an 

Imlek parade in Solo:  

 

Along the street, many children and ‘pribumi’ citizens watched and applauded. From their facial 

and bodily expressions, I knew they were happy to watch this attraction which they were seeing 

for the first time. I noticed, every time the lion or dragon [dancers] showed off, the [pribumi 

audience] screamed [and] clapped their hands loudly…. as if they didn’t care if this foreign 

culture originated from China or elsewhere, and didn’t ask if Chinese culture would impede 

‘assimilation’, or damage national integration. They also didn’t ask why the performers were not 

only those with yellow skin and slanted eyes, but also those with chocolate skin and wide 

eyes…(my trans.). 

 

In fact, some argue that cultural symbols for Imlek such as the Chinese lucky colour 

of red, the lion dance and martial arts and Chinese “traditional” instruments such as 
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guzheng have become part of the popular culture in Indonesia, which are learned and 

performed by not only Chinese, but also pribumi (see “Wajah” 2002; “Singa” 2004; 

Yuliandani 2006). 20  However, these Chinese “traditional” performances are 

noticeably different from their original practice in China as they have hybridised with 

local influences (Saputra 2004: 102).21 Hence, Arief Budiman suggests the adapted 

Chinese cultural performances in post-Suharto Indonesia be called “Indonesian 

culture” (cited in “Layar” 2002: 62). 

 

However, the increase in consumption of “Chinese” cultural products by pribumi 

should not be naïvely read as an acceptance of the ethnic Chinese – just as one can 

enjoy the food at MacDonald’s but still disapprove of the United States. Christine 

Tjhin (2006) noted that the public manifestations of Imlek led to the claim of the 

“Rise (or Victory) of the Chinese Indonesian” by some people. Instead of applauding 

such “victory”, Tjhin challenged the Chinese “community” not to simply accept the 

expressions of cultural symbols as “victory” in gaining recognition. She alerts us to 

the problems faced by Chinese-Indonesians that are still unresolved, through the 

following questions, 

 

Is it good enough that we have barongsai dancing here and there, while the ethnic relations bill 

in the parliament’s National Legislation Program risks further compartmentalisation of ethnic 

groups in Indonesia? Is it fulfilling enough that President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono 

celebrates Imlek at a festive gala dinner, while there are still reports of numerous poor Chinese 

Indonesians being denied access to birth certificates or identification cards? (ibid). 

                                                           
20  It has to be noted that the proliferation of “Chinese” cultural products in Indonesia has been 
influenced by the globalised flow of East Asian popular culture through television, radio, VCDs and 
DVDs (see Chua B.H. 2004a).  
21  For instance, in Indonesia, performers used guzheng to play popular Indonesian songs like 
“Bengawan Solo”. Lion dances are not only performed during the Chinese New Year but also during 
other occasions such as the launching of new commercial products, official openings of new shopping 
malls and so on (see “Singa” 2004).  
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Another Indonesian scholar, Surjadi (2006), also expressed concern that the overtly 

accentuated symbols of Imlek would essentialise the representation of “Chineseness” 

in Indonesia’s public space. He argues that some Chinese in post-Suharto Indonesia 

strategically appropriated these symbols and aggressively commodified them in order 

to exhibit the official recognition of Chinese identity and equality in rights (ibid). The 

side-effect of this is “an oversimplification or narrow understanding of Chinese 

culture, in the form of barongsai, moon cake, angpau (cash reward) which are all 

commercialised and seen as only having entertainment value” (Perkasa 2006). Surjadi 

(2006) is apprehensive that this ceremonial celebration of “Chineseness” may lead to 

an uncritical assumption of “resinicisation” by the Indonesian public. Surjadi’s 

concern is indeed valid because the influence of the New Order assimilationist 

rhetoric on the public discourse of identity is still very strong. As discussed in Chapter 

One, assimilationist ideology conceptualised identity as a singular identity: that is, the 

more Chinese a person is, the less Indonesian he/she becomes, and vice versa. The 

concept of “resinicisation” is often understood as a return to the essentialist notion of 

“Chineseness” and a substantiation of the popular myth “Once a Chinese, always a 

Chinese”. The political ramification of this may mean that the loyalty of the Chinese-

Indonesian is questionable as they have now become “more Chinese” and thus “less 

Indonesian”. The point about “resinicisation” will be further discussed in the next 

section. 

 

Tjhin alerts us to the fact official permission for the public representation of Imlek can 

be a mere “tokenism” (Spivak and Gunew 1986: 138), while “real” issues faced by the 

Chinese such as discrimination are still largely unattended. In this sense, the 
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commodified public expressions of Imlek do not necessarily bring real empowerment 

to the Chinese-Indonesians, apart from a decorative display of multicultural diversity. 

 

Nevertheless, some Chinese-Indonesians are cautious about the exuberant celebration 

of Imlek.22 For instance, Harry Tjan Silalahi (2004) was quoted in Tempo magazine 

as saying that “the celebration of Imlek was almost over the limit (kebablasan)”. He 

was concerned that the lavish celebration of Imlek would “disturb” (mengganggu) the 

feelings of Indonesians living in poverty (interview, Harry Tjan Silalahi, 08/04/2004). 

Underlying his concern is a fear that anti-Chinese sentiment or worse may be 

triggered from jealousy. This fear is also shared by a young informant who thinks they 

should tone down their celebration of Imlek. She said, “They [the pribumi] have just 

started to accept us and so we shouldn’t over act it. We should be careful (was-was) 

and try to be more low-profile (merendah) [in our celebration]” (Justine, 25/05/2004). 

A director of a Chinese-language newspaper in Surabaya summed up his advice on 

the issue of Imlek using a Chinese idiom: “shi ke er zhi”, which means, “be moderate 

and stop before reaching the limit” (interview, 18/05/2004).   

 

Junus Jahja blatantly expressed his disapproval of the celebration of Imlek: he thinks 

that Imlek only stresses differences and “Imlekisasi” (“Imlek-isation”) will ultimately 

lead to the disintegration of the nation. He added,  

                                                           
22 Chou observed  Imlek celebrations in Solo (2002):  

There were almost no Chinese-Indonesian citizens that watched [the lion dance parade] in the 
street. They only watched it from afar, or peeped from behind their doors, or from the windows 
in the upper floor of their building. There were a few [Chinese] who stood in front of the 
verandah of their house or shop, but there was no applause, no hand-clapping, no screaming…. 
At several places, I saw one or two old Chinese who were startled but silent; they were wiping 
their eyes (my trans.). 

This moving account shows the mixed emotions of some Chinese towards the public celebration of 
Imlek. It can be said that some are still cautious, perhaps due to the trauma that they have experienced.  

 147



Many pribumi friends of mine turn off their TV especially during Imlek when Chinese festive 

TV programs are broadcasted. They say, ‘Itu lagi, itu lagi! Barongsai lagi, Imlek lagi!’ [That 

again, that again! Lion dance again, Imlek again!]” (Interview, 12/03/2004).23  

 

One may argue that these people are too pessimistic about the expression of Imlek or 

any other “differences” within the developing framework of multiculturalism. 

However, their caution should not be dismissed as merely paranoia because anti-

Chinese sentiment is still present in Indonesia, and can be easily reproduced by 

perceptions of racially-based inequalities of wealth.24

 

Silalahi’s statement regarding Imlek as “kebablasan” or over the limit, mentioned 

above, also raise other questions about the “limit” for the expression of “Chineseness” 

or any other identity: Where is the limit? Who decides where the limit is? Should the 

government dictate or draw the line to set a limit for cultural expression? Or should 

the Chinese-Indonesians themselves exercise discretion?25 These questions are not 

exclusively for the Chinese-Indonesians to answer, but they epitomise the problems 

that still need to be addressed by the policy of multiculturalism.  

 

 

 

                                                           
23 However, another informant argued that the media has sensationalised the celebration of Imlek. 
According to him, Imlek was celebrated exuberantly only in Chinatown (Tauw Sing, 25, professional, 
09/04/2004).   
24 Arief Budiman also noted that some pribumi perceive that excessive expressions of “Chineseness” 
may lead the Chinese to “become arrogant and think they can control this country” (2005: 100). 
According to him, “Some Chinese… began warning their friends not to go ‘overboard’ in celebrating 
their Chineseness. They felt that if the euphoria continued unchecked, it might rekindle latent anti-
Chinese feeling” (ibid). 
25 Budiman has observed a similar dilemma. He wrote,  

Many [Chinese] feel, however, that if they step over an (invisible) line, there might be a strong 
backlash. They do not really know how much is ‘too much’. They only know that if they cross 
that mysterious line, there is a possibility that negative feeling against the Chinese could be 
rekindled, and that it could spark renewed anti-Chinese riots” (2005:100).  
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The post-1999 “Go Mandarin” trend: idealism or pragmatism? 

 

As described in the introduction, Chinese-language education experienced an 

unprecedented boom after 1999. Tempo magazine described this phenomenon as the 

“Go Mandarin” trend (“Setelah” 2004). For instance, in 2004, an expert on Chinese-

language education in Jakarta, Sidharta Wirahadi Kusuma (or Xu Jingneng), 26  

estimated that there were more than three million people learning Mandarin in 

Indonesia (noted in “Setelah” 2004: 86).27  Kusuma also revealed that there were 

seven universities in Jakarta that had Chinese departments, namely, University of 

Indonesia, Darma Persada University, Bina Nusantara University, Kristen Krida 

Wacana University (UKRIDA), Trisakti University, Tarumanagara University and Al 

Azhar University; and more than 100 universities had applied to the Ministry of 

Education for permission to establish Chinese language courses (see Figure 4.6). On 

top of that, there were also more than 3000 Chinese language tuition centres operating 

in Indonesia (interview, 07/10/2004; see Figure 4.7). The Ministry of Education and 

Culture has also approved Chinese language to be taught as a formal subject in the 

high school curriculum. For instance, in 2004, about 50 state high schools received 

                                                           
26 Siharta Wirahadi Kusuma, 72 years old (in 2004), has 54 years of Mandarin teaching experience and 
is one of the most prominent Chinese educationists in Jakarta. He has extensive lecturing experience in 
the Chinese departments of several state and private universities in Jakarta. He is also a visiting 
professor in several universities in China. He founded and coordinated a few private Chinese language 
education centres, including the Oriental Language and Cultural Centre of Indonesia established in 
1992. Most importantly, he is the vice chairperson of the Jakarta Coordinating Board for the 
Establishment of Chinese Education (Dewan Pembina Badan Koordinasi Pendidikan Bahasa Mandarin 
Jakarta), a team established by the Ministry of Education and Culture in 2000 to oversee and coordinate 
Chinese-language education in Indonesia. My interview with Kusuma on 07 October 2004 gave me 
much insight into post-1998 Chinese education in Indonesia. This section will draw heavily on this 
interview.  
27 Figures like this are purely personal estimates as they are not based on any statistical reference. Li 
estimated that there were 20 million people learning Mandarin in Indonesia in 2003 (2003: 222). As I 
have argued in earlier chapters, there is a tendency for Chinese-Indonesians to deliberately present 
inflated figures in order to gain more bargaining power for the minority.  
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approval to establish Chinese language courses, and 40 teachers from these high 

schools were sent to Fuzhou, China, for professional development training.28  

 

However, this post-1999 Mandarin boom should not be identified as the “restoration” 

of Chinese education to its pre-1965 status. This section argues against the conception 

of the contemporary “Go Mandarin” trend as a restoration of the pre-1965 experience. 

It advocates a critical understanding of this trend as a novel phenomenon. 

 

Mandarin education post-Suharto is manifestly different from pre-1965 education. 

Now Mandarin is taught in Chinese-language learning centers, universities, through 

private tutoring and some high schools; formerly, Mandarin teaching was mainly 

provided by Chinese-medium schools.29 There has not been a single Chinese-medium 

school established in post-Suharto Indonesia. While most Chinese organisations 

agreed on the significance of promoting Chinese-language education, they have 

different opinions about the need to “revive” Chinese-medium schools. A particular 

Chinese alumni association in Jakarta expressed their hope of establishing a Chinese-

medium school as they saw it as a cultural obligation. In their view, “If you don’t 

establish Chinese schools, Chinese culture cannot be re-built” (interview, 11/07/2004). 

However, the opinion of another Chinese alumni group was more cautious:  

 

                                                           
28 This information was gathered from an interview with the committee members of Hua Zhong 
Alumni Association in July 2004.  
29 It has to be acknowledged that apart from Chinese-medium schools, Chinese language was also 
taught as a subject in the Indonesian-medium schools established by Baperki (The Indonesian Citizens’ 
Consultative Body) in 1954. These schools became an alternative especially after Chinese-medium 
schools were tightly regulated and systematically reduced, following the outbreak of several regional 
rebellions involving the Chinese in 1957. During the early years of the Suharto regime, Chinese 
language was only allowed to be taught as a subject in the very few “Special Project National Schools” 
(or Sekolah Nasional Proyek Chusus, SNPC) established by the government mainly for Chinese who 
were foreign citizens or WNA. However, all SNPCs were closed in 1974 and converted into Private 
National Schools (see Suryadinata 2004c: 76-9). 
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To establish Chinese schools requires a lot of money. Who would want to invest in such a 

project? The government in Indonesia changes every four years. What if the successive 

government changed their policy towards the Chinese? It is too risky and uncertain (field notes, 

04/04/2004). 

 

The “risk” and “uncertainty” mentioned above is related to the fear that Chinese 

schools may be an easy target should there be another round of anti-Chinese riots in 

Indonesia.  

 

Eddie Lembong, the Chairman of INTI, revealed that he had received numerous 

requests from his members to revive Chinese schools. However, he was not interested 

in the idea because he saw Chinese-medium schools as a symbol of the previous 

sojourner (or China-oriented) identity.30 He embraced the idea of “luodi shenggen” 

(growing roots where they land)31 and argued that, “as a good Indonesian citizen, we 

must be able to speak Indonesian, understand Indonesian geography and history, and 

love Indonesia”. However, this does not mean that he did not support Chinese-

language education. On the contrary, he thinks that learning Chinese is crucial, 

especially now that China has risen in recent years. However, he stressed that the 

motivation to learn the language should be driven by factors such as to increase career 

opportunities and competitiveness, rather than because one is Chinese. Thus, he 

                                                           
30  Li Z.H, criticised the pre-1965 Chinese-medium schools as too “China-centred”, because their 
curriculum was heavily focused on China. He also noted that these schools were too polarised and 
obsessed with politics in China and Taiwan (2003: 135).  
Kusuma acknowledged that some people still wish to promote Chinese-language education with the old 
sojourner mentality. He argued that Chinese identity has changed and Mandarin is no longer a “mu yu” 
or “mother tongue” to the Chinese-Indonesians. Therefore, the approach to Chinese-language education 
should not be based on the old model (interview, 07/10/2004). I will discuss the mother tongue debate 
in Chapter Six. 
31 The concept of “luodi shenggen” was the theme of the International Conference on Chinese Overseas 
convened by Wang Ling-Chi in 1992. This purports to be a new paradigm of understanding Chinese 
overseas – not as “sojourners, orphans or patriotic Chinese nationalists whose welfare, sole future, and 
final resting place is to be in China” (see Wang L-C. 2003: ix-xi).  
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lobbied for Mandarin to be included in the national curriculum so that all Indonesians 

can benefit (interview, 11/03/2004).  

 

While Chinese-medium schools do not seem realistic and possible, there have been 

suggestions that bilingual (Indonesian and Chinese) or trilingual (Indonesian, Chinese 

and English) schools be established, where Indonesian remains the primary language. 

Li Z.H. suggests that Chinese education in such schools should be with “Indonesian 

characteristics” (2003: 130-140). By that he means that the schools should: 

 

respect and integrate with the mainstream culture… the curriculum should be centred on loving 

Indonesia and building Indonesia as its theme. [It should not be] China-centred, politically 

obsessed and oriented to Chinese cultural chauvinism (my trans., ibid).  

 

Li’s statement shows his concern that contemporary Chinese education may still be 

stigmatised by its pre-1966 predecessor. It also demonstrates a change of political 

identity experienced by Chinese-Indonesians from huaqiao (sojourner) to huaren 

(ethnic Chinese) or huayi (Chinese descent). Bilingual or trilingual schools may be a 

more realistic business proposition and more appealing than a pure Chinese-medium 

school. 

 

The post-Suharto “Go Mandarin” trend is mainly driven by the high market demand 

for Mandarin proficiency following the recent rise of China, rather than motivated by 

an interest in cultural “roots”. In fact, the rekindled interest in Mandarin, especially 

after the end of the Cold War, has also been felt in other Southeast Asia regions such 

as Thailand, Singapore and the Philippines (see Ang-See 1995; Kuah 2000; 

Chokkajitsumpun 2001; Aglionby 2005). The realisation of the growing importance 
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of the Chinese language as a tool for business dealings with China has prompted the 

Ministry of Education and Culture to establish the Coordinating Board for the 

Establishment of Chinese Education to promote the learning of Mandarin in Indonesia 

(interview, Kusuma, 07/10/2004).32  However, referring to a similar “China fever” 

phenomenon in the Philippines starting in the 1990s, Teresita Ang-See was 

apprehensive that the “Chinese-language fever” may lead to a misleading conclusion 

about the “resinicisation” of the Chinese-Filipino (1995: 39). This concern is also 

shared by Kusuma in the case of Indonesia. Indeed, “resinicisation” is still a sensitive 

issue in Indonesia due to the suspicion of dual loyalty.  

 

However, the term “resinicisation” can imply rekindled interest in cultural “roots”, 

based on an essentialised notion of “Chineseness” such as “Confucian” moral values 

and ethos. While promoters of Chinese language show no sign of interest in a renewed 

political allegiance to China, they are very committed to kindling interest in Chinese 

cultural roots. I describe this as a “cultural mission” embarked upon mainly by the 

older generation, who feel obligated to pass on the language to the younger 

assimilated Chinese.33 For instance, Chinese-educated older generation members of 

the women’s division of INTI (or PINTI, Perempuan Perhimpunan Indonesia 

Tionghoa) were organising weekly classes at the premises of their association to 

educate their grandchildren in classical Chinese literature such as the Tang Dynasty 

poems (Tang Shi) and the Three-Character Classic (Sanzi Jing). Besides the objective 

of preserving their ethnic identity, they see this is as a moral education which will 

                                                           
32  Chokkajitsumpun notes a similar experience with Mandarin education in Thailand after the 
normalisation of relations between Thailand and China (2001: 223). According to him, “China’s 
economic liberalisation, the influx of Taiwanese investment into Thailand, trade relations with China 
and Taiwan have become substantial…. The Sino-Thais’ knowledge of Mandarin is now an advantage, 
thereby causing the Thai government to promote Mandarin education” (ibid). 
33 This “cultural mission” will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter  Six, where I examine the role 
of the contemporary Chinese press in Indonesia. 
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lead the children to “walk on a righteous path” (interview with the leader of PINTI, 

13/11/2004). 

 

The significance of the “cultural mission” is further illuminated in the following 

statements by a 66 year-old former Chinese-language educator: 

 

Our next generation has been deprived of the basic human right to learn their mother tongue 

[read: Chinese, sic]. Most of them became Mandarin ‘illiterate’ and lost their Confucian culture 

[rujia wenhua]. They are the innocent victims of Suharto’s authoritarian military regime… 

Confucius would sob if he knew about the unfortunate persecutions of his descendants 

overseas…. A lot of older generation Chinese educators feel deep guilt and regret [about the 

Mandarin illiteracy in the younger generation]. They hope this tragedy will never be repeated, 

and refuse to allow our offspring to continue to be Mandarin illiterate (Li Z.H. 2003b: 217).  

 

Many older-generation Chinese educators perceive the rise of China’s economy as a 

major force that contributes to the achievement of their cultural mission. One of them 

asserted: 

 

Chinese language has become a world trend because of the growing Chinese economy… Young 

Chinese-Indonesians learn Mandarin for the economic prospects. The search for roots will come 

later – after they learn about Chinese culture (interview, 18/05/2004). 

 

The Chinese language is often seen as equivalent to Chinese culture. Many Chinese-

Indonesians of the older generation believe that by learning the language, the younger 

generation will be influenced by the virtues of Chinese culture and Confucian values, 

and thus be culturally “resinicised”.  
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However, it has to be stressed that the learning of Mandarin neither indicates that one 

identifies less as an Indonesian (thus more as “Chinese”) nor that one is oriented 

towards China. In fact, all of my young Chinese informants commented that they 

learn Mandarin for economic reasons rather than for cultural or political reasons. They 

learn their ancestral language in order to be more competitive in the job market – not 

in order to rediscover and re-identify with their Chinese “roots”.34 For instance, an 

informant who went to China to learn Mandarin after graduating from university said 

she never thought about searching for “roots” or reconnecting with her ancestral land 

even while she was in China. She was treated as a foreigner by the Chinese in China 

because of her difference in “culture” and inability to speak Mandarin (field notes, 

14/04/2004). 

 

Another important factor that distinguishes contemporary Mandarin education from 

its pre-1965 counterpart is the contemporary heterogeneity of learners of the language: 

pre-1965 learners of Mandarin were exclusively Chinese whereas now most learners 

of Mandarin are pribumi.35 Mandarin is no longer a language solely for the ethnic 

Chinese as it had been before 1965. It has now become a popular pursuit for many 

pribumi due to increasing job opportunities that require Mandarin proficiency.36 Some 

pribumi even argue that Mandarin has become a fashionable language for young 

people who want to be seen as cool or “gaul” (“Setelah” 2004: 86). Perhaps this is 

                                                           
34 For instance, it was reported that Tanoto, a Mandarin tutor, urged the learning of spoken Mandarin – 
a language spoken by one-fifth of the world’s population – for its smart economic sense. Activist 
Sudharmono agrees and contends that, “If all Indonesians could speak Mandarin, we would get jobs 
overseas not only as dishwashers”. Mandarin proficiency also fetches higher wages in Jakarta. For 
example, Publisher Purnomo pays his Chinese script typist four times what he pays his Indonesian-
language counterpart (noted in Djalal, 2001: 56-59). 
35 Kusuma reveals that in one of his Chinese-language centres, 95% of the students are pribumi while 
only 5% are ethnic Chinese (interview, 07/10/2004). 
36 In fact, pribumi university graduates with a Chinese major are in high demand in Jakarta. Besides the 
private business sector, these graduates are also hired in Chinese-language tuition centers as language 
teachers and Chinese-language press as typesetters and reporters. 
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partly the result of the flow of East Asian (especially Hong Kong, Taiwanese and 

Chinese) popular culture products such as movies, soap operas and melodrama into 

Indonesia, disseminated by either Video/Digital CDs or local television stations.37 

Moreover, Chinese-Indonesians have started to produce their own popular music 

albums in Mandarin. One Chinese-Indonesian band that has become popular in 

university campuses amongst both Chinese and pribumi youth is Dong Feng (or East 

Wind). Interestingly, the lift-out from their debut album dedicated one page for a 

hanyu pinyin (Romanised Chinese pronunciation) chart and another page for a 

Cantonese pronunciation chart (see Figure 4.8 and 4.9).The song lyrics are printed in 

three formats: Chinese characters, hanyu pinyin and English translation of the song 

(see Figure 4.10 and 4.11). This provision of language assistance indicates that the 

producer and the band were conscious of the audience’s low level of Mandarin 

proficiency. The song sheet lift-out has become a Mandarin self-study guide for the 

audience – I suspect this is a world-first innovation.  

 

Most Chinese-language educators cherish and welcome the interest of pribumi in the 

language. They see it as an opportunity for cross-cultural understanding which may 

break down the stereotypes and prejudices constructed through Indonesian history. 

This new phenomenon also challenges the essentialist version of “Chineseness” which 

utilises the ability to speak Chinese as its benchmark (see Ang 2001).  

 

However, despite the unprecedented boom in Chinese-language education, there are 

still many challenges that may hamper its development. The foremost problem for 

                                                           
37 An example of such cultural products that swept across Indonesia (and other countries in Southeast 
Asia) in 2001 was the extremely popular Taiwanese melodrama entitled “Meteor Garden” (or liuxing 
huayuan). This series starred a popular Taiwanese boy band called “F4”, whose members embodied the 
ideal looks of “Oriental” beautiful boys. This series became a phenomenon in both urban and rural 
Indonesia. 
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post-1999 Chinese-language education is the shortage of teachers to cater for the 

soaring demand. The teachers of the current scene come from two main sources: the 

ethnic Chinese older generation and the recent university graduates with a Chinese 

major. The former are often ex-students or teachers from Chinese schools before their 

closure in 1965; the latter are mainly young pribumi graduates from the universities 

that offered Chinese courses. On one hand, the older generation teachers possess good 

command of the language but are “frozen” in their knowledge of the evolving 

language and often teach with obsolete pedagogy. 38  On the other hand, many 

experienced Chinese educators claim that the young pribumi graduates have shallow 

mastery of the language, which, according to them, is only the standard of Year Five 

in a Chinese-medium school. Apart from those two sources, the language is also 

taught by some younger generation Chinese-Indonesians who either received an 

education overseas in Malaysia, Singapore or Taiwan where they learned Mandarin, 

or went to China for intensive language training after graduating from university in 

Indonesia. Some private universities and schools have hired Chinese teachers from 

China to teach, but this is a tiny proportion compared to the groups described above. 

 

Finally, Kusuma reminds us that Chinese education in contemporary Indonesia is still 

very much subject to external factors that are beyond the control of Chinese-language 

educators or Chinese organisations. The factors related to the national political 

environment include the government’s policy on education and the commitment of the 
                                                           
38 For instance, a lot of them only know “traditional” Chinese characters not the “simplified” Chinese 
characters that are used in contemporary China. It can be said that after being deprived of the language 
for 32 years, they have lost touch with the latest developments in the language. When I was in the field 
conducting interviews with this generation in Mandarin, I find that they tend to use a lot of proverbs 
and idioms from classical literature – a very advanced command of the language. However, they have 
not been able to keep up with the development of contemporary colloquial Mandarin, in which the 
recent “Go Mandarin” trend is interested. It is understandable that there is a “generation gap” between 
the older generation teachers and the younger generation learners. This gap, together with their obsolete 
pedagogy, only made the learning of the already difficult language harder for the new learners (see Li 
Z.H. 2003b: 210-215). 
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power holders in Reformasi to democratisation and multiculturalism. There are also 

factors related to international relations that are directly correlated with the survival of 

Chinese education in Indonesia. Kusuma argues that the Sino-Indonesia bilateral 

relation and China’s relations with Taiwan and North Korea will have ramifications 

for the Chinese in Indonesia (interview, 07/10/2004).  

 

The representations of “Chineseness”: empowerment or essentialism? 

 

In Chapter One, I argued that although multiculturalism is celebrated in the name of 

pluralism, it may classify or categorise people into different homogenised and unified 

cultural “groups”. In so doing, this policy may entrench group boundaries eternalising 

group demarcations as immutable. Such reification and homogenisation of specific 

culture within the framework of multiculturalism can be observed particularly in the 

electronic and printed media. “Chineseness” can be represented by different interest 

groups and power holders, who have a variety of agendas, in different ways – 

including the representation of it as an unchanging and static entity. It is crucial to 

stress that the forces that influence the representation and shape the construction of 

“Chineseness” are not necessarily external but can also be from within the minority 

during self-representation. In this light, this section will examine the representations 

of “Chineseness” in mainstream media and publications in Indonesia by the non-

Chinese and the Chinese themselves.   

 

Heryanto (1998a), writing just before the collapse of the New Order, remarked that 

the Chinese had enjoyed a steady increase in respect and legitimacy in Indonesian 

public culture. He contended that the appearance of prominent Chinese celebrities and 
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the representations of Chinese images in Indonesia’s public space, media and popular 

culture had increased, particularly after the normalisation of Sino-Indonesia relations 

following the end of the Cold War. This display of “Chinese” images in the public 

media proliferated even further after the May 1998 riots when Chinese-Indonesians 

experienced an abrupt identity crisis.39 Of course this was made possible by the new 

multicultural policy promoted by Reformasi and democratisation. However, Sen 

argues, 

 

the openness of current Indonesian culture and politics, while providing the necessary condition 

for re-imagining the Chinese Indonesians, does not ensure a radical shift in a politics of 

representation, deeply embedded… in the cultural and political history of modern Indonesia 

(2006: 171). 

 

In other words, this may possibly be a case of “old wine, new bottle” – the inclusion 

of Chinese-Indonesians in post-Suharto Indonesian public media does not necessarily 

lead to empowerment and [the representations of “Chineseness” may still be a legacy 

of the New Order official discourse. In the words of Sen, the Chinese can still be 

“demeaned and disenfranchised” within these representations (2006: 182).  

 

An example of such representation can be observed in popular Indonesian television 

serials, known as sinetron. The over-amplification of ethnic characteristics has always 

been an obsession of Indonesian sinetron. The sinetron usually attempts to present a 

character as “ethnic” by over-accentuating their regional accent or by making him/her 

wear regional “traditional” costumes. During my field work I observed that “Chinese” 

                                                           
39 Many films with themes related to the ethnic Chinese were made after the May 1998 riots. They 
include Ca Bau Kan, Loe Fan Koei, Wo Ai Ni Indonesia, Xiao Qing and Soe; just to name a few.  
Regrettably, “there has been no substantial research on the place of the ethnic Chinese minority in 
Indonesian cinema” (Sen 2006: 171). 
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characters were increasingly appearing in a few Indonesian sinetron. However, in 

showing that the characters were “Chinese” or acting as “Chinese”, the actors had to 

put on “traditional” Chinese costume – the male with a pigtail while the female held a 

silk handkerchief. These programmes deliberately used the popular stereotypes of the 

Chinese, including the emphasis on “Chinese” appearance – slanted eyes (mata sipit) 

– and “Chinese” characteristics – stingy (pelit) and money-oriented (mata duitan). 

The incorporation of “Chineseness” in an overly-accentuated “traditional” form, in a 

sinetron that had a contemporary story setting, demonstrates that multiculturalism can 

be not only artificial and decorative but also dangerous as it (un)wittingly perpetuates 

stereotypes and essentialist demarcation between ethnic groups. 

 

The obsession with exotic “Oriental” symbols is also common in live TV shows in 

Indonesia. Here, I will include a detailed record of one such show from my field notes: 

 

As I turned on my TV, I was surprised to see a pribumi singer singing a Mandarin song. The 

show was entitled “Oriental Nite”, presented by an Indonesian TV channel, ANTV. 

 

This was a charitable event, recorded live in a stadium with dozens of round tables covered with 

red table cloths and Chinese delicacies, seated with a majority of Chinese-Indonesian business 

persons. It was announced that the money raised in this event would be used for building 

bridges and roads. Most of the Chinese participants wore batik, though some of them wore 

normal business attire – shirt and tie. They were easily identified as Chinese mainly because of 

their appearance. The setting of the venue and the programs in the show also suggested that it 

was a Chinese-dominated event. 

 

The venue was decorated with “traditional” Chinese settings – everything was “red”, ranging 

from the background of the stage to the table cloths on the round dinner tables. The stage was 

decorated with a resemblance of traditional Chinese architecture similar to a Chinatown gate, 
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and hung with many red lanterns. In the middle of the “gate” decoration was the brand of a new 

Gudang Garam cigarette called ‘Citra Eksklusif”. Gudang Garam, the largest kretek (clove 

cigarette) company in Indonesia, and the sponsor of the show, is Chinese-owned. 

 

There were two hosts for the occasion: the female was Chinese while the male was pribumi. The 

female host tried very hard to utter a few Chinese phrases to introduce the programs and to 

acknowledge sponsors. Her Mandarin was very poor.40 The male host admitted that he did not 

comprehend Chinese but insisted the female host translate some information into Chinese.  

 

Apart from the performances of Mandarin songs, there were also presentations by Indonesian 

pop bands. Before the end of the show, there was a lucky draw event. A rich Chinese sponsor 

(the owner of the Suzuki dealership in Indonesia) presented a key of a Suzuki automobile to the 

lucky winner of the night (field notes, 24/03/2004). 

 

The name of the show, “Oriental Nite”, is interesting to note. I was told by my 

informants (both pribumi and Chinese) that the term “Oriental” refers to anything East 

Asian, including the ethnic Chinese in Indonesian who originated from that region. 

For example, Chinese-Indonesians are described as having an “Oriental look” and 

Taiwanese popular artists are known as “Oriental stars” in Indonesian media. 

“Oriental” is thus something “foreign” to Indonesian indigeneity. I suspect that the 

term has its origin in the colonial era, during which the Chinese were officially 

labelled as “Foreign Oriental”. In the show, the “Orient” was exoticised and 

romanticised through the decorations that were based on essentialism. 41  The 

accentuation of “Chineseness” or “Oriental-ness” in the decoration and the attempted 

use of Mandarin may have been a deliberate move to impress the Chinese sponsor and 

                                                           
40 The female host was called Alena. She was a famous Chinese-Indonesian actor, starring in the film 
Xiao Qing.  
41 Such stage decorations and settings are not uncommon as I have seen them in other similar shows on 
Indonesian TV on different occasions.  
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wealthy participants in the event. These people may well find satisfaction and pride in 

such representations as they would see it as a glorification of their civilisation, a 

public acknowledgement of “Chineseness”, and a victory over the past 32 years of 

suppression. However, such representation only reproduces the perception of the 

Chinese as unchanging “foreigners” (or foreign oriental), who are frozen in their 

essential “Chineseness”. It also perpetuates the stereotype of “all Chinese are rich 

businessmen” and valorises this as their only legitimate identity.  

 

As I have mentioned earlier, the reification of “Chineseness” not only comes from 

external forces but also from within the Chinese “community” themselves. Even 

though in reality “Chineseness” is highly contested and diverse, certain power holders 

within the “community” can represent it as an essentialised identity by appropriating 

or reinventing certain aspects of Chinese “traditions” (Hobsbawm 1983). When this 

occurs, only a particular version of “Chineseness” is displayed as representative of all 

Chinese identities.  

 

One example of self-essentialism by Chinese organisations is the annual Cici Koko 

competition begun in West Jakarta in 2002. Cici Koko (the Hokkien terms for older 

sister and older brother) is a contest broadcast live on television, and jointly organised 

by the Indonesian Chinese Social Association (Paguyuban Sosial Marga Tionghoa 

Indonesia or PSMTI) and the West Jakarta Municipality. It is open to young Jakarta-

resident Chinese participants and aims to promote Chinese art and culture, to show 

that Jakarta is a multi-ethnic city and to attract foreign tourists to Jakarta, especially 

those from countries such as China, Taiwan, Malaysia and Singapore which use 
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Mandarin (“Pemilihan” 2003; Setiogi 2003; “Koko” 2004).42 Two of the criteria by 

which the contestants are judged are their knowledge of Chinese culture and the 

ability to use Mandarin. 43  The competitors had to wear “traditional” Chinese 

costumes during the contest. Winners had to wear the same costumes when attending 

public events since they were expected to be ambassadors for the city and also 

representatives of the Chinese “community” (see Figure 4.12 and 4.13). 

 

The compulsory knowledge of Chinese culture and language and the wearing of 

“Chinese” costumes implied an ideal version of “Chineseness” that PSMTI wanted to 

exhibit or revive, even though most young Chinese do not speak Mandarin and have 

little knowledge of Chinese culture, let alone wear a version of traditional Chinese 

costumes in their day-to-day lives. Projection of this homogenised, essentialised and 

primordial version of “Chineseness” through the powerful instrument of television 

makes it easier for the Indonesian public to assume that this is the identity of all 

Chinese in Indonesia.44  

 

The project of cultural “resinicisation” embarked upon by PSMTI can also be seen in 

a book authored by its general chairman, Tedy Jusuf, in 2000, entitled “Sekilas 

Budaya Tionghoa di Indonesia” (A Glimpse of Chinese Culture in Indonesia). This 

book contains information about “Chinese” culture, traditions, festive celebrations, art, 

                                                           
42 The Cici Koko contest was modelled quite closely on the Abang None (terms for older brother and 
sister in local Betawi dialect) contest – the original Betawi version of the competition in Jakarta. The 
costumes and selection criteria are the same for Abang None as for Cici Koko, except that the former is 
open to Betawi contestants (another ethnic group prominent in Jakarta) while the latter is for Chinese. 
43 The criteria of this competition were based on five areas. As well as knowledge of and ability in the 
Mandarin language and Chinese culture, there were knowledge of tourism in West Jakarta and 
Indonesia in general, personal etiquette, and general knowledge about society and state (“Koko” 2004). 
Some winners of the Cici Koko contest acknowledged that they rarely speak Mandarin at home, 
although they need to have some knowledge of the language in order to win the contest (Setiogo 2003). 
44 However, as Pnina Werbner (1997b) asserts, this “strategic essentialising of self-representation” (248) 
is a “rhetorical performance in which an imagined community is invoked” (230), which can be 
“culturally empowering” (248) for the ethnic actors. 
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medicine, costume and so on; accompanied by cartoon illustrations. It functions as a 

“manual” or instructional guide advising on proper presentation and performances of 

“Chineseness”, “particularly for the younger generation” (Jusuf 2000: 110). For 

example, on the topic of Ceng Beng (Qing Ming, or Grave-Sweeping Day) Festival, 

the book documented a short “history” of the festival, and encouraged readers to 

continue to practise this festival in order to maintain the Chinese virtue of always 

remembering the ancestors (see Jusuf 2000: 6-9). 45  However, it did not mention 

anything about the Chinese custom of ancestor worship, a practice that is performed 

especially during the Ceng Beng Festival. This omission may have been deliberate 

because the author knew that many of his audience had adopted Christianity as their 

religion. This is apparent from the two cartoons that he used to illustrate this festival: 

one was a picture of offerings of food and incense in a Chinese cemetery; the other 

was a picture of a simple flower offering at a Christian cemetery (see Figure 4.14 and 

4.15). The author may have selectively represented the facts about the festival in order 

to imply that Christians are still eligible to be Chinese as long as they still observe 

and perform (some) Chinese customs and traditions.46  

 

Another interesting feature in the book is Chapter 12 on “Busana” (Clothing). The 

author argues that ethnic clothing is an important symbol for the acknowledgement of 

Chinese ethnicity as one of Indonesia’s ethnicities (Jusuf 2000: 97). He stressed that 

he is writing about Chinese-Indonesian costume, not China’s costume (ibid). He 
                                                           
45 The “history” of the Ceng Beng Festival that the author claims to be the “origin” of the festival 
documented in this book is inaccurate. According to him, the festival started in the beginning of the 
Ming Dynasty by Emperor Zhu Yuan Zhang, but other sources consistently show that the festival 
originated in the story of Chong’er and Jie Jitui during the Spring and Autumn Period. For instance, see 
http://www.nychinatown.com/qing_ming_festival.htm.   
46 However, in Chapter 5 of the book about “Tradisi, Agama dan Kepercayaan” (Tradition, Religion 
and Beliefs), only “Chinese” religions like Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism, and Chinese beliefs 
like feng shui, fortune telling and ying/yang are mentioned. Christianity and Islam are not included in 
this chapter. The only exception is a cartoon about a Christian funeral home, under the section on 
“Rumah Duka” (Funeral Homes).  
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identified three kinds of costumes: the pakaian upacara (ceremonial costume), 

pakaiain resmi (formal costume) and pakaian harian (everyday costume) (see Figure 

4.16 and 4.17). This representation is very similar to the representation of provincial 

costumes in the New Order poster called “Recognising the customary clothing of the 

27 provinces” described and critiqued by Acciaioli (1996: 35-8). To the best of my 

knowledge and experience acquired in the field, these costumes (especially the 

“everyday costume”) do not represent or describe the clothing practices of most 

Chinese-Indonesians. These costumes are an idealised version of “Chineseness” 

fantasised by the author. This can be seen in the costume imposed by PSMTI on the 

contestants of the Cici Koko contest, described above. Such representations only 

added to reification of “Chineseness” and accentuation of differences between ethnic 

groups. However, in their “unreality” they resemble the customary clothing of other 

ethnic groups. The costumes, together with other “invented” traditions, seem to have 

been deliberately promoted by Tedy Jusuf and his organisation to equalise the ethnic 

Chinese (read: suku Tionghoa) with other suku (ethnic groups) in Indonesia. As Jusuf 

asserts, 

 

The implementation of Chinese culture is a logical consequence (konsewensi logis) because the 

Chinese have positioned themselves as an ethnic group that possesses their own culture, customs 

and traditions [like all other ethnic groups in Indonesia] (my trans., 2000: 110). 

 

 

PSMTI’s effort to legitimatise the suku Tionghoa is also reflected in its project to 

build the Chinese-Indonesian Cultural Museum (Museum Budaya Tionghoa Indonesia) 
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at the Beautiful Indonesia Miniature Park (Taman Mini Indonesia Indah or TMII).47  

Displaying all Indonesian provincial “cultures” in different pavilions in TMII, the 

park stands as the “New Order’s exhibitionary showcase for building citizenship, for 

fulfilling its project of constructing the subjectivity and subjection of the Indonesian 

citizenry” (Acciaioli 1996: 40). In an open letter asking for donations to the building 

funds, Tedy Jusuf states, “This museum will become the pride of all Chinese-

Indonesian citizens who have become a part of the big family of the Indonesian 

nation” (see Proposal 2004).48 Purdey notes that several Indonesian scholars have 

evoked the symbol of TMII to demonstrate the representation Indonesian nationalism 

and belonging (2003: 436). She states, “[t]he absence of a cultural house belonging to 

ethnic Chinese Indonesians articulates, without need for elaboration, the position of 

this group” (ibid). Hence, the inclusion of the “Chineseness” in TMII is seen as 

imperative in order to legitimise the suku Tionghoa in the “imagined community” 

(Anderson 1991) of the Indonesian nation. However, the inclusion of the Chinese-

Indonesian Cultural Museum in TMII may require Indonesian national identity to be 

re-imagined because TMII represents only those cultures that purport to be “native” 

(asli) to Indonesia. “Chineseness” seems to transgress this perception on two counts: 

the Chinese “come from” outside Indonesia in the comparatively recent past, and they 

reside in different parts of the archipelago. The problem of native or indigenous 

peoples, as opposed to “pribumi” is a further complication that is beyond the scope of 

this thesis.  

 
                                                           
47 In 2003, the general manager of TMII and the chairperson of the Harapan Kita Foundation granted 
20 000 square meters of land at TMII for PSMTI to build a Chinese-Indonesian Cultural Museum. The 
Museum will house a rumah adat (traditional house) modelled after Candranaya, the residence of the 
first Chinese major of Jakarta; a main exhibition hall for the showcasing of the history of the Chinese in 
Indonesia; an artificial lake and a Chinese junk replica; a Chinatown; and an open-air theatre for 
cultural performances like the lion and dragon dances.   
48 Tedy Jusuf is also the chairperson of the organising committee for the Chinese-Indonesian Cultural 
Museum. 
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Another challenge for the Chinese-Indonesian Cultural Museum project is related to 

the politics of representation: what “Chineseness” should be represented in the 

Museum? Is it homogeneous, primordial, unchanging, eternal or heterogeneous, 

hybridised, flexible, evolving? And who will decide what “Chineseness” will be 

represented? Is it the manager of TMII, the organising committee board, the highest 

financial contributor to the project, academics or ordinary Chinese-Indonesians? 

These are important questions that should be seriously considered because a 

superficial exhibition of “Chineseness” alongside the pavilions of other artificially 

constructed local cultures in TMII may not bring empowerment to the ethnic Chinese. 

On the contrary, such showcasing may only substantiate the New Order’s narrow 

definition of belonging, citizenship and national identity, rather than challenging it.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has critically discussed the role of the post-Suharto “resurgence” in 

Chinese language and culture in shaping Chinese identity amidst forces of 

hybridisation and globalisation. It documented the agency of the Chinese in 

preserving and maintaining their ethnicity during the New Order. In doing so, this 

chapter has problematised the simplistic notion of an ethnic “revival”. Discussion of 

the politics of the celebration of Imlek, the flowering of Mandarin education and 

popular representations of “Chineseness” in the media have presented a more intricate 

depiction of the post-1998 phenomenon which is so often naïvely described as 

“euphoria”. One common theme is that the position of the Chinese is still vulnerable 

and is largely subject to the discretion of the Indonesian government, the pribumi 

majority, and the international position and policies of China. 
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Another recurring theme of this chapter is the question about the meaning and 

representation of “Chineseness”, which I put forward at the beginning as “Which 

Chineseness?”. Rather than providing an absolute answer to the question, this chapter 

has painted a very complex and at times contradictory picture of Chinese identity. It 

has argued for a flexible “Chineseness” that is mutable, depending on local conditions 

and, at the same time, shaped by urban and global forces of modernity. It also shows 

the relevance of essentialism in giving meaning to any ethnicity, yet also the danger of 

reification. An understanding of “Chineseness” based on what Barth (1993: 5) 

describes as a “view of disorder, multiplicity, and undeterminedness” may be 

frustrating but is necessary – it is the only possible way for us to comprehend the 

complexity of post-modern and post-1998 “Chineseness” beyond the superficial 

euphoria.  
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Lifting of ban on Chinese printed matters 
 
Figure 4.1: Self-learn Mandarin books in a mainstream book shop in Jakarta 

 
 
 
Figure 4.2: Books on Chinese beliefs and customs 

 

 



Imlek in a Jakarta shopping mall, January 2006 
 
Figure 4.3: Stage decorations on Ground Floor (researcher and family) 

 
 
Figure 4.4: The mall’s theme for the festivity: “God of Fortune has arrived!”  

 

 



Banner at check-in desk at Sukarno-Hatta airport (January 2006) 
 
Figure 4.5: The Chinese characters read “Happy New Year” and “Good Fortune” 

 

 



Chinese education in Jakarta (2004) 
 
Figure 4.6: Chinese-language Quiz Day at the University of Indonesia. Theme: 
“Chinese language as value-added for career” 

 
 
Figure 4.7: A Chinese-language tuition centre in Jakarta 

 
 
 

 



Dong Feng’s album lift-out 
 
Figure 4.8: Mandarin pinyin chart (p.1) 
 

 
 
 
Figure 4.9: Cantonese pinyin chart (p.2) 
 

 

 



Chinese-Indonesian popular culture 
 
Figure 4.10: Dong Feng, a post-Suharto Chinese-Indonesian youth band 
 

 
 
Figure 4.11: Lyrics of their song: Chinese character, pinyin or Cantonese 
pronunciation and English  

 



  
“Cici Koko” 
 
Figure 4.12: Participants of Cici Koko on a TV show (2004) 

 
 
 
Figure 4.13: Bandung version of the “Cici Koko” show, which is called “Koko Cici” 
(source: The International Daily (Guoji Ribao), 02/07/2004, p.B6) 

 

 



Manual for Chinese culture 
 
 
Figure 4.14: Ceng Beng Festival, Grave-Sweeping Day 

 
 
 
Figure 4.15: Ceng Beng Festival for Chinese Christians 

 
 
(Source: Jusuf, Tedy. 2000, Sekilas Budaya Tionghoa di Indonesia [Chinese Culture in Indonesia at a 
Glimpse], pp. 7 and 8.) 

 



“Chinese” costume 
 
Figure 4.16: Pakaian upacara (ceremonial costume) and pakaian resmi (formal 
costume) 

 
 
 
Figure 4.17: Pakaian resmi (formal costume) and pakaian harian (everyday costume) 
 

 
(Source: Jusuf, Tedy. 2000, Sekilas Budaya Tionghoa di Indonesia [Chinese Culture in Indonesia at a 
Glimpse], pp. 7 and 8.) 

 



CHAPTER FIVE 

Heterogeneity and Internal Dynamics of post-Suharto Chinese Politics 

 

Chapter Four analysed the liberalisation of the public practice of Chinese culture and 

beliefs after the fall of President Suharto in 1998. The collapse of the New Order 

regime also marked the return of political freedom to Indonesia, including the 

emergence of civil society (Suryadinata 2002a: 74; Thung 2004a: 217). The lifting of 

the 32-year-old restrictions on political participation and civil activism has allowed a 

myriad political parties, action groups and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to 

spring up. 1  Many ethnic Chinese utilised this political liberalisation to establish 

organisations to fight for the abolition of discriminatory laws, defend their rights and 

promote solidarity between ethnic groups in Indonesia. This chapter will begin with a 

survey of Chinese social and political organisations post-Suharto, taking into account 

their features, orientations, functions and membership. It will critically examine the 

different ways that scholars, observers, as well as the Chinese-Indonesians themselves, 

categorise these organisations.  

 

This chapter draws on both primary data such as interviews and field notes from 

participant observation and secondary sources including unpublished manuscripts 

such as articles written by Chinese-Indonesian activists, various speeches delivered in 

seminars organised by Chinese organisations and internal magazines and conference 

reports published by Chinese organisations in Jakarta. Coincidentally, in 2004, the 

year when I conducted my field work, Indonesia held a democratic parliamentary 

                                                 
1 The NGOs that have proliferated post-1998 include women’s organisations (see Blackburn 2001; 
Bain 2003; Budianta 2003) and gay activist groups (see Oetomo 2001), amongst others. New 
discussions of previously taboo subjects such as domestic violence have also begun to take place since 
the fall of the New Order.  
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election and its first presidential election. The year was loaded with political 

campaigning and voting. For the first time, Chinese-Indonesians participated as 

legislative candidates for the House of Representatives (DPR) and the Regional 

Representatives Council (DPD) (Tjhin 2004c). I attended seminars held by various 

Chinese organisations in Jakarta on promoting political participation in the elections 

and political education to the Chinese-Indonesians. While it is beyond the scope of the 

thesis to provide a full assessment of Chinese-Indonesian involvement in the 2004 

elections, I will, nevertheless, explore some of the dynamics of discussions in formal 

seminars and informal gatherings of Chinese-Indonesians, which highlight the 

heterogeneity of political views within the Chinese “community”.  

 

An assumption of this discussion of ethnically-based organisations is the a priori 

existence of the ethnic community with which the organisations claim to be associated. 

A “community” is generally definable as a unified social group that shares common 

interests and characteristics and often have a common cultural and historical heritage. 

It is also commonly assumed that “community” means positive emotional ties, 

including loyalty, solidarity, familiarity and comfort. Nevertheless, Werbner asserts 

that “the moral community is not a unity. It is full of conflict, of internal debate about 

moral values and the relationship to Others” (1996: 72-3). In fact, most Chinese 

organisations recognise the diversity and heterogeneity within the Chinese 

“community”. Some of them relentlessly promote such awareness to the mainstream 

Indonesian community via seminars and other communicational tools as part of their 

anti-discrimination and anti-racism initiatives to debunk stereotypes of the Chinese as 

homogeneously rich, disloyal, exclusive, apolitical and so on. Paradoxically, as 

Werbner maintains, “moral communities [tend to] disguise their composite 
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multiplicity under a semblance of unity… [in order to] transcend its internal cultural, 

political and gendered differences” (1997b: 238). This imagined “unity” was 

exemplified in the previous chapter where I demonstrated the strategic essentialism in 

cultural representation of “Chineseness” by some Chinese organisations. I also argued 

that this united “Chineseness” becomes a political tool to enhance the bargaining 

power of this minority in their negotiations with power holders and the non-Chinese 

majority. This paradox of unity and diversity in the self-representation of the Chinese 

“community” by Chinese organisations is often situational – it depends on who the 

“Other” is when the representation is made. The dynamics can be different when 

dealing with external political agents (i.e. with the non-Chinese) compared to internal 

political negotiations (within the diverse Chinese “community”).2  

 

As a result, another aim of this chapter is to explore the conflicts and negotiations 

within and between Chinese organisations in Jakarta. Rivalry between organisations is 

often manifest in the form of competition for leadership in the “community”, 

particularly on the question of legitimacy to represent the Chinese “community”. 

Sometimes such rivalry becomes a contest of wealth, power, reputation, connections, 

number of members, and, to a lesser extent, knowledge of Chinese culture and 

language. The internal dynamics within an organisation, including difference in 

agenda between generations, and personal conflicts between individual players, will 

also be documented and analysed. Finally, the chapter will briefly consider the gender 

bias in Chinese social movements, particularly in Chinese organisations that are 

deeply embedded in patriarchal cultural practices. 

 
                                                 
2 This paradox is also experienced by the Indonesian nation itself. Accommodating diverse ethnicities, 
cultures and languages, Indonesia’s “imagined community” uses the national motto of Bhinneka 
Tunggal Ika, meaning “Unity-in-Diversity” (see Chapter One).  
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Categories of post-Suharto Chinese organisations: a critical review 

 

The first Chinese political organisation to be established after the fall of Suharto was 

PARTI (Partai Reformasi Tionghoa or Chinese Indonesian Reformed Party). It was 

followed by the establishment of the first post-Suharto Chinese social organisation, 

PSMTI (Paguyuban Sosial Marga Tionghoa Indonesia or the Indonesian Chinese 

Social Association), in September 1998. The successful establishment of these two 

pioneer organisations prompted a mushrooming of many other Chinese organisations, 

including political parties, clan associations, social-cultural organisations and activist 

groups. Certain visible trends in the characteristics of these organisations enabled 

scholars to compartmentalise them into categories based on their vision and mission, 

objectives, features, leadership, membership requirement and their relations with pre-

Suharto Chinese organisations. This section will survey the existing Chinese 

organisations and examine the efficacy of the categorisations made by various 

observers. It argues that while most of these categorisations are reflective of the 

nature of these organisations, some are generalisations based on dichotomies such as 

totok/peranakan, ethnic/non-ethnic and cultural/political. My aim is not to suggest an 

abandonment of categories, but rather to demonstrate that these categories are not 

fixed and watertight. The features of prominent Chinese organisations have been 

documented extensively in many published and unpublished works (see for example, 

Chou “Peta”; Suryadinata 2001a; Wibowo 2001; Suryadinata 2002a: Chapter 6; 

Freedman 2003; Giblin 2003; Herlijanto 2003; Saputra 2004: 62- 74; Thung 2004a). 

Hence, this section will not discuss all of them in detail unless they are relevant to the 

particular discussion.  
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In a comprehensive survey of “Chinese Indonesian civil society groups in post-

Suharto Indonesia” from her field work between 2001 and 2002, Susan Giblin (2003) 

identified four categories of Chinese organisations: social-cultural groups (PSMTI and 

INTI), anti-discrimination groups (GANDI, SNB, SIMPATIK and HMTI), political 

parties (PARTI, PBI and PWBI) and religious associations.3 Since I have already 

discussed some of the religious associations in the previous chapter, I will only focus 

on the other three categories in this section.  

 

Mass organisations: social-cultural/political?  

 

Two of the largest Chinese “social-cultural” groups in post-Suharto Indonesia are 

PSMTI and INTI – both with branches extended to most regions in Indonesia. 4  

PSMTI stands for “Paguyuban Sosial Marga Tionghoa Indonesia” in Indonesian and 

“Yinhua Baijiaxing Xiehui” in Mandarin. The organisation officially translates its 

name as “Indonesian Chinese Social Association” in English (see Jusuf 2000). 

However, this translation hardly captures its meaning in Indonesian and Mandarin, 

which can be literally translated as “The Chinese Indonesian Hundred Surnames 

Social Association”. According to Giblin, this is the only Chinese-Indonesian 

organisation that “precludes non-Chinese from becoming full members” (2003: 357). 

On the other hand, INTI (Perhimpunan Indonesia Tionghoa or The Chinese 

Indonesian Association) accepts “all Indonesian citizens who agree with their vision 

and mission to join as members” (interview, Eddie Lembong, 11/03/04). The Chinese 

translation of INTI, “Yinni Huayi Zonghui” (lit. The General Association for 

                                                 
3 The full names of these organisations/groups will be provided later in this section.  
4 For instance, in 2004, the vice-general chairman of PSMTI revealed to me that they had 76 branches 
and 150 regional networks (pos) across Indonesia (interview, 05/10/2004).  
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Indonesians of Chinese descent), was much contested when it was first established.5 

The term “zonghui” or “general association” carries the connotation of being the main 

Chinese-Indonesian organisation in Indonesia. Eddie Lembong, the founder and the 

former chairman of INTI, acknowledged the disapproval from some Chinese-

Indonesians and Chinese associations who were offended by the label. He argues that 

“many members of our board are also the chairmen of various Chinese clan 

associations. Thus, it is not excessive (keterlaluan) if INTI claims to be the ‘General’ 

organisation of all Chinese associations” (interview, 11/03/04).6      

 

In identifying PSMTI and INTI under the category of “social-cultural group”, Giblin 

explains that they “concentrate on promoting social and cultural issues among 

Chinese Indonesian themselves, and also between Chinese and non-Chinese 

Indonesians” (2003: 358). My discussion in the previous chapter of the cultural 

“resinicisation” initiatives carried out by both PSMTI and INTI backs up Giblin’s 

assertion. However, it would be a mistake to assume that these two organisations are 

merely interested in social-cultural issues and not in politics. Chou (“Peta”) maintains 

that “PSMTI is very conservative [and] is excessively political averse… [while] INTI 

is more courageous in touching on issues related to politics”. However, my field 

observations and interviews show that Chou’s statement is only partly accurate. Kadir, 

the general vice-chairman of PSMTI, reveals that, “although PSMTI focuses on social 

                                                 
5  Suryadinata (2001a) pointed out that the official Chinese translation of INTI is “Yinni Huazu 
Zonghui” (lit. The General Association of Ethnic Chinese in Indonesia) rather than “Yinni Huayi 
Zonghui” (lit. The General Association for Indonesians of Chinese descent). He argues that INTI 
representatives preferred the term “huazu” or “ethnic Chinese” to “huayi” or “Chinese descent 
(keturunan)” because they want to be considered as part of the Indonesian nation (bangsa Indonesia) 
just like other ethnic groups (Suryadinata 2001a: 513). However, I noted in 2004 that INTI officially 
used “huayi” rather than “huazu” in its Chinese name. I also observed that INTI used both the terms 
“huazu” and “huayi” to describe the Chinese in Indonesia in seminars that it organised. For a detailed 
study of the Chinese terms “huaren” and “huayi”, see Wang G. (1981: 118-127). 
6 I use the term “chairman” instead of “chairperson” deliberately in order to illustrate the maleness of 
the leadership in most post-Suharto Chinese organisations. 
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activities, we cannot ignore politics because it is important in our lives” (interview, 

05/10/04). PSMTI’s commitment to political education can be seen in a seminar they 

co-organised with FORMAT (Forum Masyarakat Tionghoa or Chinese Community 

Forum) to introduce the Chinese-Indonesian legislative candidates (calon legislatif or 

caleg, in short) to the Chinese “community” (see Figure 5.1; the seminar will be 

discussed in more detail in a later section).7 Although non-partisan in nature, PSMTI 

and INTI advocate the entry of Chinese-Indonesian people into politics so that the 

interests of this minority can be secured. Kadir illustrated this point using the 

following analogy: 

 

Say if you (or any ethnic Chinese) are in a police station. If there is a Chinese officer, the 

pribumi officers won’t dare to be too reckless [to you]. They [the pribumi] always treat us as 

economic animals. If there is no Chinese officer, they would torture us, force us to confess to 

anything, and make us pay money (interview, 05/10/2004).  

 

Chou (“Peta”) has rightly pointed out INTI’s commitment to political issues. Since its 

inception in 1999, INTI has hosted dozens of political education seminars for its 

members, with the objective of increasing awareness of the political and citizenship 

rights of the Chinese as well as to encourage Chinese political participation (see 

Figure 5.2, for example). 8  As the largest Chinese-Indonesian mass organisations, 

PSMTI and INTI did demonstrate significant bargaining power for the ethnic Chinese 

in lobbying against discriminatory laws together with other anti-discrimination 

                                                 
7 This seminar commenced at 9am and ended at 4pm. They invited 12 Chinese-Indonesian legislative 
candidates for the House of Representatives (DPR) and 3 Chinese-Indonesian legislative candidates for 
the Regional Representative Council (DPD) to present their vision and mission and potential 
contribution to advancement of the status of Chinese-Indonesians.  
8 This information was obtained from the reports of INTI’s National Committee Conference I, held at 
the Borobudur Hotel, 24-25 June 2004.  
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NGOs.9 Hence, even though PSMTI and INTI are not involved in partisan politics, 

they should not be seen as merely promoting “social and cultural issues” as Giblin has 

suggested (2003: 358).  

 

Clan associations and alumni groups: totok/peranakan? 

 

Nevertheless, there are Chinese organisations which only promote “social and cultural 

issues” which are unaccounted for in Giblin’s (2003) paper. For instance, Chinese 

clan associations (Cantonese, Hakka, Hainanese, Hokkien, Hokcia, Teochiu and so on) 

and alumni groups from pre-Suharto Chinese schools such as Hua Zhong, Ba Zhong 

and Ba Hua, explicitly indicated that they are not interested in politics. They mainly 

function as a social hub for members (mainly the older generation), providing 

opportunities for them to socialise by organising activities like karaoke, dance classes, 

Chinese-language courses and dinner functions. This is despite the fact that some of 

the leaders of these clan associations are also on the boards of PSMTI and INTI. One 

of the executive committees of Yong Ding Association in Jakarta told me that they 

only focus on social activities and do not dare to venture into politics.10 Politics, in his 

opinion, is the responsibility of organisations like INTI, not theirs (field notes, 

04/11/04). Some Chinese organisations take a stronger view against involvement in 

                                                 
9 I have discussed some of these anti-discrimination efforts carried out by Chinese organisations like 
PSMTI, INTI and MATAKIN in the previous chapter. For instance, they lobbied for President Wahid 
to annul Presidential Decree 14/1967 that restricted the practice of Chinese religion, belief and culture; 
and they lobbied for the abolition of the term “Cina”. 
10 The Yong Ding Association was established in 1947 after World War Two. Yong Ding is a district in 
Fujian (Min Xi) where Hakka is spoken. The association has around 500 members in Jakarta. The three 
surnames that belong to this clan are You, Fu and Lu. People from the “You” surname have 
traditionally specialised in Chinese medicine. Most of the members are Chinese-speaking members of 
an older generation. The Association organises cultural and social activities such as karaoke every 
Wednesday. The Association was closed by the government after the 30 September Movement in 1965 
and their building was taken over by the government. They had over 200 members at that time. During 
the New Order the association became inactive but the members still kept in regular contact (field notes, 
04/11/04).  
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politics. This is illuminated in the following phone interview with the secretary-

general of the main Hakka Association in Jakarta: 

 

Social organisations should not get involved in politics. If Chinese want to join politics, they 

should join a political party rather than use social organisations to promote their political agenda. 

Using social organisations to promote politics is against the law. Organisations like INTI and 

PSMTI which promote politics may have the same fate as Baperki. They will only endanger all 

their members. If they offend the new [Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono] government, their 

members will suffer (interview, 10/11/04).  

 

The comments above exemplify the political trauma this organisation inherited from 

recent Indonesian history – for instance, the anti-Communist movement in 1965 and 

1966 that resulted in the closure of the largest Chinese organisation, Baperki, and the 

prosecution of its members. This political trauma is manifest in extreme caution and 

even paranoia. I have described in Chapter Two my experience of being suspected by 

an alumnae group of being a political spy due to my affiliation with CSIS. In a similar 

vein, when I interviewed the executive committee of Yong Ding Association 

described above, the chairman of the association telephoned the my informant a few 

times to dictate to him what to say to me (field notes 04/11/04).  

 

Some observers have assumed continuity between pre-Suharto Chinese organisations 

and their post-1998 counterparts as they perceive that the polarisation between totok 

and peranakan is still visible in contemporary Chinese organisations (for example see 

Chou “Peta”; Suryadinata 2001a). 11  Suryadinata states that during the Guided 

                                                 
11  The traditional distinctions between totok and peranakan were first based on “blood” and 
“birthplace”, in which the former were China-born and pure blood Chinese while the latter were 
locally-born and were of mixed descent (see Introduction). However, scholars later used the totok and 
peranakan distinction to differentiate Chinese-Indonesians who spoke Chinese and practised Chinese 
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Democracy period (1958-65), most totok were still China-oriented and had not yet 

become Indonesian citizens (WNI) (2001a: 504). Consequently, they “had their own 

organisations such as clan, commercial, and overseas Chinese general associations as 

well as various cultural groups” while most peranakan joined organisations like 

Baperki (ibid). Following from this, Suryadinata argues that in post-Suharto Indonesia, 

“The peranakan group succeeded in restoring recognition of Confucianism, while the 

totoks began to re-establish their clan associations, competing with such peranakan-

dominated organisations as PSMTI and INTI” (2001a: 522). It is unclear how 

Suryadinata defines totok and peranakan in contemporary Indonesia where almost all 

Chinese are locally born Indonesian citizens and most of those who are below 50 

years of age do not speak or write Chinese. While there may be some older generation 

Chinese-Indonesians who still self-identify as totok or peranakan, my interviews 

show that most young Chinese are ignorant of this distinction.  

 

Below are a few different perspectives of the terms totok and peranakan that I 

gathered from interviews with the executive committees of, in Suryadinata’s terms, 

“totok” organisations, namely Hua Zhong Alumni Association, Yong Ding 

Association and Hakka Association; and “peranakan” organisations, namely PSMTI 

and INTI. The interviews were conducted in Mandarin: 

 

There are very few Chinese-Indonesians who see themselves as totok [nowadays]. Totok are 

those who came from China. There are not very many Chinese who came from China left. 

However, there is a difference between Chinese and non-Chinese educated Chinese-Indonesians. 

Chinese educated people have sentiments (gan qing) towards China and Chinese culture. In this 

sense, they are different from the non-Chinese educated people. Since we [the Chinese-educated 

                                                                                                                                            
culture from those who were assimilated and only spoke Indonesian and/or regional languages (see 
Suryadinata 1981; Tan 1997). 
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alumni] know Chinese culture and traditions, we have affection for our ancestors’ country. But 

now we’re Indonesians, we love our motherland (zu guo) Indonesia, but we also love our 

homeland (jia xiang) China (interview, executive committees of Hua Zhong Alumni Association, 

11/07/2004).  

 

There is very little difference between peranakan and totok. Clan associations are not totok 

organisations because most of the leaders are Indonesian-speaking. They use Indonesian in their 

meetings (interview, You Wannian, Yong Ding Association, 04/11/2004) 

 

The differences between peranakan and totok are mainly in their cultural orientations. People 

who join the Hakka Association are mostly Chinese- or Hakka- speaking. The peranakan would 

not feel comfortable joining the organisation because they are not interested in their activities 

and they cannot speak the language. However, in a real sense we are all Chinese-Indonesians 

and there is no difference between peranakan and totok (interview, Mr Zhou, Hakka 

Association, 10/11/2004). 

 

After 32 years of prohibition of Chinese matters, there are at least two generations who can’t 

speak Mandarin or its dialects. They are all Indonesian educated. Totok is a term used in the 

1950s and 1960s, which is invalid now. I have used Indonesian for more than 30 years, for 

instance. We are just Chinese-Indonesians (interview, Kadir, PSMTI, 05/10/2004).   

 

Peranakan have less conviction about the continuation of Chinese culture compared to the totok. 

This is a consequence of differences in educational backgrounds, whether we like it or not. But 

young people are not troubled by the totok or peranakan identification. The most important 

thing is, they are born and raised in Indonesia, and they are just Indonesians (interview, leader 

of  the Women Division of INTI (PINTI), 13/11/2004).   

 

The comments above show that the distinction between totok and peranakan is very 

ambiguous and is continuing to diminish. Because the definition of totok and 

peranakan may be determined by one’s birthplace, educational background, language 
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or cultural orientation, they are certainly not fixed and immutable categories. It is 

doubtful that the current Chinese organisations can comfortably fit into the totok and 

peranakan straitjacket. For instance, the participation of Chinese-educated members 

in PSMTI and INTI and the organisations’ advocacy of cultural resinicisation 

(described in Chapter Four) make it impossible to label them as “peranakan” 

organisations. Thus, to classify post-Suharto organisations using the labels of totok 

and peranakan does nothing more than provide a nostalgic reference to the past.  The 

labels are too simplistic to describe the complex identity of these organisations.  

 

Anti-discrimination groups: ethnic/non-ethnic approach? 

 

The second category of post-Suharto Chinese organisations identified by Giblin (2003) 

is anti-discrimination groups. She observes that anti-discrimination groups are formed 

by younger Chinese who are “less concerned with promoting Chinese Indonesian 

culture and more interested in developing democracy and human rights, particularly 

for ethnic Chinese” (ibid: 359). Under this category are GANDI (Gerakan Perjuangan 

Anti-Discriminasi Indonesia or Indonesian Anti-Discrimination Movement), SNB 

(Solidaritas Nusa Bangsa or Solidarity for Motherland and Nation), SIMPATIK 

(Solidaritas Pemuda-Pemudi Tionghoa Indonesia untuk Keadilan or Solidarity of 

Young Chinese-Indonesians for Justice) and HMTI (Himpunan Mahasiswa Tionghoa 

Indonesia or Association of Chinese Indonesian Students). Most of these groups were 

established during the height of the student movements in 1998 and 1999 by idealistic 

ethnic Chinese youth and student activists in reaction to the May 1998 riots (Thung 

2004a: 224). In 2004, I noted that only GANDI and SNB were still functioning, while 
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SIMPATIK and HMTI had become inactive. Wahyu, the general leader of GANDI, 

pointed out the reasons that SIMPATIK and HMTI had ceased functioning:  

 

The activists were still students in 1998. After they graduated [from university] they had to look 

for employment to support themselves. It is very rare that anyone could work full time and be 

fully active [in an NGO] at the same time. Most of the younger generation are not supported 

with sufficient funds [to continue their activism] (interview, 05/01/2005).   

 

Their dormancy is part of a general loss of appeal for political activism amongst 

university students in Indonesia (“Politics” 2006). Commemorating the eighth 

anniversary of the May 1998 student movement that brought down the authoritarian 

regime, Taufiqurrahman (2006b) commented that the student movement “is now 

deeply fragmented and can no longer produce a coherent platform”. He attributed this 

to the lack of “a common enemy to unite their struggle” and “the appeal of 

consumerism, especially in Jakarta, [that] has lured many students away from 

activism” (ibid). 

 

Although the executive committees of GANDI and SNB are dominated by young 

ethnic Chinese activists and professionals, these organisations do not represent 

themselves as Chinese NGOs. Both GANDI and SNB are devoted to fighting 

discrimination and racism against all minority groups through a legal approach 

(Effendi 2004; Thung 2004a). Hence, scholars categorise them as “non-ethnic based” 

groups, in contrast to “ethnic based” organisations which tend to adopt the term 

“Tionghoa” in their name (Suryadinata 2001a: 514-5; Giblin 2003: 358-9; Herlijanto 

2003). Another NGO with similar objectives to those of GANDI and SNB is LADI 

(Lembaga Anti Diskriminasi Indonesia or Institute of Anti Discrimination in 
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Indonesia). Despite taking a non-ethnic approach, LADI’s struggle mainly focuses on 

the ethnic Chinese. 12  It is crucial to highlight that these NGOs do not work in 

isolation. For instance, they work together with other NGOs such as Jakarta Legal Aid 

Foundation (LBH-Jakarta), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), National 

Institution of Human Rights (Komnas Ham), groups that promote pluralism, and elite 

Chinese organisations like PSMTI and INTI (see Effendi 2004; LADI’s information 

sheet).  

 

The non-ethnic approach does not struggle exclusively for the Chinese cause. The 

anti-discrimination and social movement groups mentioned above may work more 

effectively than ethnic-based organisations as they do not carry the baggage of 

ethnicity. This ethnic baggage is illuminated in the “catch-22 situation” described by 

Giblin concerning many ethnic Chinese organisations: 

 

[T]he Chinese Indonesians who joined these groups felt that, after 1998, they had to ‘look after 

themselves’ because there was nobody else who could protect them. The Chinese also 

established these organisations to overcome stereotypes that Chinese Indonesians were 

exclusive in their attitudes and behaviour, and were not really loyal to Indonesia. These joint 

aims of ‘looking out for themselves’ and overcoming anti-Chinese stereotypes create a double 

bind, in that it is not possible for Chinese Indonesians to look out for themselves, while also 

trying to overcome anti-Chinese stereotypes that they are only interested in themselves (2003: 

354).  

 

                                                 
12 LADI’s work program focuses on the organising of civil and citizenship rights for working class 
Chinese-Indonesians. This includes registering Chinese who do not have birth and marriage certificates 
all over Indonesia; organising the completion of birth and marriage certificates; and participating in the 
Election Watchdog in order to publicise the issues related to hundred of thousands of stateless Chinese-
Indonesians (see LADI’s Information Sheet). 
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Being non-ethnic in orientation and inclusive in their nature, these groups are more 

fluid in crossing boundaries and more acceptable to a non-Chinese bureaucracy and 

anti-Chinese parties.13 

 

Nevertheless, a group of young Chinese activists from both ethnic and non-ethnic 

based NGOs formed a trans-organisational network called Jaringan Tionghoa Muda 

(or Chinese Indonesian Youth Network) in 2004.14 This network uses email (mailing 

list) as their primary mode of communication, although they also hold regular 

meetings to share their experiences in their respective organisations as well as to 

discuss a variety of issues such as Indonesian politics, discrimination, identity and 

social movements. The format of the network is deliberately kept informal (i.e. non-

institutional) and fluid (cair) as the activists wanted it to transgress boundaries and be 

free from institutional hierarchy and bureaucracy. However, the lack of structure of 

the network can be disempowering: the network can only function as a space for 

brainstorming but not for on-the-ground activism as it lacks institutional organisation, 

facilities and funding.   

 

There are also other trans-ethnic NGOs which Chinese-Indonesians either co-founded 

or are heavily involved in. They struggle for causes beyond the scope of ethnicity 

such as pluralism and interfaith dialogues. For instance, IPI (Institut Pluralisme 

                                                 
13 Herlijanto (2003) also notes that some Chinese youth, like Stanley A. Prasetyo, choose to join non-
ethnic NGOs with no connection to the ethnic Chinese while still struggling to eliminate racism, “as a 
part of democratisation, not as a defence of Chinese identity”. The non-ethnic approach may also 
signify a new concept of nationalism by the younger generation which transcends ethnic, religion, 
racial and class differences (SARA). The shape of this new nationalism deserves to be investigated in 
another study. 
14 The youth activists of the network come from very diverse organisational backgrounds. For instance, 
Chinese activists participated in the network’s meeting on 19/10/2004 which was made up of 
committee members from INTI, the Catholic Students Union of Indonesia (PMKRI), the Islam and 
Muslim Student Movement (PMII), the Buddhist Youth Organisation (Gema Budhi), GANDI, CSIS 
and the secretary general of the Citizen’s Democratic Struggle Party (PDPR).  

 183



Indonesia or The Indonesian Pluralism Institute), co-founded by Chinese-Indonesian 

activists like William Kwan (its Director) and Thung Ju-Lan, with non-Chinese 

Indonesians like Professor Abdullah Dahana on 27 October 2000, is committed to 

promoting “[s]olid understanding and cooperation among individuals and groups in 

Indonesia regardless of differences in ethnicity, faith, gender, sexuality, economic 

prosperity, political adherence and place of origin” (IPI’s information pamphlets).15 

IPI works closely with the interfaith organisation, IRCP (Indonesian Conference on 

Religion and Peace), where William Kwan is also a field coordinator. IRCP was 

founded by leaders from nine different faiths: Islam, Catholicism, Protestantism, 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Baha’i, Sikh, and Sunda Wiwitan Customary 

Belief (Kepercayaan Adat Sunda Wiwitan). Amongst others, former and current 

leaders of MATAKIN, Chandra Setiawan (also the secretary in the research sub-

division of Komnas Ham) and Budi S. Tanuwibowo hold key positions on the board 

of IRCP (http://www.icrp-online.org). The official magazine of IRCP, Majemuk (lit. 

diverse), often publishes articles concerning the ethnic Chinese side-by-side with 

other issues concerning other minorities. The struggle for pluralism that transcends 

the exclusivity of ethnicity and religion can be an effective discursive strategy for the 

struggle of the rights of minorities including the Chinese.  

 

There were a number of humanitarian and women’s activist groups that sprang up in 

response to the sexual violence against ethnic Chinese women in the May 1998 riots. 

The most notable was TRuK (Tim Relawan untuk Kemanusiaan or Voluntary Team 

                                                 
15  The director of IPI, William Kwan, who is in his forties, states that the “Chinese struggles” 
(perjuangan Cina) are only a part of the overall activities of the organisation (interview, 31/05/2004). 
The on-going activities of IPI include: “preparing research plans [in the field of] pluralism (especially 
on inter-ethnic and interfaith relations issues); setting up the Blood Donor Volunteer Hotline System…; 
preparing materials for Pluralism Education for Children; preparing  Conflict Transformation Training 
for pluralism development; and facilitating community dialogue on public issues” (IPI’s information 
pamphlet).  
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for Humanity) and its special division TRKP (Tim Relawan Divisi Kekerasan 

terhadap Perempuan or Violence against Women Division of TRuK), which 

investigated the violence and rapes and provided support to the victims and their 

families (Budianta 2003: 162). Budianta argues that with volunteers from diverse 

backgrounds, TRuK and TRKP “went beyond religious, class and ethnic boundaries” 

(ibid: 165). An important state-sanctioned body, Komnas Perempuan (Komisi 

Nasional Anti Kekerasan terhadap Perempuan or National Commission on Violence 

against Women), was also established after the May violence. Like the pluralist and 

interfaith groups above, non-Chinese and non-ethnic women’s organisations show 

that activism for the rights of the Chinese can be also be channelled through 

mainstream organisations.  

 

Political parties: establishment and transformations 

 

There were four Chinese political parties established after the May 1998 riots, namely, 

PARTI (Partai Reformasi Tionghoa or Chinese Indonesian Reform Party), PBI, 

(Partai Bhinneka Tunggal Ika or Unity-in-Diversity Party), Parpindo (Partai 

Pembauran Indonesia or Indonesian Assimilation Party) and PWBI (Partai Warga 

Bangsa Indonesia or Indonesian Citizens’ Party) (Suryadinata 2001a; Giblin 2003; 

Herlijanto 2003).16 However, due to lack of interest and support from the Chinese 

                                                 
16 PARTI was the first Chinese political party established after the riots. Despite the word “Tionghoa” 
in its name, PARTI is not an exclusive political party. It welcomes any one who shares their vision to 
abolish discrimination and to reform the legal and education system in Indonesia. For instance, the 
General Secretary of PARTI in 2004 was Laksamana Madya Soemitro, an ethnic Javanese who was the 
Ambassador of Indonesia in Iraq in 1998 (interview with the leader of PARTI, Lieus Sungkarisma, 
12/10/2004).  
PBI was headed by Nurdin Purnomo, a Chinese-educated Chinese-Indonesian. Although led by a 
Chinese-Indonesian, PBI does not recognise itself as a “Chinese” party. Purnomo suggested that he 
does not represent the Chinese community and his party does not fight for the rights of the ethnic 
Chinese (see Suryadinata 2001a: 510-1).  
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“community”, the latter two were transformed into social organisations. Between the 

two surviving parties – PARTI and PBI – only PBI was qualified to contest the June 

1999 election. PBI eventually won one parliamentary seat in the election with the 

support of ethnic Chinese in West Kalimantan as well as other under-represented 

minority groups such as the Batak and Dayak (Suryadinata 2002a: 131-2; Giblin 2003: 

360). Nevertheless, a survey conducted by Tempo magazine before the 1999 election 

on the attitudes of ethnic Chinese towards political parties showed that a majority of 

them (70%) supported Megawati’s PDI-P (Partai Demokrasi Indonesia – Perjuangan, 

or Indonesian Democratic Party for Struggle) (see Suryadinata 2002a: 126-9). 17  

Perhaps this shows that most Chinese fully identify with the Indonesian nation, and 

believe that their aspirations can be channelled more effectively through mainstream 

parties than through ethnic-based ones since they are too small to exert any real 

political influence. 18  Their reluctance to support Chinese parties may also be 

attributable to the impact of the persecutions in the mid-1960s and political 

oppressions perpetrated by the New Order, including the May 1998 violence.  

 

The establishment of Chinese political parties has attracted criticism from both the 

Chinese and pribumi communities. Well-known Chinese-Indonesians such as the 

                                                                                                                                            
Parpindo, established shortly after the establishment of PARTI in June 1998, was led by Chinese 
Muslim activists Junus Jahja and Jusuf Hamka. The name of the party clearly suggests that it wanted to 
promote the old assimilation ideology. Its founders claim that Golkar thwarted the assimilation process 
and neglected the needs and interest of ethnic Indonesians. However, the assimilationist concept was 
unpopular among ethnic Chinese, and so was the party (see Suryadinata 2001a: 510; Freedman 2003: 
92-93). 
PWBI, on the other hand, was established by Tan Swie Ling on 18 August 1999, with the objective of 
reviving Sukarno’s nation-building concept in Indonesia (Suryadinata 2001a: 510). Suryadinata reports 
that “the party did not take off due to a lack of response” (ibid). Tan Swie Ling later founded the 
Institute of Synergy Research in Indonesia (Lembaga Kajian Sinergi Indonesia) which publishes the 
magazine called Sinergi Indonesia. 
17  The survey recruited 753 respondents from five Indonesian cities with large Chinese populations 
(Suryadinata 2002a: 126-9).  
18 Mackie contends that Indonesia has always been averse to ethnic-based political parties “since the 
fissiparous implications of such a move for national unity are too alarming” (1999: 192). In any case, 
the rules for party representation in many provinces make this impossible for most ethnic groups. 
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economist, Kwik Gian Gie (1998b), and a leading businessman, Sofyan Wanandi 

(1998), have expressed their non-support of and disagreement with exclusive Chinese 

political parties, reasoning that they would only heighten the sense of ethnic 

separateness.19 A strong attack was made by Surya Paloh (1999), the media tycoon, 

condemning ethnic Chinese parties as exclusive, primordial, threatening to national 

integration, counterproductive to assimilation and “like snakes looking for something 

to hit (bagaikan ular mencari pukul)”. Nevertheless, the explosion of new political 

parties has enabled the ethnic Chinese to become more fully integrated into all facets 

of political life in Indonesia, an endeavour that would not have been possible during 

the New Order (see Figure 5.3 and 5.4). 

 

Chinese political views and the 2004 Election 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, the year 2004 was a year of elections for Indonesia. 

The year began with a parliamentary election for legislative candidates for the House 

of Representatives (DPR), the Regional Representatives Council (DPD) and 

provincial and regency assemblies (DPRD) on April 5; this was followed by the first 

round of the first ever direct presidential elections on July 5; and finally the final 

round of the presidential election was held on September 20. More than 170 ethnic 

Chinese registered as legislative candidates (calon legislative or caleg) across 

Indonesia, an enthusiasm that is deemed unprecedented. This phenomenon is also 

hailed as the antithesis of the stereotype that ethnic Chinese are apolitical (Setiono 

2004; Tjhin 2004a, 2004b, 2004c). Several Chinese organisations in Jakarta held 

seminars to introduce the caleg to the Chinese “community” as well as to educate the 
                                                 
19 Kwik Kian Gie (1998) argues that “race”-based political parties are counterproductive to the solving 
of the “Chinese Problem”. Sofyan Wanandi (1998) perceives the establishment of Chinese parties as 
emotional acts. 
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ethnic Chinese about political elections and to encourage them to vote (for example, 

see Figure 5.5 and 5.6). Due to space constraints, this section will only discuss one 

such seminar and will highlight the dynamics of the seminars and the heterogeneity of 

political views presented by both the speakers and the audience.  

 

INTI was one of the first Chinese organisations in Jakarta to hold a seminar on the 

2004 election. In a seminar held in February 2004, INTI invited two external speakers 

(Li Zhuo Hui, the editor of the International Daily newspaper, and Stanley, a young 

Chinese activist) as well as their own executive leaders (Eddie Lembong, general 

chairman; and Benny G. Setiono, chairman of the Jakarta branch) to speak.20 Both 

Lembong and Setiono outlined the guidelines on how to vote and who to vote for. 

They both disapproved of the idea that ethnic Chinese should “a priori” vote for 

Chinese caleg. For instance, Setiono stressed: 

 

Besides studying the biodata and track record of the caleg … use your conscience to decide who 

is rotten (busuk) and who is not. Do not vote for a person just because s/he is Chinese. Even 

though the caleg is ethnic Chinese, if her/his biodata and track record shows that s/he is caleg 

busuk (rotten candidate), do not vote for her/him (my trans.).21   

 

They espoused the idea of voting for a “clean” caleg (i.e. one who was not “rotten” or 

corrupt) who was not necessarily an ethnic Chinese. The profile of the caleg was 

usually printed in the promotional material they distributed (see Figure 5.7). Ethnic 

Chinese caleg sometimes used dual language (Indonesian and Chinese) in their 

promotional material to attract Chinese-Indonesian voters (see Figure 5.8 and 5.9).  

                                                 
20  The seminar was entitled “Etnis Tionghoa dan Pemilu 2004” (Ethnic Chinese and the 2004 
Elections), held on 21 February 2004, at the Red Top Hotel in Jakarta. More than 600 people turned up. 
21 His speech is also published in Setiono (2004). 
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In contrast to Lembong’s and Setiono’s suggestion, Li Zhuo Hui advised, 

 

Use your precious vote to vote for the Chinese DPD candidates; if there is no Chinese 

representative, then [you should] support candidates who promote multiculturalism. Do not vote 

for candidates from the New Order and corrupt parties…. Ethnic Chinese… need to gather and 

cultivate a collective force as our social capital… so that the Chinese community can become a 

strong political and economic force… (my trans.).22

 

In another article, Li Z.H. suggested that three of the four ethnic Chinese candidates 

running for DPD should “sacrifice” themselves and withdraw from the race, so that all 

Chinese votes could be concentrated on one candidate (2004: 136-138). After Li’s 

speech in the seminar, an elderly gentleman commented, “Chinese need to unite? That 

is a very dangerous idea as it represents narrow nationalism (nationalisme sempit), 

[we may end up] like Baperki!” (my trans.). Christine Tjhin also eschews the idea of 

uniting Chinese politics into one major force. When asked if ethnic Chinese should 

just establish one political organisation, Tjhin conjectures, “No. That is neither 

necessary nor possible. Mushrooming [of Chinese organisations] is OK. Who are we 

to say whose objective is the best one? Diversity is good…” (interview, 22/11/2004). 

Indeed, the very fact that there were so many ethnic Chinese caleg demonstrates that 

Chinese-Indonesians are heterogeneous.  

 

 

 

                                                 
22 Li was the only speaker to use Mandarin to deliver his speech. As there was no translation offered, it 
is unclear how many participants could understand his speech. The speech is also published in Li Z.H. 
(2004: 8-9). Li’s appeal for the Chinese “community” to unite is also echoed in Chou’s article 
(“Akhiri”). 
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PARTI and the commemoration of the May 1998 Tragedy 

 

PARTI was transformed into a social organisation in 2003 after failing to fulfil the 

official criteria of a political party. 23  It changed its name from Partai Reformasi 

Tionghoa (Chinese Reform Party) to Pergerakan Reformasi Tionghoa (Chinese 

Reform Movement), while continuing to use the abbreviation “PARTI” and maintain 

its struggle against discrimination through politics (interview, Lieus Sungkarisma, 

12/10/2004). One of the main events to which PARTI has been committed is the 

commemoration of the May 1998 tragedy (“Commemoration”, hereafter). This 

section will discuss in detail the controversies and politics of representation 

concerning the Commemoration led by PARTI in 2004.  

 

The 2004 Commemoration, attended by then-President Megawati Sukarnoputri, was 

held on 13 May at Glodok. The theme of the Commemoration was “Pray Together for 

Reconciliation and National Peace” (Do’a Bersama Untuk Rekonsiliasi dan 

Perdamaian Bangsa). 24  In his speech, the leader of PARTI, Lieus Sungkarisma, 

stated: “We believe that in order for national reconciliation to be achieved, our nation 

should not only have the courage to acknowledge and express their past wrongdoings 

but also should have the sincerity to forgive” (my trans., “Renungan Mei” 2004: 5). A 

middle-aged male Chinese-Indonesian victim of the May 1998 riots, who had been 

rendered disabled by the riots, Iwan Firman, was invited to share his testimony at the 

                                                 
23 The new law UU No. 12/2003 stipulates the criteria for the definition of a political party. Many post-
1999 political parties did not meet the criteria and were no longer recognised as political parties, 
including PARTI (Suryadinata 2002a).  
24 Before 2004, PARTI had organised two Commemorations in 2001 and 2003. Both events took the 
theme “Pray Together for National Safety” (Doa Bersama untuk Keselamatan Bangsa). Note that the 
term “reconciliation” was not mentioned in either of the earlier Commemorations and the significant 
shift from safety to peace.     
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Commemoration. In his heartfelt speech, Iwan Firman extended his forgiveness to 

whoever had perpetrated the crime and violence against him. He concluded by saying,  

 

I convey this expression and gesture of forgiveness with my own consciousness, without any 

force from anyone. Now my only hope is that the government will give me some compensation 

so that I can have some capital to continue my life struggle (my trans., “Renungan Mei” 2004: 

26).  

 

Firman’s speech and Sungkarisma’s declaration of reconciliation and forgiveness 

outraged the Chinese “community” and attracted fierce criticism from Chinese leaders. 

Although Sungkarisma did not claim to speak for all Chinese, the Chinese 

“community” considered otherwise. Many Chinese also thought that their dignity had 

been betrayed by Firman’s request for compensation. Kompas newspaper stated, 

 

The Chinese community, the victim’s family … from the May 1998 tragedy evaluate the 

Commemoration of the May Tragedy … as misleading (menyesatkan). The commemoration is 

evaluated as an effort to shift the problem, to systematically cause historical amnesia, and to 

avoid finding solutions through justice (my trans., “Peringatan” 2004).25  

 

Two days after the Commemoration, INTI organised a seminar with the theme, “May 

1998 Tragedy: Will We Forget?”. Kompas reported a participant at the seminar 

commenting, “If we forget, that is not reconciliation. [There] need to be punishments 

for the perpetrators” (my trans., “Komunitas” 2004). Another participant conjectured, 

“We will forgive after we know the truth about the incident and who the perpetrators 

                                                 
25 In this report, Kompas (“Peringatan” 2004) interviewed Father Sandyawan Sumardi, who headed the 
Volunteer Joint Fact Finding Team for the May 1998 Riots, and Ester Indah Yani, the leader of SNB. 
Father Sumardi noted that the leaders of PSMTI and INTI expressed regret for the Commemoration led 
by Lieus Sungkarisma. He also condemned Singkarisma for using the victims of the May 1998 tragedy 
as a political commodity. 
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are. Don’t just simply forgive before doing anything. This incident really should not 

be forgotten” (my trans., ibid).  

 

The Commemoration ceremony also highlighted the President’s opening of the 

“Friendship Monument” (Monumen Persaudaraan) – a monument built by PARTI and 

its associates to remember the May 1998 tragedy. The monument, crafted by a famous 

Balinese sculptor, Nyoman Nuarta, featured two young men carrying a huge Garuda 

on their shoulders (see Figure 5.10). The monument was said to signify three aims: to 

rebuild the unity of all Indonesians through the understanding of the May 1998 riots; 

to be a reflective symbol for all Indonesians so that such a tragedy will not be 

repeated; to be an historical monument that marks the May tragedy so that it will be 

remembered by subsequent generations of Indonesians (Sungkarisma 2003). The two 

men in the monument can be interpreted as symbolising the cooperation of a Chinese 

and a pribumi in carrying the Garuda, Indonesia’s national symbol.26 This cooperation 

gives recognition to the role of the Chinese in the development of Indonesian 

nationalism. However, such an interpretation, based on the Chinese/pribumi 

dichotomy, can be dangerous, as it also implies that the pribumi were the perpetrators 

of the riots and the Chinese the sole victims. In an interview with Lieus Sungkarisma, 

I confronted him with this interpretation of the monument. He responded, 

 

We do not say if the pribumi are the perpetrators or not because until this day the perpetrators 

are still unknown…. We use the monument to represent our togetherness (kebersamaan) as a 

nation that upholds our national symbols – Bhinneka Tunggal Ika and Pancasila. As we know 

since Reformasi, Pancasila has become a taboo.... We chose to use the symbol (Garuda) after 

                                                 
26 The gender choice of using two men in the monument should not be taken for granted. Given the 
background of the rapes in May 1998, it would not have been sensitive to have a Chinese woman in the 
monument. 

 192



long deliberations. Instead of reflecting on sadness, lamentations and sufferings... [we want the 

monument to] revive our national spirit. So when we look at the monument, we will [not only] 

know about the May incident but rise from our sadness and transform it into strength (interview, 

12/10/2004).  

 

Sungkarisma has high regard for Indonesia’s national symbols even though their 

significance in public discourse has diminished and they have almost been abandoned 

since the downfall of Suharto. However, such symbols are crucial elements which 

many Chinese organisations use to authenticate their belonging to the Indonesian 

nation, as the next section will discuss.  

 

Imagining national belonging 

 

Many post-Suharto Chinese organisations deploy the discourses of Indonesian 

nationalism to show that they are genuine Indonesians. This desire for authentication 

is particularly significant for the Chinese as they have been historically constructed as 

the non-asli outsiders, where the term “asli” can be defined as “original, genuine, 

authentic, indigenous, native and aboriginal” (Echols and Shadily 1989: 32). 

Ironically, Giblin contends that it is the very discourses of Indonesian nationalism 

with which Chinese organisations identify that class them as non-asli (2003: 354). She 

explains that the nationalist language and symbols that Chinese-Indonesian 

organisations use do not correspond to the understanding of many pribumi as the 

Chinese have been historically categorised as outsiders to such discourses (ibid). Tom 

Boellstorff’s work on the gay subject position, authenticity and belonging in 

Indonesia suggests,   
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[T]he subject position in question would not be in alignment with or antagonistic toward the 

ideology to which it would nonetheless be beholden for cultural coherence. In Indonesia, for 

example the imbrication of the gay subject position with national discourse can persist 

regardless of particular gay Indonesians’ views on the nation (Boellstorff 2004a: 251).  

 

His studies also show that discrimination and rejection of homosexuality in 

Indonesia’s national discourse does not prevent gay subjects from authenticating with 

and registering their belonging to the nation (Boellstorff 2004a; 2004b). This is 

equally true in the case of the Chinese-Indonesians.  

 

To affirm their ethnicity as an integral part of the nation and challenge the restrictive 

boundaries of indigeneity, Chinese organisations lobbied for the amendment of a 

clause in the 1945 Constitution which stated that, the “Indonesian president [should be] 

asli Indonesian” (“Setumpuk” 2002). Some Chinese have argued that nationhood 

should be defined in categories of citizen or non-citizen rather than indigenous or non-

indigenous. Others contested the narrow definition of indigeneity and contended that 

anyone who was born in Indonesia should be considered as “asli”, including the 

Chinese (“Tionghoa” 2002). This debate shows not only that the ethnic Chinese 

actively protest the concept of nationhood based on indigeneity, but also that they 

made a conscious effort to shed their image as “aliens”. The House of Representatives 

finally passed a citizenship bill on 11 July 2006, which, amongst other things, 

abolished the distinction between “asli” and “non-asli” as “asli Indonesian” has been 

redefined to include all citizens who have never assumed foreign citizenship.27 This 

new Law also allows the Chinese to hold several key government posts, including the 

                                                 
27 Thung notes that GANDI, SNB and other (Chinese) organisations started lobbying for the abolition 
of the word “asli” from the 1945 Constitution in 2000 (2004a: 224-5). 
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presidency, which formerly excluded them (Diani 2006).28 Besides the contestations 

around the definition of “asli-ness”, Chinese organisations’ preference for the term 

“Tionghoa” rather than “Cina” and their insistence on being recognised as “suku 

Tionghoa” (ethnic Chinese, comparable to other ethnic groups or “suku bangsa” in 

Indonesia) exemplify their belonging to the nation, as discussed in the previous 

chapter. 

 

Chinese organisations also tend to deliberately engage in nationalist activities or 

choose to associate with certain national symbols or figures to stress their nationalism 

and belonging. For instance, Herlijanto (2003) observes that PSMTI attempts to 

emphasise its nationalism, “either by sending its secretary to take a course in 

Lembaga Ketahanan Nasional (Lemhanas, The Institute of National Defense) or by 

asking the Chinese to detach themselves, when possible, from the Chinese Embassy in 

Indonesia”. PARTI, on the other hand, purposely chose to declare the establishment of 

their party at a function at the KNPI building (Komite Nasional Pemuda Indonesia or 

National Youth Committee of Indonesia) because of its nationalist significance 

(interview, 12/10/2004). 29  Furthermore, Giblin has documented reference to 

nationalist symbols like Bhinneka Tunggal Ika and Pancasila in the emblems of 
                                                 
28 However, it is not known when and if this new Law will take effect, especially at the local level. 
New laws that replace old ones may take a long time to be implemented by local governments. For 
instance, the discriminative law that required all ethnic Chinese to produce proof of Indonesian 
citizenship (Surat Bukti Kewarganegaraan Indonesia or SBKRI) when applying for official documents 
was officially abolished in 1996 through Presidential Decision 56/1996 and again through Presidential 
Instruction 4/1999 (Lindsey 2005: 52-53). However, in May 2006, most local bureaucrats still asked 
for SBKRI to be presented. Many ethnic Chinese were charged a higher price due to their inability to 
produce the document (see Febrina 2006). The new citizenship Law that was passed in July 2006 has 
redefined the meaning of “citizen” and removed the ontological difference between asli and non-asli. 
The new Law once again annulled the relevance of SBKRI as anyone who is born in Indonesia is 
considered Indonesian, regardless of their ancestry or origin. Nevertheless, its implementation at a local 
level is yet to be seen.  
29 Similarly, a smaller Chinese organisation called Forum Komunikasi Sarjana Tionghoa Indonesia (or 
Communication Forum for Chinese Indonesian Scholars) indicated to me that they plan to officially 
establish their Forum at the “Struggle Building” (Gedung Juang) (interview with Is Karyono Kosasih,  
the founder of the Forum on 12/11/2004), because “struggle” is a key word of nationalist rhetoric 
historically. 
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several Chinese organisations, similar to the Friendship Monument mentioned above 

(2003: 365-367). While the above symbols stress plurality, Giblin also noted that 

many of these organisations refer to the Youth Oath of 1928 (Sumpah Pemuda) – in 

which representatives from different regions in the archipelago gathered in Jakarta to 

jointly declare their patriotism and commitment to “one nation, one country, one 

language” – to emphasise unity (2003: 366; for detail on Sumpah Pemuda see 

Foulcher 2000). However, the efficacy of these symbols has been thoroughly 

challenged by mainstream society since the collapse of Suharto’s regime.  

 

It is also not uncommon for Chinese organisations to display their nationalism by 

inviting distinguished national figures to attend their functions. For example, during 

INTI Jakarta branch’s fifth anniversary celebration at Ekaria Chinese restaurant, the 

famous Muslim intellectual Nurcholis Madjid (commonly referred to as Cak Nur) and 

the national heroine from the Independence struggle and first female cabinet minister 

in Indonesia, Trimurti, were invited to attend and deliver a speech (field notes, 

30/05/2004). I attended a concert jointly organised by various Chinese cultural and 

social organisations in Jakarta to celebrate Indonesia’s 59th national day where former 

President Abdurrahman Wahid (also known as Gus Dur) was invited as a guest of 

honour, as recounted below (see Figure 5.11): 

 

The Mistress of Ceremonies for the event was Catherine Keng – a popular broadcaster in Metro 

TV’s Chinese news program, Meidou Xinwen. Gus Dur arrived half way through the concert. 

The performance was halted as everyone was asked to rise. Everyone applauded. Some people 

from the audience shouted ‘Gus Dur, wo ai ni’ which means ‘Gus Dur, I love you!’ in Mandarin. 

The MC announced the arrival of the ex-president by saying, ‘Let us welcome “Bapak 

Tionghoa” (the Father of Chinese-Indonesians)’. A few middle-aged Chinese-Indonesians in 
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front of me said to each other, ‘It should be “Bapak Bangsa” (The Father of the Nation), rather 

than “Bapak Tionghoa”’. The program had been carefully planned so that a balanced 

combination of ‘traditional’ Chinese cultural performances, and Indonesian regional and 

nationalist songs and cultural dances were presented (field notes, 17/08/2004).    

 

The comment about the more appropriate way of addressing Gus Dur – “Bapak 

Bangsa” instead of “Bapak Tionghoa” – is illuminating. It seems that some Chinese 

are uncomfortable or even defensive about being seen as exclusive. The preference for 

the term “Bapak Bangsa” also implies that Gus Dur was invited because of his 

national and religious significance rather than his connections with the Chinese 

“community”. Apart from his acknowledgement that he had Chinese blood in his 

ancestry, Gus Dur was ceremonially recognised by a Chinese temple in Semarang in 

2004 as “Bapak Tionghoa” for his contribution to the struggles of the ethnic Chinese 

in Indonesia (see “Gus Dur” 2004).  

 

In fact, the May 1998 tragedy has become a reference point in the form of a “common 

past, tied together by way of a history that displays reverence for its heroes” to which 

the victims could refer “to invoke the spirit of Indonesian nationalism” (Purdey 2003: 

428). Interestingly, this is notwithstanding the fact that some of the violence in 1998 

was assumed to be orchestrated by the state and the memory it engendered. In the case 

of the Chinese, organisations like PSMTI recognised the two ethnic Chinese youth, 

Hendriawan Sie and Yap Yun Hap – killed in the May 1998 and the September 1998 

student movements respectively – as heroes of the Reformasi movement. 30  The 

“nationalism of common suffering” bonds not only the Chinese who suffered from the 

                                                 
30 This is exemplified in the book published by the general chairman of PSMTI, Tedy Jusuf, in which 
brief biographies of Hendriawan Sie and Yap Yun Hap were published under the heading “Riwayat 
Hidup Pahlawan Reformasi Etnis Tionghoa” (The Biography of Ethnic Chinese Reformasi Heroes) 
(see Jusuf 2000: xi – xiv). 
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May violence, but also other minority ethnic victims and survivors like the Acehnese, 

Papuan, Ambonese , Madurese and others “who are situated on the margines of the 

nationalist story” (ibid).  

 

The importance of the May event is also exemplified in a meeting between the 

chairman of INTI Jakarta, Benny G. Setiono, and the committees of the youth division 

of INTI Jakarta, FPMP (Forum Pemuda Mahasiswa dan Pelajar or Forum for Youth, 

Tertiary and Secondary Students).31 Setiono repeatedly reminded the youth committee 

not to forget the significance of the May riots and the sufferings that the Chinese had 

experienced. He was very concerned that the young people would leave the incident 

behind them and carry on with their everyday activities (field notes, 16/03/2004). To 

Setiono, the victimhood experience has become the common bond that unites the 

Chinese as well as the driving force for their struggle for rights and equality. Setiono’s 

preoccupation with the discourses of victimhood can also be seen in his speech at the 

Forum Silaturahmi Anak Bangsa (Forum for Good Relationships amongst 

Indonesians) in which he reiterated the victimisation of the ethnic Chinese throughout 

Indonesian history before calling for reconciliation and the restoration of citizenship 

rights to the ethnic Chinese (field notes, 03/05/2004).32 Ang reminds us that,  

 

[T]he narrativisation of victimisation and victimhood on the public stage marks an important 

moment for self-empowerment for previously subordinated or oppressed peoples, paving the 

way for efforts to redress past injustice and present disadvantage…. But, in their very 

                                                 
31 Benny Setiono is also a co-founder of ELKASA (Lembaga Kajian Masalah Kebangsaaan or Institute 
for the Study of Nationality Issues), a think tank on nation-building. He authored an 1156-page book on 
Chinese-Indonesians entitled “Tionghoa dalam Pusaran Politik” (The Ethnic Chinese amidst Political 
Turmoil) in 2003.    
32 The Forum was an initiative to unite the military (TNI), Indonesian Communist Party (PKI), Darul 
Islam and the Chinese community through national reconciliation (see the website of Forum 
Silaturahmi Anak Bangsa at www.fsab.or.id).  
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proliferation, discourses and narratives of victimhood … fail to provide subjects in history with 

a complex and even handed sense of their own past… (2001b: 21). 

 

In this respect, even though the discourse of victimhood may enable the Chinese to 

occupy the moral high ground, it does not provide a comprehensive understanding of 

the Chinese-Indonesian predicament nor does it propose any solution for the future. 

Hence, Chinese organisations need an identity that goes beyond the disempowering 

narrative of victimhood and victimisation to more effectively imagine themselves in 

national belonging (Ang 2001b). 

 

Inter-generational dynamics  

 

As discussed above, the older generation dominates the scene of post-Suharto ethnic-

based Chinese organisations, while the younger generation is more active in anti-

discrimination groups. 33  Before discussing further, it will be useful to define the 

rather vague concept of “older” and “younger” generation. 34 In general, the “older” 

generation here refers to the 60-year-olds and above, who may have been active in the 

left-wing Chinese organisation, Baperki, before its closure in 1965 and who 

experienced the 1965 anti-Chinese and anti-communist movements. Almost all 

leaders of elite Chinese organisations in post-Suharto Indonesia (e.g. PSMTI and INTI) 

belong to this generation. They are said to be interested in reviving the splendid days 

of pre-Suharto Chinese activism and often use Baperki as their reference point. The 

younger generation, on the other hand, are those between 20 and 40-years-old, most 

                                                 
33 Different aspects of ethnic Chinese generational difference have been explored in previous studies 
(see for example, Hendrati 1975; Thung 1998). 
34 The following discussions are informed by a gathering with young Chinese activists in Jakarta on 
29/05/2004. The age groups discussed are only a general guideline and should not be considered as 
absolute and inflexible.  
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of whom were either in high school or university during the 1998 anti-Chinese riots 

and student movements. This age group makes up the activists in anti-discrimination 

groups and non-ethnic oriented movements in post-1998 Indonesia. People of the 

other two age groups (40-60) and (below 20) are generally silent in post-1998 politics 

because they were too young to appreciate the momentum of the 1965 and 1998 

events at the time the events took place.35 Members of these groups were raised in the 

relatively stable political environments after the 1965 or 1998 events: the former were 

shaped as non-political economic animals during the New Order and the latter grew 

up as part of the care-free MTV generation (see Sutton 1998). 

 

There are major differences between the generations: the younger generation activists 

are full of idealism but lack funding, while the older generation elite leaders have the 

capital but lack progressiveness. As Wahyu, the leader of GANDI, explains: 

 

Perhaps the younger generation is more progressive and more flexible. They always hold on to 

the humanist principle – that everyone is equal below the law – that needs to be achieved. The 

older generation are [too focused] on their past experience. It is true that the Chinese experience 

in Indonesia has not been good. [For instance], the mass killing by the Dutch [in 1740] and the 

1965 incident. As a result of their dire experiences, [the older generation] become hesitant [to 

act]. The objective of both generations may be the same, but the older generation have too much 

apprehension. While the younger generation are more progressive, it doesn’t mean that they are 

not concerned about the lessons [of the Chinese experience] from history … but they have high 

spirit and energy to achieve their objective in a more efficient manner (interview, 33, male, 

05/01/2005). 

 

                                                 
35 The age groups referred to here are as of 2004 when the field research was conducted.  
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In general, the older generation are more cautious in their activism compared to the 

younger activists. The political trauma that they experienced taught them not to be too 

sanguine even though Indonesia is moving towards democracy. This caution is 

encapsulated in the Chinese idiom “ju an si wei” – which means one should think 

about potential dangers even when one is living in a peaceful and stable environment. 

This expression was used by a 70-year-old director of a Chinese press to decribe the 

way the Chinese should live in Indonesia (interview, 18/05/2004).  

 

Most older generation leaders of the elite Chinese organisations are either retired or 

semi-retired, and some are reasonably affluent.36 Hence it is not surprising that these 

organisations can afford to organise high budget activities like ostentatious concerts 

and big seminars in luxurious hotels. One young Chinese activist commented, 

 

Leaders of elite Chinese organisations are more concerned about the quantity rather than the 

quality of people who attend their activities. They hold flashy seminars in big hotels and provide 

buffet lunches. The free lunch often attracts a large crowd to attend. Huge turnouts make the 

senior leaders happy despite the fact that many people only come for the food (field notes, 

29/05/04).  

 

Such a comment may seem too disparaging a generalisation as it indiscriminately 

discredits the usefulness of the seminars. Quality aside, these seminars have facilitated 

a place for Chinese activists, young and old, to come together. While the format and 

content of the seminars are hierarchical and highly controlled to reflect the hegemony 

of the organising body, the lunch/tea breaks in between often become a vibrant space 

for networking, critique, gossip and the exchange of ideas. Nevertheless, apart from 

                                                 
36 For example, former General Chairman of INTI, Eddy Lembong, owns a large pharmaceutical 
company called Pharos.  
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the young activists, most participants of the seminars belong to an older generation 

(see Figure 5.12). In general, Chinese-Indonesian youth still remain largely 

uninterested in social movements and political seminars.   

 

On the other hand, most non ethnic-based NGOs led by younger generation Chinese-

Indonesians obtained their funding from international aid agencies. These funds 

dwindled as the funding agencies gradually lost interest in the May 1998 incident and 

as there are more troubled areas in Indonesia that require attention (Tjhin 2004a: 632-

3). As a consequence, some NGOs have been forced to halt their activities and the 

activists have had to look for work in order to support themselves and their family. 

One informant who was dissatisfied with the attitude of the younger generation, who 

prioritise work over activism, made the following remark:  

 

The older generation has funding and they really fight to revive the [positive] image and identity 

of the Chinese. However, the young ones [become activists] only for the ecstasy [and] only to 

become famous. Sometimes they do not know the difficulties of the struggle. All they want is to 

establish a name for themselves, so that people will know them. When they find themselves 

employment, they prioritise their job because that gives them money…. So instead of sacrificing 

for the [cause of the] Chinese people, from which they don’t make any money, they prefer to 

work [and earn money] (interview with Is Karyono Kosasih, the founder of the Communication 

Forum of Chinese-Indonesian Scholars, 12/11/2004). 

 

The informant identified young activists who have an agenda for themselves – 

whether it is self-establishment or earning money for livelihood – as selfish. There are 

indeed some young Chinese activists who want to establish themselves through 

activism. For instance, a young Chinese activist stated, “I want my name to be 

remembered in history…. I want to be like Soekarno-Hatta, I want roads to be named 
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after me” (interview, Andri Irawanto, 33 years old, 22/10/2004). However, this spirit 

can also be interpreted as semangat or zest that motivates young activists to strive 

harder and that differentiates them from the older generation. The informant also 

failed to acknowledge highly educated professionals such as Esther Indahyani Jusuf 

(lawyer, Chairwoman of SNB) and Rebeka Harsono (MA graduate from Monash 

University, Executive Director of LADI), who sacrificed their profession to commit to 

full time activism in anti-discrimination NGOs.  

 

While some young Chinese activists prefer to distinguish themselves from the social 

movements organised by the larger elite organisations, others choose to work together 

with the older generation to fight discrimination.37 There are also some Chinese youth 

who prefer to work within well-established Chinese organisations because these 

organisations have the facilities, funding and reputation that young activists lack. The 

youth division of INTI Jakarta, FPMP (Forum for Youth, Tertiary and Secondary 

Students), led by a university lecturer, is one example. The leader and the other 

committee members of FPMP think that it is more realistic to use INTI as their 

vehicle for their struggle rather than to establish their own NGO (field notes, 

29/05/2006). Below is an account of the first formal meeting between the committees 

of FPMP and the Chairman of INTI Jakarta, Benny G. Setiono. It illuminates the 

dynamics of power and the difference in agenda between the two generations: 

 

                                                 
37 One example of those younger generation organisations that distinguish themselves from the social 
movements led by the older generation is PARTI.  As Suryadinata wrote,  

When asked why well-established Chinese Indonesians were not included [in PARTI], Lieus 
[the leader of PARTI] replied, ‘We are independent, we have our own way, [and] we need no 
guidance. We don’t need senior Chinese leaders to back us. What for?’ (2001a: 510). 

However, young Chinese activists like Ester Jusuf (SNB), Wahyu Effendi (GANDI), Christine Tjhin 
(Centre of Strategic and International Studies, CSIS) and Stanley A. Prasetyo (Institute of Social 
Studies and Free Flow of Information, ISAI) work closely with PSMTI and INTI and are often invited 
to speak in seminars organised by these organisations. 
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Setiono began the meeting by expressing the concern and care of INTI towards the younger 

generation. He said INTI was ready to assist with the needs of youth by providing them with 

access to facilities at INTI’s building, which include a ping pong table, a pool table and a 

karaoke room. He encouraged them to hold regular meetings at this venue.  

 

The youth leader did not seem to be interested in the ping pong or pool table. He suggested to 

Benny that he wants to rent an office space for FPMP in West Jakarta where many ethnic 

Chinese university students reside. He also demanded a secretary at the office. Then a practical 

issue was raised:  who will pay the rent and the salary of the secretary? 

 

When it came to funding, Benny stressed that all INTI’s regional branches (including FPMP) 

were responsible for their own fundraising. They had to be independent to gather the funds they 

need. Then, Benny emphasised the importance of being united. He implied that he did not want 

to see internal conflicts between FPMP and INTI. He said, ‘We should unite for the interests of 

our struggle to solve the “Chinese Problem”’. Paradoxically, Benny was concerned that FPMP 

would become too independent as that would undermine his influence and power over FPMP.  

 

FPMP committees requested to have their own business cards. They contested the format of the 

business cards, especially the issue of whether the business cards should use the name and logo 

of INTI or FPMP. They preferred just the name and logo of FPMP, but Benny disagreed and 

insisted INTI’s name and logo be included (field notes, 16/03/2004). 

 

The exchange documented above highlights an unbalanced power relation between 

the two generations. Setiono’s gesture in encouraging the youth to hold activities at 

INTI’s office not only demonstrates the symbolic meaning of the building to INTI’s 

identity, but also implies that he is in charge of FPMP and its activities: he is the 

“boss” of INTI Jakarta and the building is the most visible emblem of his power. 

FPMP would be given autonomy to plan their own activities as long as they were 

within the space of the physical building of INTI, under the auspices and surveillance 
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of the “big brother”. The youth committees’ suggestion to have their own office space 

outside INTI’s building posed a potential threat of “separatism”. That prompted 

Setiono to remind them of the importance of “unity” through the imagination of a 

common vision. The negotiation of the format of FPMP’s business cards is not 

insignificant because business cards epitomise one’s identity. The contestation about 

which name and logo to use signifies FPMP’s unsuccessful attempt to establish their 

own identity, independent from INTI. 

 

The above account also underlines a difference in agenda between the two generations. 

Lack of understanding of the needs of Chinese youth is manifest in Setiono’s offer of 

facilities like the ping pong table and karaoke room. To him, and many other Chinese 

organisations that have established a youth wing, the youth division is a “decorative” 

token to demonstrate that youth issues have been addressed, young people have been 

represented and that the particular organisation is committed to train young people to 

replace the ageing management. However, in reality, the older generation still lack 

confidence and trust in the younger ones and so are not prepared to share their power 

with the youth leaders.38  

 

Women, politics and representation 

 

Women are under-represented in most of the post-1998 Chinese organisations. 

Despite there being a “Women’s Division” (or “funu tuan”, in Mandarin) in most 

Chinese organisations (comparable to the “Youth Division” mentioned above), the 

                                                 
38 On this topic, William Kwan, the director of IPI, argues that since the younger generation has wider 
exposure to issues like democracy, gender and the arts, the older generation should not try to dictate to 
them on what they should do or treat them like juniors, but should work with them like colleagues 
(interview, 31/05/2004).  
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voice of women is generally silent in these organisations. It is doubtful that the status 

of Chinese women can be improved through the Women’s Divisions as most of them 

are only concerned with social activities like dancing, karaoke, choir singing, cooking 

classes and arisan (neighbourhood savings club). Christine Tjhin, a female Chinese-

Indonesian researcher and activist, has been a critic of the low attention paid to gender 

equality and women’s political participation in Chinese organisations. As she 

conjectures,  

 

The hierarchy of ‘seniority’ and patriarchal culture which often impede the regeneration and 

empowerment of Chinese women is still very strong [in Chinese organisations]. It is a truly 

ironic [case of] minority discriminating [against] ‘the minority of minority’ (Tjhin 2004d).  

 

This “hierarchical” and “patriarchal” culture is also evident in seminars organised by 

elite Chinese organisations where most participants are men and where women’s 

voice is virtually unheard.39   

 

Nevertheless, the Women’s Division established by INTI (known as PINTI or 

Perempuan INTI) in 2004 is markedly different from those described above. Apart 

from the aforementioned social activities, PINTI also organises seminars on politics 

and the women’s movement. They are also concerned with women’s issues in 

Indonesia at large. For instance, in May 2004, they invited academic Siti Musdah to 

deliver a seminar on women’s sufferings in war-stricken regions like Ambon and 

Aceh (PINTI Quarterly Magazine 2004: 1). PINTI was also the only Chinese-

Indonesian women’s group that was invited to participate in the commemoration of 

                                                 
39 I noticed that in the question and answer session of a seminar men were privileged to ask questions. 
Women who raised their hands were denied the chance to speak as the moderator only picked men to 
speak (field notes, 21/02/2004).  
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the May 1998 event, “Gerakan Anti-Kekerasan, Sejuta Cahaya” (“A Million Lights, 

Anti-Violence Movement”), featuring candlelight parades at Monas (the national 

monument), organised by various NGOs for women and mothers (PINTI 2004: 3-4).40  

 

In addition, PINTI publishes a bilingual quarterly magazine called “Yinhua Funu” 

(Perempuan Indonesia Tionghoa or Chinese Indonesian Women) that focuses on 

social, political and cultural issues related to women and the ethnic Chinese in general. 

When asked why women’s issues are important to INTI, the female leader of PINTI 

asserted, “Just take a look at the activities in the organisation [INTI]: the decision 

makers are men but the implementers are women” (interview, 13/11/2004). However, 

she acknowledged that the members of PINTI are mostly 50 years old and above since 

young ethnic Chinese women are generally not interested in political or social 

movements. This point is attested in Tjhin’s statement: 

 

I am the only woman in the Chinese-Indonesian Youth Network. Sometimes male Chinese 

leaders and activists make comments like this: ‘Wow, you are such a role model, Chinese 

women should look up to you’. But I don’t think they mean it because when it comes to their 

daughter or their partner, they’d asked them not to be active [in social movements]. The women 

themselves are not interested either (interview, 22/11/2004).  

 

Tjhin’s frustration shows that apart from the lack of attention to gender inequality in 

most Chinese organisations, young Chinese women themselves are not attracted to the 

idea of being politically active.  

                                                 
40 This Commemoration takes the form of a rally for peace which called for an end to violence, 
including domestic violence. However, there was no mention of the rapes of Chinese women in May 
1998 in the commemoration (see “Sejuta” 2004). This may be due to the lack of official 
acknowledgement of the rapes by the Indonesian government or it can be a sign of social amnesia on 
the matter. For some reason, the rapes of May were rarely discussed within the Chinese movements, 
activisms and organisations that I participated during fieldwork in 2004.   
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However, there are many outstanding Chinese-Indonesian women in the limelight of 

mainstream Indonesia, notwithstanding the male-centric structure of Chinese politics. 

For instance, there are politicians like Mari E. Pangestu (the current Minister of Trade) 

and Ernawati Sugondo (member of the Jakarta Legislative Council); public 

intellectuals like sociologist Mely G. Tan (member of the National Commission on 

Violence Against Women or Komnas Perempuan); and young activists like Esther 

Jusuf (SNB) and Christine Tjhin (CSIS) to name a few, who are ethnic Chinese even 

though they do not necessarily represent Chinese interests in their professions and 

struggles.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has mapped the heterogeneity of Chinese organisations and politics in 

post-1998, democratising Indonesia. The simultaneous continuity and discontinuity, 

stability and flux, change and fixedness in contemporary Chinese organisations render 

generalisation impossible, let alone categorisation using simple dichotomies like 

totok/peranakan, ethnic/non-ethnic and cultural/political. The chapter has documented 

the nuances within and between Chinese organisations in order to promote an 

appreciation of the complexity of the scene. The dynamic post-Suharto political scene, 

dominated by the growth of democracy and civil society, has given rise to a healthy 

Chinese politics. Notwithstanding the ongoing political trauma suffered by many 

Chinese-Indonesians, the establishment of Chinese political parties and NGOs has 

enabled the ethnic Chinese to become more fully integrated into all facets of political 

life in Indonesia. The aims of these organisations are not simply to challenge the 
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historical stereotypes of the ethnic Chinese as “apolitical” and as “economic animals” 

but also to struggle for the retrieval of citizenship rights. Nevertheless, it is still 

unclear if the national symbols and nationalist discourses with which Chinese 

organisations attempt to authenticate themselves will be sufficient to enable them to 

live in equality with non-Chinese Indonesians.  

 

The ethnic Chinese participation in the 2004 elections highlighted the heterogeneous 

political views of the Chinese. Given the heterogeneity, internal conflicts and 

disagreements are unsurprising. One instance was the 2004 commemoration of the 

1998 May tragedy where PARTI was perceived as an unordained representative of the 

Chinese “community” and the ceremony was seen as a disgrace by many ethnic 

Chinese. Generational differences also account for the diversity of Chinese 

organisations. Knowing the youth will be the future leaders of the organisations, 

senior Chinese leaders welcome their participation in their organisations but are 

unwilling to share power with them. Many idealistic youth activists find non-ethnic 

based organisations more appealing, but struggle to survive due to lack of funding. 

Gender issues are still low or absent from the agenda of most Chinese organisations 

that are deeply embedded in a hierarchical and patriarchal culture. Despite their 

shortcomings, the unprecedented political activism promoted by post-Suharto Chinese 

organisations has changed the future of Chinese-Indonesians forever. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

“A Hundred Flowers Bloom”: The Re-emergence of the Chinese Press1

 

As a part of the “Assimilation Program” discussed in Chapter Three, Chinese 

publications and the use of Chinese language in public were officially banned during 

Suharto’s New Order. As a result, printed matter in Chinese characters that entered 

Indonesia was classified as a “prohibited import” (Heryanto 1999: 327). This 

prohibition came to an end after the fall of Suharto, as part of the process of 

democratisation and Reformasi. The post-Suharto era of Reformasi is thus celebrated 

for the dramatic revival of the freedom of the press and media in Indonesia and many 

previously banned as well as new publications have emerged since Suharto’s fall. The 

Chinese press and media joined this florescence and many new Chinese language 

daily newspapers and magazines soon appeared. A local Chinese media expert 

describes this period as “the time when a hundred flowers bloom (baihua qifang)” (Li 

Z.H. 2003a: 323).  

 

Juxtaposing the Chinese press in the pre-Suharto era with the current scene, it is 

possible to identify both continuity and discontinuity from the earlier Chinese press. 

On the one hand, most post-Suharto Chinese presses are operated by media 

practitioners who worked in this field during the pre-Suharto era. These people belong 

to an older generation and are mostly over 60 years of age. Their influence on the 

contemporary Chinese media has manifested in a focus on nostalgia and traditional 

Chinese culture. Notably, the Chinese press has become a “space” for these people, 

who had been silenced over the three previous decades, to speak out and socialise. 

                                                 
1 An earlier version of this chapter was published in Hoon (2006c). 
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However, it is unfortunate that the significance of the differences in experience, 

education, and language background between the older generation media practitioners 

and the potential younger generation readers has resulted in a limited readership 

amongst the younger generation.  

 

On the other hand, whereas the Chinese press in the past spoke to readers as 

“huaqiao”, or “Chinese sojourners”, the contemporary Chinese press is an ethnic 

press which seeks to address its audience as “huaren”, or “ethnic Chinese”, with 

multiple identities. This is not to say that they can ignore the “China factor” (Sun 

2006). In fact, this chapter demonstrates that there is a general obsession with China 

in the local Chinese press, whether deliberately or not. This transnational or diasporic 

imagination is motivated not only by globalisation of cultural products but also by the 

growing significance of the Chinese economy. The negotiations between the 

Indonesian-language Chinese press and the Chinese-language press, older generation 

media practitioners and younger generation readers, global and local, politics and 

culture, Chinese and Indonesian identities, constitute the core of this chapter. 

 

The aim here is to map the reemergence of the Chinese press after its disappearance 

from Indonesia’s public space. I shall commence with a brief historical overview of 

the Chinese press in Indonesia and then explore issues related to representations of 

“Chineseness” through an analysis of several Chinese newspapers and magazines that 

re-emerged after 1998. The intention of this chapter is not simply to document the 

evolution of the Chinese press in Indonesia. Rather, it sets out to unpack the complex 

meaning of the terms “Chinese press” and “Chineseness” in Indonesia and, this, of 

course, cannot be understood without some knowledge of the historical background. 
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The focus of this chapter, however, is about how, in many ways, Chinese identities in 

Indonesia are negotiated and reflected through the development of the local Chinese 

press at different historical junctures. These negotiations first took place between the 

totok and peranakan Chinese identities during the colonial era; then between huaqiao 

(sojourners) and newly “imagined” Indonesian citizens’ (huaren) identities during the 

early Independence period when political and ideological competition had reached its 

climax in Indonesia.  

 

It would be impossible for today’s audience to understand the depth and complexity 

of identity contestation in today’s press without understanding the Chinese press 

during past eras. The prohibition of Chinese publications during Suharto’s era was 

important and scholars could not but generalise that the Chinese during Suharto’s 

regime were systematically “Indonesianised”, as if there were no identity politics or 

agency involved. However, the prohibition did not completely discontinue the 

tensions and negotiations between totok, peranakan, huaqiao and huaren identities. 

But due to the closure of the Chinese media, this negotiation has not been adequately 

documented.  

 

Defining the Chinese press in Indonesia 

 

I have discussed in the Introduction of the thesis that the Chinese are heterogeneous 

and can be grouped differently in different periods. Conventionally, they have been 

divided by scholars into two main groups, the China-oriented totok and the 

acculturated peranakan. During colonial times and up until the early period of 

Indonesia’s Independence, the term “Chinese press” referred to publications in the 
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Chinese-Malay language (also known as the peranakan press) as well as those 

published in the Chinese language. In fact, the peranakan press first emerged in the 

archipelago in the early 1900s, that is, a decade before the first Chinese-language 

press was published. The emergence of the peranakan press was inspired by the rise 

of pan-Chinese nationalism at the end of the nineteenth century. The peranakan press 

experienced a reawakened sense of Chinese identity whereby the Chinese people were 

attempting to rediscover their roots by demanding “Chinese stories or something 

about China and about themselves in a language that they were familiar with” 

(Suryadinata 1978b: 131). Chinese-language newspapers were published as part of the 

growing Chinese-speaking totok community.  

 

From the emergence of the first peranakan newspaper in 1900 up to the Japanese 

Occupation, there were at least 45 peranakan newspapers and seven Chinese-

language newspapers published in Indonesia (Pandiangan 2003; Suryadinata 2004c: 

187-190). Almost half of the peranakan press appeared in the 1920s. During the 

1920s and early 1930s, there were three different political streams within the 

peranakan community that were represented by three major newspapers: Sin Po, 

Siang Po and Sin Tit Po. Sin Po promoted Chinese nationalism and anti-Dutch 

colonialism and represented the orientation of both China-oriented totok and 

peranakan. Siang Po was a pro-Dutch colonial government paper and represented the 

interests of the upper-class pro-Dutch Chinese business organisations. Sin Jit Po, 

which changed its name to Sin Tit Po in 1929, promoted Indonesian nationalism 

among peranakan Chinese (Suryadinata 1978b: 134; Li Z.H. 2003a: 84). The 

peranakan press during the Dutch colonial era was characterised not by their business 

interests but by their idealism and engagement with political orientations. As 
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Pandiangan describes, “[t]he peranakan Chinese press did not simply report events; it 

opened up a space for a dialogue” (2003: 408). Hence, this press was an extremely 

powerful instrument that not only documented what was happening but actively 

engaged in the construction of discourses and development of the Chinese society in 

that period. In fact, most of the famous peranakan Chinese figures that fought for the 

rights and shaped the national identity of the Chinese, and joined hands with 

Indonesia’s nationalists to struggle for the nation’s Independence, had a prominent 

role in the press.  

 

However, after the closure of Chinese schools and the Chinese press in 1966, most 

Chinese were “Indonesianised” as they were forced to enrol in Indonesian-medium 

schools (Suryadinata 1978b: 32). Hence, it can be said that most Chinese who are 

below 50 years of age do not read or write Chinese. This also implies a breakdown of 

the dichotomy between totok and peranakan. The Chinese in post-Suharto era tend to 

identify themselves as “Chinese-Indonesians” since the terms totok and peranakan 

can no longer represent the heterogeneity of Chinese identity.2 Furthermore, standard 

Bahasa Indonesia rather than Chinese-Malay language is used in the contemporary 

Indonesian-language Chinese press. Hence, the section on “post-Suharto era” below 

uses the phrase “Indonesian-language Chinese press” to refer to the post-Suharto 

Chinese press published in Bahasa Indonesia and “Chinese-language press” to refer to 

those that are published in Chinese. The term “Chinese press” is used, loosely, 

                                                 
2 The stance against using totok and peranakan distinction is contrary to Suryadinata’s (2004a) paper 
on ethnic Chinese literature in Indonesia where he still uses this dichotomy to describe post-Suharto 
Chinese-Indonesian literature. Suryadinata’s insistence on using the traditional binary implies an 
assumption of identity as static, inflexible, singular, essentialist and unchanging. This simplistic 
understanding of identity has undermined the representation of the complexity of Chinese identity in 
contemporary Indonesia. The dichotomy between totok and peranakan needs to be deconstructed rather 
than perpetuated.  
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throughout this chapter to describe both the Indonesian-language Chinese press and 

Chinese-language press in Indonesia. 

 

Sin Po and the history of the Chinese press 

 

“Older generation Indonesians, be they natives or Chinese, none of them have not 

heard of Sin Po” (my trans., Li Z.H. 2003a: 1). Sin Po was a weekly peranakan 

newspaper that was established by young peranakan Chinese in Jakarta on 1 October 

1910. Sin Po became a daily newspaper in 1912 to meet rising demand and soon 

became one of the largest Malay newspapers in the Dutch East Indies (Li Z.H. 2003a: 

2). The political objective of Sin Po was to promote Chinese nationalism. It positioned 

itself in opposition to Siang Po and took a strong stance against Dutch colonialism 

(see Li Z.H. 2003a: 1). Sin Po also shared the vision of Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan (the 

Chinese organisation), the first pan-Chinese organization founded in Jakarta in 1900, 

to “resinicise” the peranakan by fostering Chinese education and culture. 3  It 

published articles critiquing “corrupt” Chinese customs and traditions practised by the 

peranakan Chinese, as well as articles on classical Chinese literature such as ‘The 

Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ (see Suryadinata 2002c: 53 and Li Z.H. 2003a: 2). 

 

Sin Po first published its Chinese version (Xin Bao) in February 1921. Suryadinata 

argues that Xin Bao was probably the first Chinese language daily in Indonesia (1978b: 

137). The number of Chinese language newspapers rose rapidly after 1920. It has 

been noted that the Chinese language press took a more vigorous stance against the 

                                                 
3 Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan was established to reform the “corrupt” Chinese customs practised by the 
peranakan, to promote Confucianism and to provide Chinese education with a modern curriculum (see 
Kwee 1969). 
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Japanese than their peranakan counterparts (Suryadinata 1978b: 138). Xin Bao 

actively promoted anti-Japanese propaganda and mobilised the overseas Chinese to 

raise funds to support the war against the Japanese invasion of China (Li Z.H. 2003a: 

10-11).  

 

During the Japanese Occupation, all Chinese language and most peranakan 

newspapers were closed down and many Chinese journalists were put in concentration 

camps because of their anti-Japanese sentiments. The exceptions were Matahari and 

Hong Po whose sympathies were with the Japanese, despite protests from Chinese 

communities (Suryadinata 1978b: 134; Pandiangan 2003: 407 and 409).  

 

After the war and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, Chinese 

language newspapers were polarised into pro-Beijing and pro-Taiwan camps. Xin Bao 

and Shenghuo Bao belonged to the former camp while Tiansheng Ribao and 

Zhonghua Shangbao represented the voice of the Kuomintang and were robustly anti-

Communist. These newspapers’ different political orientations often involved them in 

a “war of words” (Li Z.H. 2003a: 19).4 Xin Bao mainly reported news related to the 

building of the new China and of Chinese societies in Indonesia. It still strongly 

identified itself as a “huaqiao” (sojourner) press and encouraged the local Chinese to 

unite and show their support for China. In the cultural sphere, Xin Bao still actively 

promoted Chinese culture and education, especially through the supplementary 

section (fu kan) of its newspaper (Li Z.H. 2003a: 19). 

 

                                                 
4 The leftist newspapers accused the Kuomintang of being the running dog of the United States and 
blamed them for almost giving China away to the imperialists. Meanwhile the rightist newspapers 
accused the Communist Party of China of trying to sell China to the USSR and propagated support for 
Chiang Kai Shek to invade mainland China (Li Z.H. 2003a: 19). 
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The supplementary section of the Chinese press played a crucial role in the 

development of language and culture. It provided a space for writers to contribute 

their articles or stories. These writings often represented the discourses that were 

dominant in the society at that time. Many Chinese who later became important 

figures in politics and literature in Indonesia were contributors to either the Chinese or 

Indonesian version of Sin Po and other Chinese newspapers.  

 

Sin Po contributed significantly to shaping what is today referred to as Bahasa 

Indonesia. Many Chinese (mostly Hokkien) words – most of which are related to food 

– have become an integral part of the Indonesian language. And many of the words 

that are used in everyday Indonesian language such as teh (tea), kecap (soy sauce), 

juhi (cuttlefish), kue (cakes), tahu (tofu) and soto (meat soup), have their origin in a 

Chinese dialect (see Li Z.H. 2003a: 26; Kong 2005: 194-235).  

 

The ideological struggles between right-wing and left-wing Chinese language 

newspapers continued until February 1958 when a regional rebellion took place in 

central Sumatra against the central Indonesian government. Taipei was accused of 

giving its support to this rebellion (Li Z.H. 2003a: 363). Consequently, all Chinese 

language newspapers were banned in April 1958, although left-wing Chinese 

language newspapers were allowed to republish a month later (Suryadinata 1978b: 

139). In 1960, all Chinese language newspapers were once again banned following a 

major anti-Chinese outbreak in Indonesia. The ban was only lifted when Sino-

Indonesia relations had improved (Suryadinata 1978b: 139). However, the status of 
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the Chinese-language press after 1960 was very uncertain and always subject to 

closure by the government.5  

 

During the Guided Democracy period (1959-65), peranakan newspapers were under 

pressure to employ more indigenous Indonesians and to change their newspaper’s 

name to an Indonesian name (Suryadinata 1978b: 136). Sin Po first changed its name 

to Panca Warta, and later changed it to Warta Bakti - a name given by President 

Sukarno (Li Z.H. 2003a: 43).6 This change of name also represented a shift in identity 

for Sin Po: from promoting Chinese nationalism and embracing a “huaqiao” identity 

to espousing Indonesian nationalism and endorsing Indonesian nationality. By this 

time many Chinese had already become Indonesian citizens (ibid).  

 

Xin Bao only reemerged in November 1963 after having been forced by the 

government to close down in 1958. It changed its name to Zhongcheng Bao (which 

literally means “loyal newspaper”), the Chinese translation of Warta Bakti. The 

reemergence of Xin Bao gave the Chinese-language press in Indonesia a facelift. After 

1963 it had to forsake its “huaqiao” mentality and shift its orientation and loyalty 

entirely to Indonesia, as it was now owned by Indonesian nationals (Suryadinata 

1978b: 140; Li Z.H. 2003a: 43). Zhongcheng Bao published the President’s speeches 

and political thoughts every day on the front page of the daily (Li Z.H. 2003a: 44).  

 

                                                 
5 For instance, Zhengzhi Xuanyan Bao (Harian Manipol) that was established in Medan in 1961 only 
lasted for five months. Another daily that appeared in Surabaya called Hong Bai Bao was also banned 
in 1962 (see Suryadinata 1978b: 139-40).  
6 According to Krishna Sen and David Hill, “[d]uring the early years of Independence the press was 
dubbed by President Sukarno a ‘tool of the Revolution’, responsible for energising and mobilising 
public opinion. Political parties became sponsors of the medium” (2000: 52). This phenomenon could 
also be seen in Warta Bakti which disseminated Sukarto’s political thoughts and supported the 
integration ethnic policy of Baperki (see Li Z.H. 2003a:45-6).  
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However, the Chinese-language press was short-lived after 1960. On 30 September 

1965, the PKI (Indonesian Communist Party) and Beijing were allegedly involved in a 

coup attempt. Together with left-wing peranakan papers such as Warta Bakti, all 

Chinese language newspapers were indiscriminately branded pro-PKI and banned in 

October 1965. Most directors, editors and journalists were arrested and detained on 

Buru Island without due legal process, marking the end of Sin Po and the other 

Chinese newspapers (both Indonesian and Chinese language) in Indonesia 

(Pandiangan 2003: 413). 

 

Suharto’s New Order – the “dark ages” for the Chinese press  

 

Chinese-Indonesian writers have called Suharto’s regime the “dark ages” of Chinese 

culture because all “three treasures” (san bao) of Chinese culture – Chinese 

organisations, Chinese-medium schools and Chinese media – were banned by the 

New Order government (Li Z.H. 2003a: 323; Yinhua Zhisheng July 2004: 14).7 After 

1966, Chinese publications and the use of Chinese language in public were officially 

banned in Indonesia. No Chinese language press was permitted except the 

government-sponsored Yindunixiya Ribao (Harian Indonesia or Indonesia Daily) 

which aimed to convey the official voice of the government to the Chinese 

community, especially to those who did not read Bahasa Indonesia.  

 

The editors of The Indonesia Daily were native Indonesians who were related to the 

military newspaper Berita Yudha (Suryadinata 1978b: 140-1). Coppel notes that all 

                                                 
7 Suryadinata refers to Chinese organisations, Chinese schools and Chinese media as the “three pillars” 
of Chinese culture (2004d: vii). Chinese-Indonesian writers tend to refer to these as the “three 
treasures” (san bao) of “Chineseness”. 
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copies of the Indonesia Daily were written first in Indonesian and then translated into 

Chinese (1983:162-3). The translations were checked carefully by Sinologists on the 

staff. This newspaper was known to be a tool used by the military to indoctrinate the 

Chinese community with new restrictions during the New Order. The secretary-

general of the Indonesia Hakka Association, Sudharmono, argued that, “[t]he paper 

was a lie, to make the world think that we [Chinese-Indonesians] were not oppressed” 

(cited in Djalal 2001).  

 

The relationship between The Indonesia Daily and Chinese-Indonesians can be 

described as a love-hate relationship – they valued this newspaper, yet, at the same 

time, despised it. According to Sukisman, the chief editor of The Indonesia Daily, the 

newspaper reached its circulation peak in the early 1990s, when about 100,000 copies 

were sold everyday. He also noted that the advertisement contents of the newspaper 

were mostly obituaries, marriage and divorce notifications, and announcements of the 

opening of new businesses (“Era” 2001). This shows that The Indonesia Daily played 

a key role in mediating information within the Chinese community in Indonesia 

during an era when no other Chinese news media were allowed. Chinese-Indonesian 

writers also strategically utilised the supplementary section of this newspaper to 

publish their articles and poems (Wen in Li Z.H. 2004: 368-9). Hence, in spite of the 

resentment of the military control of this newspaper, ironically, it became one of the 

“agencies” that enabled the Chinese to be informed about their “community” and 

prevented Chinese-language literature from disappearing from the face of Indonesia.  
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“Out of darkness” – Chinese press in post-Suharto’s Indonesia  

 

“After experiencing over three decades of darkness, the Chinese-Indonesian press can 

finally welcome the light of the morning sun!” (my trans., Huang in Li 2004: 391). 

 

To the Chinese “community”, especially those who had been deprived of the 

opportunity to use Chinese language and read Chinese publications, the post-Suharto 

era signifies an end to “darkness” and the beginning of light.8 President Abdurrahman 

Wahid’s lifting of the official ban on Chinese printed matter on 21 February 2001 was 

hailed by The International Chinese News Weekly (Yazhou Zhoukan) as a “joyous 

moment for the second springtime” of Chinese culture.9  

 

An increase in Chinese-language publications also led to rivalry and competition 

among publishers, all fighting for a slice of the sales and readership pie. Even The 

Indonesia Daily, the only permitted Chinese newspaper in Suharto’s Indonesia, has 

been confronted with the challenge posed by its rival publishing counterparts and 

declared that it no longer represents the official voice.10 However, many Chinese still 

resent its controversial role during the New Order, and only read it for its obituaries.  

 

 

                                                 
8 Li Z.H. described the experience of the Chinese press in post-Suharto era as being able to “see clear 
sky again” (cong jian tian ri) (2003a: 323). Another writer described it as being able to “see light 
again” (cong jian guang ming) (see Xing 2004: 14). 
9 The front page of The International Chinese News Weekly (Yazhou Zhoukan) is entitled “Lifting the 
ban on Chinese Culture in Indonesia: Jakarta welcomes the second springtime for Chinese” (see The 
International Chinese News Weekly (Yazhou Zhoukan) 12-18/03/2001:28-31). 
10 The Indonesia Daily was reported to have frequently criticised the Indonesian government after the 
fall of Suharto (see The International Chinese Newsweekly (Yazhou Zhoukan) 12-18/03/2001:31). 
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Below is a list of Chinese publications that circulated in Jakarta after 1998:11

Name of 
Publication 
(Chinese, 
Indonesian, 
English, if 
any) 

Type of 
Publication 

Starting 
Date of 
Publication 

Price 
(Rupiah)

Language 
used 

Still existed 
in 2004? 

Yindunixiya 
Ribao, 
Harian 
Indonesia, 
Indonesia 
Daily 

Daily  12/09/1966 1, 300 Used to be 
in Chinese 
and 
Indonesian. 
Now all in 
Chinese. 

Yes 

Yinni yu 
Dongxie, 
Indonesia and 
ASEAN 

Monthly 
Magazine 

1990 (in 
Hong Kong) 

- Chinese Changed 
name to 
Xinyindong 

Suar 168 Weekly 
Tabloid 

October 
1998 

- Indonesian No 

Sinergi 
Bangsa 

Monthly 
Magazine 

November 
1998 

- Indonesian Changed to 
Sinergi 
Indonesia 

Simpatik Bulletin January 
1999 

- Indonesian No 

Yinhua 
Zhisheng, 
Voice of 
Indonesian 
Chinese  

Monthly 
Magazine 

July 1999 7, 500  Chinese Yes 

Huawen 
Youbao, 
Mandarin Pos 

Tabloid January 
2000 

- Indonesian 
and 
Chinese 

No 

Xin Sheng  
Ribao, 
Harian Hidup 
Baru, 
New Life 
Daily 

Daily 18 February 
2000 

1, 500 Chinese No (Closed 
in July 2002) 

Suara Baru Monthly 
Magazine 

February 
2000 

- Indonesian No 

He Ping 
Ribao, 
Harian 
Perdamaian, 
Peaceful Daily  

 
Daily 

 
March 2000 

-  
Chinese 

 
No (Closed 
in end of 
2002) 

                                                 
11 Some of the information in the table is adapted from (Pandiangan 2004: 414-5). This rest is from my 
own collection of Chinese newspapers and magazines, as well as from interviews that I have conducted 
with the management of some Chinese newspapers.  
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Zhinan Ribao, 
Compass 
Daily 

Online 
Newspaper 

09 
September 
2000 

- Chinese No 

Qiandao 
Ribao, 
Harian 
Nusantara, 
Archipelago 
Daily 

 
Daily 

 
10 October 
2000 

 
1, 500 

 
Chinese 

 
Yes 

Cao Pu Zhi 
Guang, 
Sinar Glodok, 
Light of 
Glodok 

Newspaper 
published 
twice a 
week 

- 1, 500 Indonesian Yes 

Guo Ji Ribao, 
International 
Daily 

Daily 01 April 
2001 

2, 500 Chinese Yes 

Shi Jie Ribao, 
Universal 
Daily 

Daily 08 June 
2001 

2, 500 Chinese Yes 

Yindunixiya 
Shangbao, 
Bisnis 
Indonesia, 
Business 
Indonesia 

Daily - 2, 500 Chinese Yes 

Hu Sheng, 
Media 
Aspirasi, 
Aspirations 

Monthly 
Magazine 

July 2002 6, 000 Chinese Yes 

Sinergi 
Indonesia 
Previously 
Sinergi 
Bangsa) 

Monthly 
Magazine 

March 2003 10, 000 Indonesian Yes 

Xin Yindong 
(Previously 
Yinni yu 
Dongxie, 
Indonesia and 
ASEAN)  

Fortnightly 
Magazine 

Changed 
name in 
2004 

7, 500 Chinese Yes 

Shoudu 
Zhoukan, 
Mingguan 
Ibukota, 
Capital 
Weekly 

Weekly 
Tabloid 

May 2004 3, 000 Chinese Yes 

Tempo 
Interactive  

Online 
Newspaper 

2004 - Chinese Yes 
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The Indonesian-language Chinese press: a humble start 

 

It can be seen from the table above that most of the Chinese publications were 

published in the Chinese language. There were only five Indonesian-language Chinese 

publications that emerged in post-1998 Jakarta: Suar 168, SIMPATIK, Sinergi Bangsa, 

Sinar Glodok and Suara Baru. None of them was a daily newspaper. Nevertheless, 

most of them have ceased publication after a few years except for Sinergi Indonesia 

(under new name and management) and Sinar Glodok, which still existed in 2004. 

 

Most Indonesian-language Chinese press died out a few years after their establishment. 

There are several reasons that explain why they did not gain much popularity from the 

Indonesian-speaking Chinese who form the majority of the younger generation 

audience. The first reason is related to the general decline in today’s reading culture. 

The printed press faces serious challenges from other media such as radio, television 

and the Internet which have successfully won over the interests of the younger 

generation. Secondly, the demise of the Chinese press in 1966 forced the Chinese to 

read mainstream Indonesian language publications. Indeed, most Chinese-Indonesians 

are used to reading mainstream Indonesian publications, so that “Chinese” issues in 

the Chinese press may seem foreign to them. This is the case despite the fact that 

some mainstream newspapers have always demonised the Chinese (this point will be 

further discussed later). Moreover, the mainstream Indonesian press is generally more 

well-established and professional in its coverage than the newly emerged small-scale 

Chinese press. Hence, if the price of Chinese and mainstream publications is the same, 

we would expect people to buy mainstream publications for their more up-to-date 
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news, and professional and wider coverage, rather than the narrow-focus Chinese 

press. 

 

Other reasons for the short life span of the Indonesian-language Chinese press are 

related to the nature, content and coverage of these publications. For instance, the 

tabloid Suar 168 was predominantly concerned with interpreting Chinese culture in 

the context of Indonesian society and tended to avoid political discussions 

(Pandiangan 2003: 416). Pandiangan noted that this kind of focus “is a post-1998 

trend that taps into a widespread nostalgia in the Chinese community for an open 

discussion of their culture, which had been virtually taboo for so long” (ibid). I argued 

elsewhere that the obsession with reviving Chinese culture and indulging in nostalgia 

would not satisfy the demand of the younger readers who are more interested in 

contemporary political and social issues (Hoon 2004a: 14). 

 

However, not all of the Indonesian-language Chinese press focused on Chinese 

culture. In fact, SIMPATIK, Suara Baru and Sinergi Bangsa (changed to Sinergi 

Indonesia in 2003) were all more interested in non-cultural matters such as politics, 

social issues and economics (Pandiangan 2003: 416). These magazines focused on the 

eradication of discrimination and upholding justice in the community. They also 

attempted to reconstruct Chinese-Indonesian identity after the May 1998 riots.  

 

SIMPATIK was a monthly bulletin published by the Jakarta-based Chinese-Indonesian 

Youth Solidarity for Justice Movement (SIMPATIK), an organisation that was set up 

after the riots in May 1998 (Pandiangan: 416-8). This organisation was very active 

after the riots in exposing the injustice and discrimination that had been experienced 
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by the Chinese in Indonesia. However, as time passed and the riots slowly became an 

event of the past, this organisation began to lose its zeal and became inactive. Thus, 

its bulletin also disappeared. Suara Baru was also a monthly magazine published by a 

Chinese-Indonesian organisation in Jakarta – INTI (The Chinese-Indonesian 

Association). Some sponsors of Suara Baru decided to cut back financial support for 

the magazine because they thought that a magazine that focused on politics was too 

sensitive and dangerous.12 This shows that although Reformasi and democratisation 

have been taking place in Indonesia, some Chinese still tend to avoid politics due to 

the trauma they experienced in the persecution of 1965 and the anti-Chinese violence 

of 1998. 

 

Idealistic press struggling to survive in a commercial world – Sinergi Indonesia 

 

After SIMPATIK and Suara Baru came to a halt, Sinergi Indonesia became the only 

Indonesian-language Chinese press in Indonesia to focus on political and social issues, 

especially those related to the Chinese minority. Sinergi Indonesia is a monthly 

magazine published by Indonesia Sinergy Research Institute (Lembaga Kajian Sinergi 

Indonesia) headed by a former member of Baperki, Tan Swie Ling. Tan argues that 

the Chinese-language press that have reemerged have been too obsessed with the 

euphoria of the lifting of the ban on Chinese language and culture, and have 

overlooked the importance of finding a solution to the “Chinese Problem”. The main 

objectives of Sinergi Indonesia are to educate Chinese-Indonesians about politics, 

since they have been separated from the political world for more than three decades. 

They aim to “straighten up” (meluruskan) the misperceptions and prejudices about 

                                                 
12 This information was given to me in an interview with a Chinese-Indonesian media observer and 
activist in Jakarta.  
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Chinese-Indonesians perceived by Indonesian society; and to create a new approach to 

accommodate or synergise Chinese-Indonesians beyond the assimilation and 

integration approaches (interview, 02/06/2004; see Figure 6.1).  

 

To achieve its objectives, Sinergi Indonesia focuses on Indonesian politics and history 

and the discrimination that Chinese-Indonesians continue to experience. It discusses 

and constructs discourses on how Chinese people should live and be accepted as an 

integral part of Indonesian society. It also covers many issues that were taboo during 

the Suharto era such as the G30S or September 30 Movement in 1965. This is not 

surprising since the editors of the press belong to an older generation and are inclined 

to indulge in nostalgia for the past. In order to fulfill its “cultural mission” of 

reminding readers of their Chinese roots, Sinergi Indonesia also publishes articles on 

feng shui, Sam Kok (The Romance of the Three Kingdoms), Chinese medicine and 

Chinese traditions. However, these features, to my mind, do not add much attraction 

to the magazine because it is doubtful that many young people would be interested in 

these articles. 

 

The chief editor of Sinergi Indonesia acknowledges that young readers are not yet 

interested in this press (interview, 02/06/2004). The discrepancy between the media 

practitioners who mainly belong to an older generation and the potential younger 

generation readers reflects a “generation gap” dilemma which most of the post-

Suharto Chinese press face.  

 

There are two challenges that Sinergi Indonesia is confronted with, namely, skills in 

journalism and funding. In fact, these two problems are experienced by all the 

 227



Chinese press in post-Suharto Indonesia. The chief editor recognises that most of his 

staff were not professionally trained journalists. This magazine also does not receive 

much advertising and sponsorship from the Chinese “community” so the financial 

viability of the press is uncertain (interview, 02/06/2004) Perhaps this is a price that 

an idealistic press has to pay to stay alive in an increasingly commercialised world. 

 

Self-essentialism and the perpetuation of stereotypes – Sinar Glodok 

 

Sinar Glodok is a bi-weekly newspaper that is circulated in Glodok – the oldest 

“Chinatown” in Jakarta. Consisting of 12 pages, and covering mainly business news 

and advertisements, this newspaper is obviously commercially motivated. It reports 

on the business activities around the Glodok area and other major Chinese business 

districts such as Mangga Dua and Kelapa Gading. The commercial news includes 

news about the latest models and price lists of mobile phones and other technology 

products, new restaurants, property, gold and foreign exchange rates. 

 

This newspaper taps into and perpetuates the popular but unfavourable stereotype in 

Indonesia that the Chinese are “economic animals” and “apolitical”. Through its 

contents, we witness the production and circulation of the dehumanising stereotype of 

the Chinese. This can be seen not only in the newspaper’s business focus but also in 

its representations of “Chineseness”. For example, the column “apa siapa” (what and 

who) contains stories of successful Chinese figures, all of whom “coincidentally” 

have a profession in business. It also publishes cartoons of Chinese people who are 

(re)presented as traders, wearing Qing Dynasty Chinese costumes, with slanting eyes, 

pigtails and round caps (see Figure 6.2). In this way, Sinar Glodok has differentiated 
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itself from other mainstream Indonesian-language newspapers. I would argue that 

such stereotypes have dangerous potential.  

 

Although Sinar Glodok is not published in Chinese, it contains many interesting 

cultural features that display the Chinese identity of this newspaper. In some instances 

these features make it look even more “Chinese” than the Chinese-language press. 

According to Allen, “the symbolism of the choice of Chinese identity…is highly 

significant. It is a theme that had lain dormant for more than 30 years, and the very 

fact of its revivification is important” (2003: 392). For instance, on the top left corner 

of the cover page of this newspaper is the date of the current issue. Below the Western 

calendar 19-22 February 2004, it also shows the “Chinese” calendar: 29 Cia Gwee – 

03 Ji Gwee, Imlek 2555 (lunar year 2555), Shio Monyet (Year of Monkey) (see Figure 

6.3).13 This is interesting because none of the Chinese-language newspapers in Jakarta 

uses a “Chinese” calendar for its date. 

 

A cultural “mission” or effort to “resinicise” Chinese-Indonesian to be more 

conscious of their cultural values and traditions is one of the main objectives of most 

of the Chinese presses that emerged in post-Suharto Indonesia (this point will be 

elaborated further in a later section). One of the short stories mentioned above was 

about a successful Chinese businessman (his “Chineseness” is suggested in his 

Chinese name). When his acquaintance asked him what his secret of success was, he 

answered with a Chinese proverb (that was also the title of the story) about a “hard 

                                                 
13 The term “Chinese” is in quotation marks because the lunar calendar that is published in Sinar 
Glodok is more accurately described as a “Chinese-Indonesian” calendar because it represents a unique 
Chinese-Indonesian culture. Firstly, the language the calendar used is Hokkien rather than Mandarin. 
Secondly, the year 2555 is based on Confucius’ birthday rather than the real lunar year. To the best of 
the author’s knowledge, no Chinese calendar uses Confucius’ birth year as their first lunar year (see 
Chapter Four). 
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work” ethos. This story implied that people with Chinese values and work ethos 

would be more successful in doing business than those Indonesians who do not have 

these values.14 Similar to the cartoon section mentioned above, this story employed a 

metonym that essentialised the ethnic character of the Chinese: Chinese names stand 

for Chinese ethnicity and Chinese always (and only) enter into business as their 

occupation. In Allen’s words, “[t]he reductionist nature of metonymy leads to the 

essentialism of Chineseness…and the perpetuation, rather than the deconstruction, of 

commonly held stereotypes” (2003: 395). 

 

Another example of the effort of Sinar Glodok to “resinicise” its readers can be found 

in the column entitled “Tekat Sayang” (Aixin man tianxia or “Love is everywhere”). 

This column publishes Chinese proverbs, words of wisdom and short stories sent by 

readers. It presents them in Chinese characters, followed by pinyin and Indonesian 

translation. It seems as though the newspaper is trying to promote Chinese values to 

those Chinese-Indonesians who did not receive a Chinese education. 

 

An interesting feature of Sinar Glodok that illustrates the hybridised language used by 

Chinese-Indonesian people is the short story column, such as that mentioned above. 

The short stories are written in Indonesian but Hokkien and Mandarin pinyin are also 

used. For instance, in the 19-22 February 2004 issue, Mandarin pinyin was used for 

the title of the story (which happened to be a Chinese proverb). Hokkien names (such 

as Ko A Heng) were used to indicate that the characters in the story were ethnic 

Chinese; and Chinese-Malay expressions such as “Lu” (“I”) and “Gue” (“me”) were 

used in the conversational dialogues. The hybrid mixture of Indonesian language, 
                                                 
14 This construction of “Chineseness” in popular stereotypes (such as hardworking and successful in 
business) implicitly demonised and essentialised the indigenous Indonesians or pribumi as “lazy 
natives”. This is discussed later in Chapter Seven and Eight.  
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Hokkien and Chinese terms and Chinese-Malay expressions are common in daily 

conversation within the Chinese community in Indonesia. 

 

Sinar Glodok acknowledges the lived reality of the hybrid condition of Chinese-

Indonesians by showing the mixed use of language in daily conversation. However, 

the uncritical use of metonymy and stereotypes suggest an essentialised character of 

“Chineseness” that serves “to perpetuate, rather than challenge” the “fixedness” of 

ethnic identity (Allen 2003: 399). By holding on to an essentialist concept of ethnicity, 

Sinar Glodok reinforces the image of Chinese-Indonesians as “once a Chinese, always 

a Chinese”, suggesting that the hybridisation and localisation of Chinese-Indonesians 

never happened.  

 

The need for an Indonesian-language Chinese press – a new Sin Po, perhaps? 

 

There is no debate over whether an Indonesian-language Chinese press is needed in 

Indonesia within the Chinese community. The Chinese community sees the urgent 

need to set up Chinese media in Indonesian-language that can represent the 

aspirations and voices of the Chinese-Indonesians (Li Z.H. 2004a: 332-4; Sinergi 

Indonesia December 2003: 3-6). However, one might wonder why Chinese-

Indonesians need their own press rather than remaining with and reading the 

mainstream Indonesian press. 

 

Articles published by the Centre for Information, Education and Publication in 

Sumatra (Kippas or Kajian Informasi, Pendidikan, dan Penerbitan Sumatera) in 2002 

indicate that the mainstream Indonesian press has always perceived the ethnic Chinese 
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as a homogeneous group and “Chineseness” as fixed and unchanging (Anto 2002; 

Irene 2002; Prasetyo 2002). The authors studied four newspapers published in Medan 

and noted that these press had reproduced and perpetuated three negative stereotypes 

of the Chinese: they are disloyal, exclusive and economic animals. They demonstrated 

that these publications have always deliberately ethnicised cases when Chinese people 

had committed a crime or when Chinese people were the culprits. In such cases, either 

their original Chinese names were published or the title “WNI keturunan” (Indonesian 

citizens of foreign descent, a tag commonly used to refer to the Chinese) was used 

below their name to identify their Chinese ethnicity. On the other hand, the press 

never identified the ethnicity of Chinese-Indonesians like Susy Susanti and Kwik 

Gian Gie, who have made major positive contributions to the nation.15  

 

Another example can be seen in the cover page of the mainstream Indonesian-

language news-magazine, Gatra (No. 38, 07 August 2004) published before the 

second-round presidential election in 2004 (see Figure 6.4). The particular issue chose 

the title “Cukong Calon Presiden” (“Presidential Candidates of the Cukong”). The 

term “cukong” popularly refers to Chinese conglomerates who usually have ties with 

the Indonesian military or the government (see Chapter Three). However, the Hokkien 

term “cukong” or “zhugong” in Mandarin is used to refer to the ancient Chinese sages 

and war strategists during China’s warring period. The magazine’s cover page 

depicted five classical Chinese war strategists against the backdrop of presidential 

candidates Megawati Sukarnoputri and Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono in traditional 

Chinese costume. Such representation posited the ethnic Chinese in a suspicious 

                                                 
15 Susy Susanti is a national badminton player who represented Indonesia and won a gold medal in the 
1992 Olympics in Barcelona. Kwik Gian Gie is a renowned economist and was the head of 
BAPPENAS (Badan Perencanaan Pembangunan Nasional or the National Development Planning Body) 
in 2004. 
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position and suggests that the “cukong” (conglomerates) may determine the winner of 

the election. This is evident in the cover story of the magazine which traced the 

money that various Chinese conglomerates donated to fund each candidate 

presumably to exchange for security should the candidate win the election (see pages 

28-31). The magazine’s front cover picture reinforces the stereotype of ethnic Chinese 

as corruptors and perpetrators of money politics.  

 

The demonising representations of the ethnic Chinese in the mainstream press justify 

the call for an Indonesian-language Chinese press which can serve as a mouthpiece of 

the Chinese to “straighten up” the (mis)perceptions in the mainstream society and 

function as a communicative tool within the Chinese community. However, as 

discussed above, Sinergi Indonesia has failed to be the ideal press that the Chinese are 

looking for because it is too political, backward looking and is too unresponsive to the 

needs of the contemporary market. On the other hand, Sinar Glodok is merely a 

commercial press. It is the product of 32 years of internalising the stereotypes and 

essentialist views that have been held by the mainstream society. It does not challenge 

them. If these two Indonesian-language Chinese presses cannot represent Chinese 

aspirations, what kind of press do Chinese-Indonesians want? 

 

Some Chinese “community” leaders have suggested establishing a new Sin Po (Li 

Z.H. 2004a: 335-7). Sin Po was closed down in 1965 but its spirit and influence have 

never been forgotten by Chinese-Indonesians of that generation. The term “new” 

indicates the identities of Chinese-Indonesians who are transformed and no longer the 

same as when Sin Po was first established. Benny Setiono, the Chairman of INTI 

Jakarta, stated that the new Sin Po should adopt an Indonesian orientation or a “luodi 
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shenggen” (fallen leaves, rooted locally) approach, in contrast to the “hiaqiao” 

(sojourner) stance. It should be a press that goes hand-in-hand with the mainstream 

society, and should be loyal and constructive to Indonesia, and, at the same time, 

convey the voice, information and activities of the Chinese community (Li Z.H. 2004a: 

336).  

 

I am tempted to ask: why is Sin Po still lingering in the post-Suharto era? Is it because 

Sin Po has become a legend or is it because the people who suggested it mostly still 

indulge in nostalgia for the splendid days of Sin Po? Whatever the reason, it is clear 

that Chinese-Indonesians are longing for an influential, powerful and daring press like 

Sin Po. However, Pandiangan has reminded us that the “Chinese press can no longer 

simply rely on idealism and sentiment …what the Chinese community needs is 

alternative, intelligent reading matter that can contribute to the diversity of this 

nation” (2003: 418-9). This is certainly a challenge for the new Sin Po if it is 

successfully revived.  

 

The Chinese-language press: a display of multiculturalism 

 

As mentioned above, the “new” space opened for the Chinese press in the post-

Suharto era is dominated by Chinese-language publications. There were around ten 

Chinese-language publications and only two Indonesian-language Chinese 

publications circulating in Jakarta in 2004. Nevertheless, this “baihua qifang” 

(hundred flowers bloom) phenomenon of the Chinese-language press should be read 

within the context of a shift in cultural policy in post-Suharto Indonesia.  
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This new multicultural environment has provided an ideal breeding ground in which 

the Chinese-language press can proliferate. The publication of the Chinese-language 

press in Indonesia is encouraged by the government because it demonstrates the new 

policy makers’ determination to implement Reformasi and abandon the old 

assimilationist ideology, whether or not this is happening in reality. To the Chinese-

Indonesians, the reemergence of Chinese-language publications has important 

symbolic meanings, notwithstanding most of them no longer read or speak Chinese. It 

signifies victory over the “dark forces” of Suharto’s regime and the beginning of a 

bright future for the Chinese in Indonesia. Even though familiarity or capability with 

the Chinese language no longer reflects the “Chineseness” of most Chinese-

Indonesians, the revival of Chinese-language publications is still perceived as an 

acknowledgement of their culture and identity.  

 

Negotiating multiple identities  

 

As I have argued in the earlier parts of this thesis, the Chinese in Indonesia have never 

been a unified and homogeneous group. The Chinese press reflects the different 

identities of the Chinese in Indonesia at different times. The post-Suharto Chinese-

language press is notably different in its identities compared to those before Sukarno’s 

Old Order. The most apparent difference is that they no longer represent the 

“huaqiao” perspective and have adopted an Indonesian identity. However, this does 

not render their identity singular. Following the influence of globalisation and 

transnational media links, the Chinese-language press in post-Suharto Indonesia is 

constantly negotiating between local and global; and striving to be both Indonesian 

and Chinese at the same time.  
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Among the ten Chinese publications, there are five daily newspapers, three monthly 

magazines, one weekly tabloid and one online newspaper. The two largest daily 

newspapers are Guoji Ribao (The International Daily), which circulates around 

30,000 copies a day, and Shijie Ribao (The Universal Daily), which circulates around 

10,000 copies a day. It is not uncommon to hear readers remarking that The 

International Daily is a pro-China newspaper, while The Universal Daily is pro-

Taiwan. This can be understood from the place of origin of these two newspapers. 

Both of these newspapers originated overseas: the former from Los Angeles (but is 

locally owned in Indonesia) while the latter came from Taiwan. Although they report 

Indonesian news from their offices in Jakarta, most of their international news is 

delivered by their respective head offices. Hence, it could be expected that their 

ideology is very much influenced by, if not reflective of, their head offices. The 

International Daily includes Wen Wei Po (Wen Hui Bao Southeast Asia Edition), a 

Hong Kong newspaper, and China’s Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily Overseas Edition) 

in its publication, making it the “thickest” Chinese newspaper in Indonesia.  

 

Some older generation Chinese-Indonesians still conceptualise the identity of today’s 

Chinese press as a singular entity: they are either pro-China or pro-Taiwan.16 This is 

the case perhaps because they went through the period when overseas Chinese politics 

were basically polarised between the pro-China and pro-Taiwan camps. The reason 

                                                 
16 For instance, the magazine Yinni yu Dongxie (Indonesia and ASEAN) was being boycotted and was 
forced to change management in 2003 because they were thought to be pro-Taiwan. One of the reasons 
for this condemnation was that they once reported news about the Falungung movement in Indonesia 
which angered the Chinese Embassy in Jakarta. Another reason was that the founder of this magazine 
was educated in Taiwan. Hence, he was assumed to be pro-Taiwan, even though he claimed that he had 
never supported Taiwan’s independence from China. He referred to his education background as the 
“original sin” (yuan zui), a stigma that cannot be erased (interview with the founder of the Indonesia 
and ASEAN magazine, 05/07/2004). 
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for them to assume that there is continuity between the reemerged Chinese press and 

the Chinese press of the 1950s is that they perceive the competition between The 

International Daily and The Universal Daily as resembling the heated rivalry between 

Xin Bao and Tiansheng Ribao in the 1950s. Their obsession with the past has blinded 

them from seeing the multiple identities of today’s press. They also fail to see the shift 

in interest of most contemporary publications from ideological competition to 

commercial motivation. If anything, the competition between The International Daily 

and The Universal Daily is commercial rather than ideological. Unlike Xin Bao and 

Tiansheng Ribao, these two presses have never attacked each other’s political stance.  

 

In fact, The International Daily and The Universal Daily in Indonesia deny that they 

are politically orientated to China or Taiwan. The chief editor of The International 

Daily in Jakarta contends: 

 

The International Daily is pro-Indonesia…. Our objective is to help the Chinese-Indonesians to 

understand and know Indonesia better. Chinese-Indonesians should be united to love this 

country. The reason that we included Wen Wei Po and Renmin Ribao is because there is demand 

in the United States for these newspapers since there are a great proportion of Chinese migrants 

in the States that came from China. So our head office collaborated with these two newspapers 

and gained approval to distribute them…. In Indonesia, there are many people who want to read 

news about Hong Kong and China because China’s economy has become stronger. Hence, mau 

tak mau (whether we want it or not), we need to include them [in our newspaper] (interview, 

12/07/2004). 

 

It can be seen that the contemporary Chinese press can be multiple in its identities. 

The International Daily demonstrates that it is politically orientated to Indonesia, 
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notwithstanding the heavy focus on China to cater for the rising demand of readers for 

news about the booming Chinese economy.  

 

The Universal Daily proclaims that it is “a newspaper that belongs to the ethnic 

Chinese in Indonesia” (see advertisement section of The Universal Daily). A senior 

reporter at The Universal Daily stated that, “we are Indonesians and we should be 

loyal to Indonesia but we are also ethnic Chinese, our ancestors came from China. We 

are truly Indonesian and truly Chinese and we only have a kinship relation with China 

(qingqi guanxi)” (interview, 11/05/2004). This shows that even though a newspaper 

has a transnational origin, it can also adopt a local identity once it is committed to that 

locality and employing local people on its staff. The pro-China and pro-Taiwan 

dichotomy is also problematic for The Universal Daily because its Taiwan head office 

adopts an anti-Taiwan independence stance.17 Does this thus render it a pro-China 

press? Or is the dichotomy too narrow to define the contemporary Chinese press in 

Indonesia? 

 

A smaller Chinese newspaper that was established in Surabaya in 2000, Qiandao 

Ribao (The Archipelago Daily), sees itself as an ethnic newspaper in Indonesia. The 

director of this press, a 70 year old ethnic Chinese in Surabaya, believes that the 

Chinese are one of the many suku (ethnic groups) in Indonesia. Like other suku, the 

Chinese should be entitled to the right to express and promote their own 
                                                 
17 Another Chinese magazine, Yinhua Zhisheng (The Voice of the Indonesian Chinese Magazine), has 
also been perceived by the Chinese community in Jakarta as a pro-Taiwan magazine simply because it 
was established by Chinese-Indonesian alumni who were educated in Taiwan and focuses on news and 
political commentaries of Taiwan and about China-Taiwan relations. However, the chief editor stressed 
that this magazine is anti-Taiwan’s independence. It covers Taiwan and China news because of the 
demand of its readers. Its readership is made up of Taiwanese business people and Chinese-Indonesians 
who are concerned about China-Taiwan relations. This further challenges the simplistic pro-China or 
pro-Taiwan dichotomy that has been a popular identity marker in the Chinese-speaking community in 
Indonesia. 
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characteristics, language, traditions and customs. Among the aims of this Chinese-

Indonesian oriented newspaper is the promotion of aspects of Chinese culture, as well 

as the improvement of harmony between ethnicities. Nevertheless, adopting a 

Chinese-Indonesian identity does not prevent this press from taking a stance on 

politics between China and Taiwan. This press is supportive of the “one China policy”, 

consistent with Indonesian government’s official stance (interview, 18/05/2004). 

Hence, it can be seen that there is still a general “obsession with China” in the local 

Chinese press. However, this should not be read simply as an assertion of 

primordialism and disloyalty to Indonesia, but as an expression of the multiple-

rootedness and multiple identities of the older generation Chinese-Indonesians. Indeed, 

the aspiration of the director of The Archipelago Daily for the younger generation of 

Chinese-Indonesians is that they can “lizu bendi mianxiang shijie” (stand locally but 

face globally) (interview, 18/05/2004). This negotiation between global and local 

shows that flexible and multiple subjectivities are increasingly becoming a reality of 

life, and an insistence on the idea of singular identity is becoming more unrealistic. 

 

Another interesting feature of the Chinese-language press is their tendency to imagine 

themselves as part of the so-called Chinese diaspora. According to Ang: 

 

[W]ith the increased possibilities of keeping in touch with the old homeland and with co-ethnics 

in other parts of the world through faster and cheaper jet transport, mass media and electronic 

telecommunications … migrant groups are collectively more inclined to see themselves not as 

minorities within nation-states, but as members of global diasporas which span national 

boundaries (2001: 76). 
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This imagination of a global Chinese identity is illuminated in two aspects of 

coverage in the Chinese-language press: entertainment news and special reports on 

successful Chinese overseas. I have noted that all Chinese-language publications in 

Jakarta only publish entertainment news on “Oriental” (read: China, Taiwan and 

Hong Kong) stars. The exception is The Indonesia Daily, which does not publish 

much entertainment news. Some of them cover Hollywood gossip occasionally but 

none has reported entertainment news about Indonesian artists. This phenomenon 

points to the transnational identity of the Chinese-language press facilitated by 

technology such as the Internet. Both The International Daily and The Universal 

Daily get their daily supply of entertainment news from their head offices through 

email technology. Other Chinese newspapers and magazines download and 

appropriate the latest “Oriental” entertainment news from the Internet. The interesting 

question to be asked is why they prefer “Oriental” entertainment news to Indonesian 

ones? Part of the reason is that “Oriental” popular culture has gained huge popularity 

in Indonesia over the past few years, in part thanks to the official loosening of media 

control and the establishment of cable television in 1999. Another reason, according 

to a senior reporter at The Universal Press, is their shortage of staff in entertainment 

coverage (interview, 23/07/2004). Most of the reporters in the Chinese-language press 

belong to an older generation that are 60 years old and above. It is understandable that 

this generation find it challenging to follow contemporary news on Indonesian artists. 

However, this reason is hardly satisfactory: if the Chinese-language press can 

translate political news from Indonesian-language sources, they could arguably also 

translate entertainment news from these sources. Hence, it could be argued that their 

focus on “Oriental” entertainment news is a desperate attempt to identify with the 

“Oriental” popular culture “centre”, which is perceived to share the same “root”. 
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Chinese-language newspapers and magazines have also been reporting regularly on 

stories of successful people of Chinese descent who live in America or other countries 

outside China. The “news” magazine New Indonesia and ASEAN publishes these 

stories under its section on “huaren dongtai” (the situation of Chinese) and the tabloid 

The Capital Weekly publishes them under its “huashe jingying” (the heroes of Chinese 

society) section.18 These publications champion successful Chinese migrants as role 

models for Chinese-Indonesians. Their stories are meant to inspire the Chinese-

Indonesians whom, the Chinese-language press believes, share the “same” experience 

of being part of the “diaspora”. This diasporic imagination assumes a 

(trans)nationalistic pride of belonging to the Chinese “race”, even though they are in 

different locations. The promotion of imagined relations with the diasporic Chinese 

community may be cherished by older generation Chinese-Indonesians who were 

Chinese educated but it is doubtful that the younger non-Chinese speaking generation 

identifies with this imagined community. 

 

Politics and the Chinese-language press 

 

After the fall of Suharto, many ethnic Chinese took advantage of the political 

liberalisation to set up organisations to fight for the abolition of discriminatory laws, 

defend their rights and promote solidarity between ethnic groups in Indonesia. 

                                                 
18 The New Indonesia and ASEAN (Issue No. 3) published a story about a Chinese-American who 
became the first Asian chancellor of a state university in America. In Issue No. 5, it published the story 
of Ryan Cheung, an American of Chinese descent who obtained his undergraduate degree at the age of 
16 and became one of the youngest graduates in Los Angeles. Issue No. 6 of the same magazine 
reported the story of Kevin Yang, another American of Chinese descent who achieved the highest score 
in the United States in the Math Plus competition. The tabloid The Capital Weekly dedicates its first 
two pages to reports on “huashe jingying”. For instance, the 13th Edition of this tabloid reported the 
story of Kuang Jieling, a fourth generation Chinese-American who entered politics and struggled for 
the rights of ethnic minorities.  
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However, the trauma from the closure of all Chinese media and the arrest and 

persecution of staff in the Chinese press in 1965 deterred some of the Chinese press 

from venturing into political territory. The director of The Archipelago Daily admits 

that his newspaper has focused more on cultural issues than political discussion 

because he believes that Chinese-Indonesians are not very keen on politics (interview, 

18/05/2004).  

 

Nevertheless, not all the Chinese-language presses lean towards The Archipelago 

Daily’s view. Some of the Chinese presses are very enthusiastic about contributing to 

the new wave of political activism. They report political news about Indonesia, 

especially those related to the Chinese. For example, they publish news about 

discrimination, new official policies on the Chinese and Chinese political candidates 

in the 2004 general election. These elections have also provided an opportunity for the 

Chinese press to get involved in the political education of the Chinese community in 

Indonesia. 19  For instance, The International Daily and The Universal Daily have 

sponsored seminars that were organised by Chinese organisations in Jakarta. However, 

this does not mean that the Chinese-language press is totally comfortable with the 

world of politics. Many Chinese publications are cautiously testing the water and 

practising the New Order style of self-censorship, in order to remain active but safe. 

Most Chinese-language newspapers limit themselves mainly to reporting news and 

eschew politics and political discourse in Indonesia. This is different from both the 

strategies of the pre-Suharto Chinese presses, which are more politically orientated; 

                                                 
19  Political education is perceived to be much needed by the older generation Chinese-speaking 
community who avoided politics for more than three decades. To promote political awareness, the chief 
editor of The International Daily, Li Zhuo Hui, has published three books in Chinese on Indonesian 
politics and the history of Chinese-Indonesians (see Li Z.H. 2003a; 2003b; 2004). Similarly, the chief 
editor of The Voice of Indonesian Chinese Magazine, Sunardi Mulia, also published three books about 
Indonesian politics and economy in Chinese (see Mulia 2000; 2002; 2003). 
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and quality mainstream, contemporary Indonesian newspapers (such as Kompas). 

Besides paranoia, the Chinese-language press also does not have the expertise to 

produce in-depth political commentary or analysis.  

 

Chinese-language magazines have been more active in publishing articles and 

commentaries on politics than Chinese-language newspapers. There are at least three 

Chinese-language magazines in Jakarta that give significant weight to politics. They 

are Xin Yindong (The New Indonesia and ASEAN, previously Yinni yu Dongxie or 

Indonesia and ASEAN), Hu Sheng (Media Aspirations) and Yinhua Zhisheng (The 

Voice of Indonesian Chinese). The New Indonesia and ASEAN is the most long-lived 

magazine of the three. In 1990 it was not registered in Indonesia but in Hong Kong, 

due to the prohibition of Chinese publications in Indonesia. It started out as a small 

publication that published news of Indonesia’s politics and economy. This news was 

in high demand by Chinese-Indonesian business people in Hong Kong and the 

“guiqiao” (Chinese-Indonesians who returned to China in the 1950s and 1960s and 

later moved to Hong Kong, see Coppel 2002: Chapter 20 and 21) because many of 

them still had family and relatives in Indonesia. Copies of this magazine were later 

sneaked into Indonesia illegally for circulation and distribution. Bookstores that sold 

this magazine hid them behind other magazines on book racks or kept them under the 

counter. Readers threw the magazine away after they read it because Chinese 

characters were banned by the New Order government (interview with the founder of 

The New Indonesia and ASEAN, 05/07/2004).  

 

After the fall of Suharto, The Indonesia and ASEAN moved its office to Indonesia and 

increased its discussions of politics and the legal rights of the ethnic Chinese in 
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Indonesia. It also provided a space for readers to contribute articles and commentaries 

on politics. This “space” was often used by readers to initiate discussion about certain 

Chinese community leaders or organisations, which sometimes ended up in a series of 

personal attacks and provocative debates. These discussions eventually offended some 

Chinese figures and forced this magazine to change its management in late 2003. 

After a management reshuffle, the magazine retained its name but gave its contents a 

facelift. It was transformed into a leisure and lifestyle magazine covering issues like 

beauty, sex, health, sports and entertainment. However, this facelift did not “sell” as 

expected by the new management, in a predominantly aging readership market. The 

subscribers did not find the issues attractive and demanded the return of the old 

format (interview, ibid). The new format of the magazine ceased after the publication 

of only three issues. The old management reestablished the magazine in March 2004 

under a new name Xin Yindong which means New Indonesia and ASEAN. Xin 

Yindong proudly proclaimed its motto on its front cover: “For the continuation of the 

original taste of Yinni yu Dongxie, [we] stand firm and give an Indonesian perspective, 

bravely speaking of those that others dare not speak of” (see Figure 6.5). Living up to 

its motto, it once again publishes readers’ articles that provoke debates. The diverse 

opinions and internal politics within the Chinese community again reflect its 

heterogeneity. 

 

The “coming out” of the closet of political avoidance can also be seen in two 

magazines that are published by alumni groups. Formerly these were known to have 

been more concerned about cultural rather than political matters. Media Aspirations is 

published by alumni from former (pre-1966) Chinese schools in Jakarta while The 

Voice of Indonesian Chinese is published by alumni who were educated in Taiwan. In 
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2004 Media Aspirations devoted many issues to the general election. The Voice of 

Indonesian Chinese, on the other hand, focuses more on the political developments 

between China and Taiwan. Most of the political commentaries and articles in Media 

Aspirations are translated from mainstream Indonesian media. This shows that, 

despite the lack of experience and knowledge about political commentary, this 

magazine is still committed to carrying out the political education of its readers – 

presumably mostly alumni from pre-1966 Chinese schools. It should be mentioned 

that translating articles from Indonesian to Chinese is not an uncommon practice in 

the Chinese-language press. However, the inaccuracy in translations and the lack of 

proper references or acknowledgement of sources show that the Chinese presses are 

still far from professional.  

 

Even though the Chinese-language press has become active in discussing political 

issues, it is doubtful that this political activism has much potential for empowering 

Chinese-Indonesians. The main reason is that it does not provide much space for 

discourse construction other than reporting or translating political commentaries from 

the mainstream Indonesian press. Secondly, the market for the Chinese-language 

press is insignificant. Only the older generation has the language ability to read such 

media. This language barrier has also limited the ability of the Chinese-language press 

to reach mainstream society and the Indonesian government. Therefore, the 

discussions, debates and discourses that have been stimulated in this media are 

circulated only within a very limited segment of the Chinese community.  
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Cultural “mission” and “resinicisation” 

 

Viewing itself as one of the gatekeepers of Chinese culture, the post-Suharto Chinese-

language press values the task of reviving Chinese education and supporting Chinese 

organisations. It sees these as its main responsibilities. Most of the Chinese-language 

presses in Indonesia have an objective of reviving and promoting Chinese language 

and culture, and preventing these from vanishing in Indonesia. The management of 

these publications, presumably mostly older generation Chinese, feel apologetic about 

the discontinuation (duan cheng) of the Chinese language amongst the younger 

generation and think that it is their responsibility to resinicise the generation which 

has “lost” their Chinese identity.20 A chief editor of a Chinese-language press put this 

bluntly: 

 

Chinese culture has a fine history of 5000 years. Assimilated Chinese have lost this noble 

culture. They are notably [unChinese] in their personality, including their morals. For instance, 

they are lazy, laid back, like to enjoy life [without thinking about the future], do not respect their 

elders and do not love their teachers. People with Chinese culture are more hardworking, 

diligent and thrifty21…. We need to promote Confucian moral values to these people. Owing to 

the rise of China, people are more attracted to learn Chinese because there is now economic 

motivation (interview, 12/07/2004).  

 

This view of the young generation has motivated the Chinese-language press to be 

determined to “resinicise” them. They see the “resinicisation” project as a cultural 

                                                 
20 A similar observation was made by Kuah on the older generation Chinese-Singaporeans who “feel 
that they have a moral obligation to prevent the decline of their cultural identity, and thus feel an 
urgency to prevent the younger generations from becoming fan ren [Mandarin for barbarian]” (2000: 
50). 
21 This construction of “Chineseness” has implications for the construction of pribumi identity (see 
Chapter Seven and Eight). 
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“mission”. This “mission” has promoted a fraternity of comrades rather than rivalries 

between some Chinese-language publications.22 The “missionary” mentality is also 

often used as the reason for Chinese-language publications to carry on, despite the 

fact that many of them are making a loss.  

 

Efforts to revive “lost” Chinese culture take different forms in the Chinese-language 

press. Chinese-language newspapers and magazines publish Chinese literature, poems, 

classical stories, calligraphy, students’ compositions, and information about travel in 

China and about learning Mandarin in their supplementary sections. It can be said that 

this effort might only be personally satisfying for the old generation, as young 

Chinese-Indonesians are not able to read this sophisticated literature. Nevertheless, 

the supplementary section has become a very important “space” in which older 

generation poets and writers can “socialise”. It is not uncommon to see these people 

contributing poems and calligraphy in classical Mandarin to compliment each other. 

Some of their poems and articles reflect their continuous feeling of ambivalence in 

Indonesia, especially that literature written by those affected by the May 1998 riots. 

 

Sometimes the promotion of Chinese language and culture turns out to be an 

imposition of “Chineseness” by those who see themselves as more “authentic” than 

those who have lost most of their Chinese culture. This is illustrated in a debate on the 

terms “mu yu” (mother tongue) and “guo yu” (national language) that took place in 

Media Aspirations.23 In 2004 a contributor defined “ethnicity” as represented by one’s 

                                                 
22 The director of The Archipelago Daily told me that he does not see The International Daily as his 
rival because they are working towards the same cause of promoting Chinese culture.  
23 The debate about whether Mandarin should be considered as the “mu yu” of Chinese-Indonesians 
started with a short article contributed by a reader criticising an article in The International Daily (17 
October 2003) that mentioned “hanyu (Mandarin) is not our mu yu (mother tongue)”. The contributor 
defined “mu yu” as a language spoken by an ethnic group and insisted that Mandarin is the mother 
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blood and race. Hence, he argued that Mandarin should be the “mother tongue” of all 

Chinese who have Chinese blood. He acknowledged that many Chinese-Indonesians 

have lost their ability to speak their “mother tongue”, but argued that this is only a 

“short term” phenomenon, created by the New Order government. Following on from 

that, he urged the Chinese community to take up the responsibility of promoting the 

Chinese language. He also asserted that with the new policy of multiculturalism, 

Mandarin should be given the same rights as other ethnic languages in Indonesia such 

as Javanese and Sundanese. He accepts Bahasa Indonesia as the national language of 

Chinese-Indonesians but not as their first language, which he reiterates, is Mandarin 

(Media Aspirations 2004, Issue 59: 13-15).  

 

The above argument attempted to define “mother tongue” unequivocally on the basis 

of an essentialist concept of ethnicity that stresses “once a Chinese, always a Chinese” 

and used a version of multiculturalism to justify his claim for ethnic solidarity and 

rights. The hegemonic identification of Chinese “race” and Chinese language 

unrealistically assumed that Chinese-Indonesian identity is fixed and unchanging and 

denied the day-to-day hybridisation and transformation of their identity through 

interaction with local cultures. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
tongue of all ethnic Chinese, including those in Indonesia (Media Aspirations 2003, Issue 57: 28). In 
the next issue, another contributor questioned, “How could Mandarin be a foreign language and not the 
mother tongue of ethnic Chinese?” (Media Aspirations 2004, Issue 58: 23). Media Aspirations also 
published articles that stress that Mandarin is the mother tongue of the ethnic Chinese from Lianhe 
Zaobao, a Chinese newspaper published in Singapore. The popular “Speak Mandarin Campaign” and 
other official policies in Singapore to inculcate the Chinese people with Chinese culture have been 
critiqued by Ang (2001) as counter effects of hybridisation. 
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The sustainability of the Chinese-language press – the end of euphoria?  

 

The post-Suharto revival of Chinese language and culture attracted many Chinese-

language publications to compete to be pioneers in a new market.  Some had purely 

commercial objectives, others enthusiastically attempted to “resinicise” Chinese-

Indonesians. Whichever the case, the euphoric “baihua qifang” phenomenon proved 

to be short lived.  We witnessed the closure of Heping Ribao (Harian Perdamaian or 

Peaceful Daily) and Xinsheng Ribao (Harian Suara Baru or New Voice Daily) after 

fewer than two years of publication. The cessation of these publications was a wake-

up call for all of the Chinese-language press, notifying them that “[t]he post-New 

Order honeymoon is over” (Pandiangan 2003: 419). The Chinese-language press is 

increasingly confronted with practical issues of management and market 

competition.24 The three major difficulties confronting the Chinese-language press are 

lack of advertising and readership, lack of funding, and a shortage of skilled editors 

and reporters (see Li Z.H. 2004a: 391-2).  

 

It would be very difficult, if not impossible, to estimate the number of Chinese-

Indonesians who can still read Chinese in Indonesia. It is apparent that people who 

can read and write Chinese mostly belong to an older generation who went to Chinese 

schools before schools were forced to close in 1966. During Suharto’s era, when 

Chinese characters were banned, some Chinese-Indonesians secretly learned 

Mandarin through private tutoring and some learned it in Singapore or Taiwan. On 

top of that, as we saw in Chapter Four, there has been a sharp increase in the number 

of young people who are learning Mandarin in Chinese-language learning centers that 
                                                 
24 Pandiangan also argues that, “…the current issue determining the fate of the Chinese press is no 
longer authorities threatening to withdraw their publication permits, but rather the problem of 
inflexibility in the management of the industry” (2003: 418). 
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have mushroomed across Indonesia after the fall of Suharto. However, it can be 

argued that most of these new Mandarin learners still cannot read Chinese-language 

newspapers because the language in the newspapers is too sophisticated for beginners 

who only spend a few hours per week to learn the language outside their school or 

work time. Also, the overwhelming focus on “traditional” cultural features such as 

Chinese classics and literature in most Chinese-language publications, as mentioned 

above, does not really attract young readers. Although there are also some foreign 

Chinese business people and employees from China and Taiwan who read Chinese-

language publications, their number is insignificant. Hence, it can be said that most of 

the readers of Chinese-language publications comprise the older generation. It is 

difficult for so many Chinese publications to compete for a limited and diminishing 

market share.  

 

Online versions of Chinese-language newspapers are also proving to be unpopular 

within Chinese-Indonesian society. The first Chinese-language e-newspaper, Zhinan 

Ribao, jointly established by The Jakarta Post and Kompas, only lasted a few months. 

The reason for this is that many older generation readers of Chinese-language press 

are presumably still strangers to Internet technology, while the younger generation 

who are familiar with this technology are not competent to read Chinese. 

Notwithstanding the failure of Zhinan Ribao, Harian Indonesia and Tempo Interactive 

also see an opportunity in the online newspaper market. Harian Indonesia has an 

official webpage that posts daily news and Tempo Interactive has recently started its 

Mandarin news section by translating news from Bahasa Indonesia to Mandarin. 

However, due to the readership factor mentioned above, unless they see potential 

 250



readers from overseas who are concerned about Indonesian news, the viability of such 

online Chinese-language newspapers is seriously in doubt. 

 

The limited market reach and readership of the Chinese-language press have direct 

ramifications for advertising and funding. Businesses may find publishing their 

advertisements in mainstream newspapers more effective than in the Chinese-

language press because they reach a larger market. Nevertheless, there is still a 

demand for advertisements and notices in the Chinese-language press posting 

marriages, obituaries, congratulatory compliments and activities held by Chinese 

organisations. Obviously, advertisers would prefer to post their advertisements in the 

most widely circulated Chinese-language press with the most readers. This fact is 

illustrated in The International Daily, currently the largest-circulation Chinese-

language newspaper in Indonesia, where many pages of its daily publication are 

covered with advertisements and notices. The success of this paper can also be 

attributed to its collaboration with Jawa Pos, one of the largest mainstream 

Indonesian-language newspapers in the country. The International Daily uses the 

already established distribution network and newspaper outlets of Jawa Pos to 

distribute its newspaper. Hence, it reaches some of the small Chinese communities in 

the most remote areas where no other Chinese-language publication has reached. In 

contrast, the once largest and only Chinese-language newspaper during Suharto’s time, 

The Indonesia Daily, now hardly receives any advertisements due to its rapid decline 

in readership and subscription.  

 

The sustainability of Chinese-language publications also largely depends upon 

funding from the founders or owners of the press. Indonesian-language Chinese 
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presses such as Suara Baru and Sinergi Indonesia have demonstrated that a press can 

not survive solely on idealism. The decision of owners about whether to continue to 

fund a press depends largely on their perception of the usefulness and profitability of 

the press. In 2004, the only Chinese-language newspaper in Indonesia that was 

making a profit was The International Daily, which was owned by a Chinese-

Indonesian businessman. All the other Chinese-language publications were struggling 

to survive. The Universal Daily and The Archipelago Daily persist because of their 

commitment to the cultural “mission” mentioned above (source: interviews). 

Yindunixiya Shangbao (Business Indonesia), owned by a respected Indonesian 

business newspaper Bisnis Indonesia, is published to cater to the demand of the local 

Chinese business community as well as foreign Chinese-speaking investors. 

 

Due to the decades-long ban on Chinese education in Indonesia, it is understandable 

that most editors and reporters of Chinese-language press are older generation 

Chinese.25 Many Chinese-language publications are facing the difficulty of acquiring 

younger staff who are competent in Chinese language. 26  Some of the Chinese-

language presses hire non-Chinese staff who did a Chinese major in Indonesian 

universities. However, their lack of experience in journalism and Chinese language 

competency mean that they are mainly in charge of typesetting and translating articles 

from the Indonesian-language press. The advanced age of staff in the Chinese-

language press also has ramifications for the professionalism, content and language of 

                                                 
25 For instance, in 2004, the chief editor of The International Daily was 66 years old; the chief editor of 
The Voice of Indonesian Chinese Magazine was 55 years old; the founder and adviser of Xin Yindong 
was 72 years old; and the director of Qiandao Ribao was 70 years old. All four of them acknowledged 
that most of their staff were 50 years old and above (source: various interviews). 
26 The problem of lacking skilled reporters in Chinese language is manifested in Kun Dian Ri Bao 
(Pontianak Daily) that was established on 26 July 2001. Its publisher had to send their staff to 
Kuching’s (Sarawak) Sin Chew Jit Poh (a Malaysian Chinese press) for training and “borrow” Sin 
Chew’s staff temporarily in Pontianak to “help out” see (“Pantau-Kajian” 2001).  
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these publications. Some of the editors and reporters of the Chinese-language press 

were professional journalists in pre-1966 Chinese newspapers such as Sin Po, while 

others are “voluntary” retired or semi-retired Chinese who want to contribute to the 

cultural “mission”.27 Some of these staff are very flexible and up-to-date with new 

technology such as the Internet, while others prefer to stay with their traditional ways 

of reporting. This combination of “traditional” and “modern” has become a unique 

feature of the contemporary Chinese-language press. Hence, it is not uncommon to 

see reports of the latest technology and mobile phones and traditional Chinese 

calligraphy and poems being published side-by-side.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Looking at the Chinese press in post-Suharto Indonesia, we see both change and 

continuity. Nostalgia for the past is a feature of the post-Suharto Chinese press. Even 

though the contemporary Chinese press is not as politically orientated as the pre-1966 

Chinese press, they strongly perceive the promotion of Chinese culture and 

“resinicisation” of Chinese-Indonesians as their primary objective. It is apparent that 

the Indonesian-language and Chinese-language Chinese presses are equally serious in 

their commitment to their cultural “mission”. The older generation’s insistence on 

imposing their “Chineseness” on the younger generation very much reflects their 

concept of identity. Many older generation Chinese-Indonesians are apologetic about 

the younger generation who no longer speak Chinese. They tend to equate Chinese 

                                                 
27 For instance, the chief editor of The International Daily used to be an editor in Zhong Cheng Bao, the 
Chinese version of Warta Bakti; the founder and adviser of The New Indonesia and ASEAN used to be 
a businessman; and most staff of The Archipelago Daily were pre-1966 Chinese school teachers 
(source: various interviews). 
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values with ability to speak Chinese language and thus perceive people who do not 

speak Chinese as bereft of Chinese values.  

 

The contemporary Chinese press in Indonesia is facing challenges that threaten its 

sustainability in this highly commercialised world. This casts serious questions about 

the obsession of the Chinese press for nostalgia, primordial “Chineseness” and 

cultural idealism and this version of Chineseness can find a place in contemporary 

society. The Chinese press in post-Suharto Indonesia has been mainly consumed by a 

diminishing number of older readers thus far. Unless it attempts to understand the 

needs and tastes of younger readers, it will inevitably become a thing of the past.  

 

This chapter has clearly demonstrated the heterogeneity and diversity of the Chinese 

press in post-Suharto Indonesia. In fact, as the Chinese press are continuously 

negotiating between the global and local, politics and culture, Chinese and Indonesian 

identities, so are Chinese-Indonesians themselves. Faced with the diverse information 

(re)presented in these presses, it can be said that the dilemma of Chinese-Indonesian 

readers would resonate with that of Wanning Sun’s: it “is not whether I can continue 

to be Chinese…; it is how Chinese or what kind of Chinese I want to be” (2006: 3). 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

“Race”, Class and Stereotyping: Pribumi Perceptions of “Chineseness” 

 

The term “race” has commonly been used to categorise human populations on the 

basis of biological characteristics that are deemed hereditary. “Race” usually denotes 

distinct phenotypical physical appearance (Worchel 1999: 15; Luke and Carrington 

2000: 5). Historically, such categorisations were used in pseudo-scientific validation 

of differences in cognitive, behavioural and moral qualities in different “racial” 

groups (Luke and Carrington 2000: 5). However, in recent years, social (and 

biological) scientists have ceased using the term as a way of categorising human 

groups because of its lack of scientific validity. 1  Nevertheless, “race still wields 

monumental power as a social category” (Cornell and Hartmann 1998: 23). 2  In 

Indonesia, the Chinese are commonly identified (by pribumi and by fellow Chinese) 

by their “distinct” physical characteristics such as “lighter skin colour, slanting eyes, 

straight hair, high cheekbones” compared to the pribumi (Gondomono 1996: 1). These 

physical features often form the basis for stereotypes.  

 

Luke and Carrington’s article “Race Matters” established “race” as a signifier of 

identity politics, “a fundamental principle of social organisation and identity 

formation that moves people to act in certain ways” (2000: 5). “Racial” markers do 

influence people’s perception, interaction and construction of the “racialised Other”. 

Anthias and Yuval-Davis assert that “race” can be “one way by which the boundary is 

to be constructed between those who can and those who cannot belong to a particular 
                                                 
1 For instance, according to Worchel, “biological scientists have found more differences within ‘racial’ 
groups than between them” (1999: 5). 
2 That is why Hall contends that, “when we say race, we put it in quotation marks because, of course, 
we don’t mean literally biological race, we mean all those racial and colour characteristics that can be 
used as symbolic marks of exclusion” (1987: 121). 
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construction of a collectivity or population” (1992: 2). This boundary is often defined 

on the basis of an assumed unchangeable biological or physiognomic difference by 

which human groups are socially classified. People tend to overestimate both the 

intra-category homogeneity and the inter-category differences. This exaggeration 

results in the reification of groups (Brubaker, Loveman and Stamatov 2004: 41).  

 

Stuart Hall considers stereotyping a signifying practice that is vital to the 

representation of “racial” difference (1997: 257). He states, 

  

Stereotypes get hold of the few simple, vivid, memorable, easily grasped and widely recognised 

characteristics about a person, reduce everything about the person to those traits, exaggerate and 

simplify them, and fix them without change or development to eternity. … [In short] 

stereotyping reduces, essentialises, naturalises and fixes differences (italics in original, ibid). 

 

In spite of this, we cannot escape from creating stereotypes because we cannot 

function in the world without them (Gilman 1985: 16). Stereotypes serve as part of the 

maintenance of social and symbolic order. They perpetuate a needed sense of 

difference between the “Self” and the “Other”, and establish an imaginary boundary 

between the “normal” and the “abnormal”, the “acceptable” and the “unacceptable”, 

and “Us” and “Them” (Gilman 1985: 18; Hall 1997: 258). Gilman notes that this 

“imaginary line” is not fixed but dynamic in its ability to alter itself; similarly, the 

relationship between the “Self” and “Other” is mutable (Gilman 1985: 18).  In doing 

so, the “Us” who are considered “normal” can be artificially imagined as a unified 

“community” or collectivity with a consolidated “voice”. On the other hand, “They” 

are reduced to a homogeneous essentialised “Other”, whose difference is strenuously 

maintained by the stereotypes which set “Them” apart from “Us”. The reduction of 
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the Chinese “Other” from the pribumi “Self” has solidified the racial boundary 

between the two “distinct” racial collectivities.  

 

The chapter draws on interviews with mostly middle class pribumi informants 

selected and conducted by my female pribumi research assistant. It has to be 

acknowledged that the interviews worked within the paradigm of pribumi/Chinese 

dichotomy. The chapter will explore the maintenance and perpetuation of racialised 

boundaries between pribumi and Chinese by examining the common stereotyping of 

the Chinese by the pribumi in contemporary Indonesia. It focuses on stereotypes 

because they both constitute racial boundaries and perceptions of difference and affect 

those boundaries and perceptions. Like “race”, stereotypes draw a line to separate the 

“Self” against the “Other” based on “myth and unconscious deformation of reality” 

(Gilman 1985: 35). 

  

Contemporary stereotypes are partly the product of historical constructions, which 

were discussed in Chapter Three. That chapter examined the constructions of 

stereotypes of the ethnic Chinese in the light of Indonesia’s historical context. It 

mainly drew upon the stereotypes documented in Charles Coppel’s book, Indonesian 

Chinese in Crisis, which was published in 1983. Coppel identified common 

stereotypes of the Chinese perceived by the pribumi: They are a homogeneous and 

changeless group. They exploit our economy and are rich. They feel superior and are 

exclusive. Their loyalty to Indonesia is questionable. They are reluctant to assimilate 

(1998: 5-27). In fact, the interviews with 16 pribumi informants conducted by my 

(pribumi) research assistant in 2004 show that most of these stereotypes are still alive 

and well. However, as stereotypes are “protean rather than rigid” (Gilman 1985: 18), 
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it is not surprising to find that some of these stereotypes have taken on different 

meanings when set against those stereotypes examined by Coppel in 1983. The 

tremendous social, political, cultural and economic transformations after the fall of 

Suharto have had their effects. Some of the stereotypes noted by Coppel are either no 

longer as significant as before, or have been transformed into new ones as new “fears” 

and “threats” have arisen (Gilman 1985: 18).3  

 

For instance, Communism was presented to the Indonesian populace by the Suharto 

regime as the biggest threat to Indonesia after the 1965 abortive coup attempt and 

during the Cold War. The ethnic Chinese were stigmatised as being China-

(communist) oriented during the New Order. However, the stereotype of the Chinese 

as Communists has diminished since the end of the Cold War (Heryanto 1998a). 

Moreover, the liberalisation of Chinese culture post-Suharto has added new 

stereotypes of what Chinese culture means. Many pribumi informants tend to conflate 

Chinese culture with cultural displays such as red lanterns and lion dances, and 

assume that accepting the latter means accepting the existence of Chinese cultural 

difference in Indonesia. This “acceptance” can be questioned, for instance when some 

informants express their enjoyment of lion dances but their dislike of Chinese-

Indonesians speaking Mandarin.  

 

Hall argues that “stereotyping tends to occur where there are gross inequalities of 

power” (1997: 258). He argues that this power relation should not only be understood 

as “economic exploitation and physical coercion”, but also as the exercise of cultural 

or symbolic power through representation. This leads us to ask this question: If the 
                                                 
3 Gilman notes that stereotypes arise when self-integration is threatened (1985: 18). They are part of 
our way of dealing with the instabilities and insecurities of our perception of the world. Understandably, 
these perceived threats do change from time to time. 
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power to represent and label belongs to those “in power”, how do we decide who is 

the powerful? Clearly the state and military are powerful, but when one considers the 

ownership of the private economy, it is dubious that the Chinese can be considered as 

the “powerless”. In contrast to Chapter Three where I gave the authorial, explanatory 

voice to the victimised “powerless” Chinese in Indonesian history, this chapter, to 

some extent, does the reverse: it allows the pribumi subaltern to speak (Spivak 1988).  

 

The power relations between the pribumi and the Chinese are both complex and 

shifting. On one hand, the power of the pribumi to represent the Chinese is often 

gathered when the term “pribumi” is self-essentialised as a homogeneous racial 

collectivity, encompassing diversity within – such as class, gender, ethnicity, 

language and culture – and assuming its status as the majority collectivity within the 

Indonesian population vis-à-vis the Chinese minority. On the other hand, the Chinese 

are seen as more powerful due to their superiority in the class and racial hierarchy, as 

they are generally seen as rich and having fair skin, which is perceived as more 

desirable than darker skin. Anthias and Yuval-Davis note that “although race and 

class are analytically distinct concepts, they cannot be treated as two distinct sets of 

relations, which interconnect in some essential way” (1992: 5). Even though the 

pribumi majority has the power to represent the Chinese in social and political life, 

they are often subordinated by the Chinese in economic contexts because the Chinese 

control a significant portion of the private economy. This partly results in the 

ambivalence of the pribumi towards the Chinese. On one hand they admire the ability 

of the Chinese to succeed in doing business, but resent the Chinese for “exclusively” 

occupying (and dominating) the business sector.  
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In this sense, class “superiority” resembles Chinese ethnic and racial “superiority”. 

That is to say that the pribumi always see the Chinese as richer and higher in class 

than the pribumi. Thus, class struggles may sometimes turn into racial struggles, as 

manifested in various episodes of anti-Chinese violence (see Lim and Gosling 1997: 

297-300). For example, as Coppel notes, 

 

[the] violence against ethnic Chinese employers, as occurred in Medan in 1994, may be better 

seen as a case of protest, against exploitative working conditions and against the denial of the 

right to form free trade unions to agitate for better conditions, which the authorities found useful 

to try to represent as racially inspired (2002: 19). 

 

This brings to the fore another element crucial to the shaping of stereotypes of the 

Chinese: the government. The manipulation of Chinese ethnicity by the government 

through official cultural policies and the powerful instruments of the press and media 

during the New Order have been discussed in previous chapters. Even though some of 

the stereotypes of the Chinese have changed and shifted, most of those related to class 

and economic dominance still carry significant weight. 

 

Pribumi-Chinese relations: a relationship of ambivalence 

 

The “imaginary line” that sets the “Other” apart from the “Self” is not fixed. It is 

always shifting – ensuring that the representations of “Us” and “Them” are 

maintained in spite of changing circumstances. In Gilman’s terms, “this can be 

observed in the shifting relationship of antithetical stereotypes that parallel the 

existence of ‘bad’ and ‘good’ representations of self and Other” (1985: 18). This 

section will show the love-hate relationship that the pribumi experience with the 
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Chinese. The stereotypes of the Chinese reveal the ambivalent attitude of my pribumi 

informants to the Chinese.  

 

The most common positive stereotypes of the Chinese that my informants expressed 

are those related to their work ethic and values: the Chinese have a high work drive 

(semangat), a long-term perspective, strong determination (tekad), extensive 

networking, and they are thrifty (irit), industrious, hardworking (rajin/ kerja keras), 

diligent (tekun), disciplined (disciplin), efficient (cepat), careful (teliti), rational, 

organised (teratur), skilful (gesit) and determined (ulet).  

 

The interviews showed two different views of these characteristics that are considered 

“Chinese”. The first view suggests that the Chinese are “naturally” gifted with the 

attributes necessary to succeed in business. The second view is that the typical 

Chinese family environment and disciplined upbringing creates a character well suited 

to private enterprise. Consider the following excerpt from an interview with a female 

university student: 

 

There is one [Chinese] in my university. He is obviously talented in business. For example, 

during the English bazaar [organised by our faculty], he stood in the front line: ‘Come on, buy, 

buy’. In doing so, his business talents appeared, his ‘Chineseness’ came out. Maybe that is the 

‘Chinese’ characteristic, the typical ‘Chineseness’ came out (Linda, 21 year old, 20/10/2004).  

 

The other view suggests that Chinese acquire these values as a result of the tough 

discipline that they receive during childhood:  
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The Chinese are determined and hardworking. I have always observed this, because they are 

educated to be tough from early on. Like my neighbour, who was very strict [keras]. His father 

was very harsh when teaching him…. But on the other hand, non-Chinese parents always spoil 

their children. The Chinese never spoil their kids. Instead, they scold their kids very harshly, 

using words like ‘dogs’ and ‘pigs’ to scold them. These disciplinary actions make their kids 

stronger, and become adaptable to the environment. I always saw and heard my [Chinese] friend 

screaming because he was being beaten. I have never seen this happen to an ethnic pribumi or 

non-Chinese (Ita, 35 years old, university lecturer, 15/10/2004).4

 

These attributes are not only used to explain the success of the Chinese in doing 

business and becoming rich in Indonesia, but also they serve to perpetuate 

essentialised difference on the basis of racial absolutism. Bonnett argues that “race 

and racism could be processes of identity formation” (2000: 120). Such can be seen 

also in stereotyping. Since stereotypes promote a sense of difference between the 

“Self” and the “Other”, favourable stereotypes about the Chinese “Other” require the 

pribumi to define their “Self” with opposite characteristics (though not necessarily 

negative). This maintenance of the boundary of difference is exemplified in the 

following interview excerpt: 

 

The thing that stands out about the Chinese, it’s something that I like, is that they are hard 

workers. The characteristic that really sticks out is that they work hard, never give up, and are 

never easily satisfied. This is different from the characteristics of the pribumi, who are more 

relaxed, want to enjoy life and so on (Andi, 24 year old, university student, 01/11/2004). 

 

 

                                                 
4 This can also be read as the informant’s portrayal of the Chinese way of bringing up children as being 
too draconian. Perhaps the sub-text is that the informant takes the moral high ground – i.e. the Chinese 
are too “keras”. 
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This boundary of “Self” and “Other” is also maintained by the pribumi perception of 

how they think the Chinese stereotype them. This is illustrated in the following 

interview: 

 

The Chinese think that we pribumi are lazy... and that we don’t have a strong work ethos. They 

think we are sometimes only wasting our lives. Maybe in their culture they only live to work. 

That is, they have to always be active. They think that we should use our spare time to work. 

But sometimes they work excessively. Maybe they assume that because we are lazy we are 

stupid. They think that they are higher in position so they should not socialise with us because if 

they do, they will become lazy too. Then they might become stupid like us (Faizal, 23, fresh 

diploma graduate, 10/10/2004). 

 

As stereotypes are a product of history, it could be argued that the “lazy native” 

stereotype that Faizal believes is common amongst the Chinese is partly a result of the 

divide-and-rule policy of Dutch colonialism (see Chapter Three). However, this 

colonial (and perhaps Chinese) construction of the pribumi as the inferior “Other” – 

historically lower in class and social status – has been internalised by some pribumi, 

especially when they are compared to the Chinese. For instance, this informant tries to 

rationalise the reason behind the success of Chinese in the economy:  

 

Perhaps the Chinese consider us not hardworking enough or lazy. The thing is, from what I see, 

the Chinese are more disciplined and determined at work. Therefore it is not surprising if they 

occupy a higher economy status than the pribumi (Ayu, 25 years old, auditor, 09/10/2004). 

 

This internalisation of racial difference also entails a feeling of inherent inferiority on 

the part of pribumi. Some perceive this inferiority to be fixed, in-born and 

unchangeable: 
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They [the Chinese] sometimes do not want to be considered the same as us. How can I be 

jealous of them? I admit that my own work ethos is still inadequate compared to theirs. I don’t 

know what the reason is. I challenge myself to have the same vitality as them, but I still cannot 

be the same as them (Ita, university lecturer, 15/10/2004).  

 

As discussed above, this internalised inferiority – evinced in lack of work ethos and 

inadequate business skills on the part of the pribumi – is both created by myth and 

perpetuated by historical racial segregation. However, pribumi also implicitly reclaim 

some virtue, or at least some victimhood, for the pribumi “Self” by establishing that 

Chinese economic success entails economic obligations. The Chinese “Other” are 

expected to have the moral responsibility to assist their “poorer” and “inferior” 

pribumi counterparts to become successful. Consider the following excerpts from 

three different interviews with young, middle class pribumi:  

 

[The Chinese should] share with Indonesians so that they will want to work harder. As we have 

seen, many Indonesians are rather lazy in their work. So, in what way can the Chinese motivate 

or set an example for the pribumi? Discipline, perhaps? (Ayu, 09/11/2004). 

 

The Chinese should not be too greedy; they should share with us. How could it be possible that 

they hold such a large proportion of the economy all to themselves. This is funny because their 

population is small. Many of us are hungry. So? It’s like we are ants and [they are] an elephant – 

very big! We are many ants; if collected together we would make up an elephant. The 

comparison [refers to the share]of the economic pie. (Ifan, 25, marketing staff, 08/10/2004) 

 

The Chinese succeeded easily in Indonesia. They should be more generous... to the people 

around them or below them. For example, in a shop whose boss is a Chinese and the employee 

Indonesian [pribumi]. The Chinese should give tips on how to improve their lives. They should 
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not always hope that their employees would be their subordinate forever. If they could, they 

should come out with ways to motivate their subordinates so that one day they, too, can become 

boss. Give them the fishing rod. Do not just give them fish, because it will run out one day. Give 

them the fishing rod so that they can fish themselves. (Hengki, 20, university student, 

18/10/2004) 

 

In fact, the stereotype that all Chinese are successful and rich vis-a-vis the weak and 

poor pribumi has been in circulation since at least Indonesia’s independence in 1945, 

and subsequently reinforced and perpetuated by the New Order regime. Since 

Independence, and particularly during the New Order, the economic discrepancy 

between the haves and have-nots in Indonesia has been simplistically generalised as a 

discrepancy between the non-pribumi and the pribumi (Nadj, 2002: 109; A. Chua 

2004). The racialisation of class difference took the strongest form during the 1950s 

when the postcolonial economic policy of Indonesia advocated the indigenisation of 

economy. This economic nationalism deployed the official rhetoric of the Chinese as 

“economically strong” and pribumi as “economically weak” to justify systematic 

discrimination against the Chinese and preferential economic treatment given to 

pribumi (Coppel 2002: 18). During the New Order, this generalisation served as a 

convenient smoke-screen to protect Suharto family greed, corruption and wealth 

during the New Order. Anthias and Yuval-Davis argue that when a racial or ethnic 

collectivity is identified as a class, “this assumes that it is homogeneously constituted 

in relation to production, that classes themselves are ethnically homogeneous and 

ignores intra-class and intra-ethnic divisions” (1992: 75). Similarly, the labeling of the 

Chinese as “economically strong” has reduced this collectivity to a homogenised 
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“race”/class identity which has to be always “more successful” than the pribumi 

“class”, which has to be always the victim of the Chinese cause.5

 

So far this section has shown mostly positive stereotypes of the Chinese by the 

pribumi, based on their work ethos and personal virtues that help to account for their 

economic success. However, the perceived class superiority of the Chinese also 

accords them negative stereotypes, amongst which the most common are: they are 

arrogant (sombong), unrefined (kasar), rude (tidak sopan), selfish (egois), 

materialistic (matre), cunning (licik), exclusive (eksklusif) and corrupt (kuruptor). 

These attributes are not only identified on the basis of class, but also with other 

markers of difference such as race, culture, gender and religion.  

 

Amongst these stereotypes, the most common noted by my informants is that the 

Chinese do not want to socialise (bergaul, bermasyarakat, berbaur) with their local 

community or neighbourhood. This is seen as the antithesis to local traditions that 

emphasise commitment to one’s community (kemasyararakatan) and mutual aid 

(gotong royong). Consider the interview with Ani, a 23-year-old female of Arab 

descent who works in a private company in Jakarta. Ani lives in Kota, an area 

dominated by the Chinese. She said that the relationship between the Arabs and the 

pribumi in that neighbourhood is very close (akrab banget) while the Chinese do not 

mix (kurang baur) with them.  

                                                 
5 Turner argues that,  

a purely economic injustice, formed in part through corrupt political processes, became a racial 
issue because of the grossly generalised attachment of ‘Chineseness’ to that wealth. Underlying 
this was the negative symbolism related to ‘Chineseness’ largely created by the state. Thus, 
instead of a relatively simple issue of corruption and inequity between the ‘haves’ and ‘have 
nots’, the question became a complex issue whereby all Chinese automatically became the 
(illegitimate) ‘haves’, while all pribumi were automatically (and incorrectly) the ‘have nots’ 
(2003: 348-9). 
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Social gatherings are mostly attended by our people – the Arabs and pribumi. Very few of them 

[the Chinese] want to come. The same thing happens at the kelurahan (hamlet) meeting. We 

have initiated programs like this for them to assimilate (membaur).... Why are they so 

individualistic? I mean their lives are only about themselves. Maybe they have already 

socialised (bergaul) with pribumi, Chinese and whoever at work, and when they come home, 

they are already tired.... I also think they find it hard to contribute/sacrifice (mengorbankan) 

what they have for the development of this residential area. Maybe they are too money-oriented: 

money, money, money and work only. When they have money, they build big houses but don’t 

share their wealth with other people.... They always speak Chinese (Bahasa Cina). Say we’re in 

public transport, they don’t want to use our language, so that we can’t understand what they are 

saying. This is rude, but who cares. Sometimes they quarrel in Chinese, who gives a darn... 

(15/10/2004). 

 

Another informant elaborated the importance of “socialisation” within a 

neighbourhood community and told of her own experience living with a Chinese 

neighbour: 

 

We are neighbours [with the Chinese], but we don’t know each other. Because their fence is too 

high and they are too independent, so there’s no need [to socialise]. The fence in my place is 

very low, so it is easy for other neighbours to see us, and come straight in. Even if we have a 

stomach-ache they will know.... Socialising is more enjoyable because it can guard against 

things that shouldn’t happen. It’s easier to get help if we need it. It is more enjoyable being 

sociable. [We] can talk: they are happy, we are also happy...  (Davina, 25, teacher, 02/11/2004) 

 

Building high fences around the house and the use of security gates surrounding 

housing complexes has proliferated in well-off residential areas in Jakarta, especially 

after the May 1998 riots (Susanti 2006). However, it is more common among the 
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Chinese, rich or not, especially if they live in an area dominated by pribumi residents. 

This is illustrated in this interview: 

 

All their houses must be fortressed (dibentengi) by high fences, high walls, and sometimes 

layered with barbed wire, even though that place is already protected by security staff  (Suparno, 

55, entrepreneur, 12/11/2004).  

 

Wibowo (2001) describes this as a form of “internal exit”, by which Chinese did not 

leave their current abode but made their “exit” from the society by building tall steel 

fences around their house (see also Purdey 2003). To the pribumi, this behaviour not 

only signifies exclusiveness, class difference and reluctance to mingle with the local 

community, but also gives the impression that the Chinese are arrogant (sombong) and 

selfish (egois). This “fortress” behaviour is in fact a catch-22 on the part of the 

Chinese –  it is an act of self-defense instigated by fear, in light of previous attacks. 

However, Susanti (2006) argues that, “[t]he implication of gated communities is that 

they create pronounced social, economic and, in most cases, racial enclaves, that are 

in fact far more likely to trigger resentment and thus cause insecurity”.   

 

The trauma that the Chinese have experienced historically has probably led to caution 

and even paranoia in the way that they relate to the pribumi. This paranoia, fear or 

mistrust of the “Other”, regardless of the reason, is not unnoticed by the pribumi.  

 

The fear of being exploited that the Chinese feel is unjustified. For instance, when they go to a 

place where there are no Chinese, they think that they will be exploited by the pribumi, such as 

being asked for money. Being robbed, that is what they are scared of…. They should relax like 

us, not be scared. Be good to us, so that we will be good to them too (Ifan, 25, 08/10/2004).  
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The Chinese have always been suspicious of Indonesians [pribumi]. I have experienced this. 

This happened when I went to the area of Glodok or Mangga Dua. I was in the lift where there 

were a few Chinese women. Then I noticed that one of them looked back all the time, holding 

tight to her handbag while she tried to slowly move away from me. In my heart I thought, ‘Who 

would want to take your handbag!’ Perhaps they are fearful. That time I was a bit offended. I 

thought to myself, ‘Damn it! Do you think that I want to rob you or something?’ (Andi, 

01/11/2004). 

 

This incident report highlights the fact that skin colour and physical appearance may 

be the first signifier for racist discourse and practices (Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992: 

137; Bonnett 2000: 121). It is also an example of empathy – Andi was actually putting 

himself in the body of the Chinese women and imagining their fear and suspicion.  

 

The pribumi–perceived racist and defensive reaction of the Chinese women in the lift 

was initiated by a perceived threat of the “Other” – the pribumi – perhaps judging 

from his appearance. While appearance and skin colour often serve as the first 

signifier of racial difference, the stereotypes of Chinese appearance – i.e. with slanting 

eyes (mata sipit) and fairer skin (putih) – are not always accurate. For instance Ita, a 

female pribumi lecturer, said that during the May 1998 riots her Chinese friend 

telephoned her to ask whether she was safe because she “looked” Chinese, especially 

when not wearing a headscarf (interview, 15/10/2004). 

 

Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1992) argue that racism – a discourse and practice of 

inferiorising ethnic groups – is embedded in power relations of different types. This 

point is further elaborated by Luke and Carrington:  
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Racialising practices do not operate solely from the discourses and practices of culturally 

dominant groups to marginalise and ‘other’ out-groups. Theorisations of ‘othering’ have always, 

perhaps unwittingly, conceptualised a spatial dynamic – a linear movement captured in centre-

to-margin dualisms, in ‘white’ on ‘black’ racisms or ‘race relations’ (2000: 7).    

 

The complexity of power relations that operate among the state, the pribumi and the 

Chinese suggests that racism and racial discrimination in Indonesia should not be 

conceptualised as a simple dualism of “pribumi” versus “Chinese”, or vice versa. The 

different dynamics of power in play should be considered to avoid reductionism. In 

previous chapters I have exhaustively discussed the institutionalised discrimination 

towards the Chinese, legitimised by the officially sanctioned “Chinese Problem” 

during the New Order. Although a marginalised minority, some Chinese do possess 

considerable economic power which they sometimes exercise over pribumi who are in 

their employ. Perhaps the most common workplace discrimination expressed by 

pribumi employed by the Chinese is the distinction of salary between the pribumi and 

Chinese employees, the former receiving less than the latter for doing the same jobs.  

 

This point is illustrated in Herawati’s description of her employment in a Chinese-

owned company that supplies shipping equipment: 

 

In my company, most of the coolies who work at the site are Indonesians [pribumi] while office 

employees are all Chinese, except me. There is a big difference in salary between the pribumi 

and the Chinese. Their people [the Chinese] get prioritised for THR (Tunjungan Hari Raya, 

holiday bonus). They get higher THR compared to our people. For example, my salary is Rp. 1 

million and my THR for Lebaran (end of fasting month celebration) is Rp. 1.1 million. But if the 

salary of a Chinese employee is Rp. 1 million, they will get Rp. 1.5 million for THR. Besides 
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the pay, the Chinese treat us the same as them. That is even more so if we have gained their trust 

(Herawati, 45, 06/10/2004). 

 

However, since racism and discrimination based on racial difference are embedded in 

different types of power relations, the Chinese are not the only group that is capable 

of perpetrating racism even if they hold a certain amount of economic power. The 

dichotomous categories of pribumi as victims, and Chinese as perpetrators of racism 

or vice versa, “tend to homogenise the objects of racism, without paying attention to 

the different experience of men and women, of different social classes and ethnicities” 

(Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992:15). The construction of Chinese as economically 

powerful beings, and thus, the only beings capable of perpetrating discrimination, 

means that either they could never experience discrimination or, if they do, they 

deserve it: 

 

Chinese experience discrimination? I don’t think so. I’ve never seen them being discriminated 

against when they enter a shopping mall. On the contrary, I see them being prioritised and 

treated like VIPs (Ani, 23, 15/10/2004). 

 

Worchel states that “stereotypes represent our causal model of the world” (1999: 64) – 

they “explain” how injustices are OK and why they came to be. They also “help 

justify our treatment of out-groups. If we cheat a Jew, we can put salve on our guilt by 

concluding that he or she deserved it because Jews are greedy” (ibid). Such is the 

attitude of the following informant when she was asked her opinion about the Chinese 

experience of institutionalised discrimination imposed by the state: 
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Why are other ethnicities like Arabs and Indians not discriminated against? Because they are not 

like the Chinese who discriminate against the pribumi at company recruitment and oppress their 

maids. So discrimination is the consequence (Suryani, 40, lecturer, 12/10/2004).  

 

Another informant, Davina, whose father works in a government office that deals with 

official documents, told of her father’s experience in dealing with the Chinese: 

 

When my father deals with the Chinese, he always makes it difficult for them by saying: ‘this or 

that document is lacking’. Why does he do that? Because since the Chinese were born, live and 

work here they have been considered as foreign descendants (keturunan). They have not fully 

integrated with us yet. That is why they are always charged a higher fee and things are made 

difficult for them, especially when processing their legal documents. When they complain, my 

father will say this is justified because the Chinese are cunning (licik). Most of them do not 

report the real profit they make, that is why they are always exploited (interview, 02/11/2004). 

 

Essentialising Chinese identity: “once a pendatang, always a pendatang” 

 

The boundary between pribumi and Chinese is often crystallised as unchangeable and 

fixed because of the putative historical origin of that racialised “Other”. Anthias and 

Yuval-Davis articulate that, “[t]his origin, mythical or real, can be historically, 

territorially, culturally or physiognomically based. It can be internally constituted by 

the group or externally imposed, or both” (1992: 4). It is notable in the interviews that 

pribumi informants referred to the Chinese as “orang Cina” or sometimes “Tionghoa” 

and referred to themselves as “orang Indonesia” (Indonesians). In the thesis 

Introduction and Chapter 3, I examined how the Chinese were essentialised and 

reified as the ethnic non-pribumi – a state-imposed outsider identity – throughout 

various stages of Indonesian history. This section will take this issue further to 
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examine the micro day-to-day Othering of the Chinese by the pribumi based on the 

perceived inherent “foreignness” of the Chinese.  

 

The meaning of the term “foreignness” is encapsulated in the oft-cited term 

“pendatang” in my interviews. “Pendatang” connotes people who come (datang) 

from outside the country or the locality, and is often translated as newcomer.6 Parsudi 

Suparlan (2002) argues that this “pendatang” identity has been ascribed to the ethnic 

Chinese by the Indonesian government since Independence. Consequently, “The 

dominant discourse in the relationship between the Chinese (also the Arabs and the 

Indians) and the indigenous Indonesians is that of pendatang (newcomer) or orang 

asing (alien) and pribumi” (Thung 2004a: 221). For instance, one informant stated 

that, “the Chinese have to remember that when they came (datang) here, they did not 

have anything but now they are so rich” (Suryani, 12/10/2004).  

 

There is no simple explanation as to why the Chinese are always perceived as foreign. 

This perception might have been internalised by the pribumi (and the Chinese 

themselves) from the official discourse and discriminatory policies towards the 

Chinese. It could also be a result of certain behaviours or attitudes, in terms of class, 

culture, language or race, displayed by some Chinese that continuously set them apart 

from the pribumi. For example, in a recent speech of the Vice President Jusuf Kalla to 

ethnic Chinese businesspeople in Jakarta, he urged them to treat the nation “as their 

own home” and not a “hotel”. He argued that many ethnic Chinese entrepreneurs tend 

to “flee to Singapore and Hong Kong when difficulties arise in Indonesia” (“Wapres” 

2006). While Kalla is putting the onus of blame on the Chinese, it is doubtful that they 
                                                 
6 People of other ethnic groups, such as the Balinese, also use “pendatang” to refer to outsiders, e.g. 
Indonesians from Lombok or Java, or refugees from East Timor. As such, inter-regional migrants are 
also considered as “pendatang” vis-à-vis the “local” residents.   
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have much choice but to leave especially when it is evident from the history of anti-

Chinese violence that the state either failed to provide security or was involved, 

directly or not, in the violence. The “pendatang” status is a powerful construct and is 

detrimental to the ability of the Chinese to identify fully as Indonesians. Pendatang 

status creates a boundary of difference, the “imaginary line” that Gilman suggests is 

eternalised and impossible to cross: the Chinese are positioned as newcomers forever, 

no matter how long they have settled in Indonesia.  

 

Here I reproduce a long excerpt of an interview with a young female pribumi 

university student. It sheds light on what has been discussed above: 

 

Q: What do you think about festive celebrations practised by Chinese, such as the Chinese 

New Year (Imlek)?  

A: I’d say after Gus Dur was in government, the Chinese were allowed to practise these 

activities. Ever since, the celebration of Imlek has been very flamboyant. Like in 

shopping malls, all the decorations are in red. According to me, [the celebration] now 

is really over the top. 

 

Q: You think it’s very over the top? 

A: Very over (over banget)! Because the thing is, they are only a small part of the 

Indonesian society but Imlek is celebrated so extravagantly. 

  

Q: So do you think this is not a very good symptom? 

A: According to me, the problem is that they are not original inhabitants (penduduk asli). 

They are from China, aren’t they? So it shouldn’t be allowed that they dominate this 

country. I am not willing [to allow this to happen].  
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Q: Do you think they have become a part of Indonesia already after living here for so 

many generations? 

A: They still don’t feel [that they have become a part of Indonesia]. Because the fact is 

that they originate from China (aslinya mereka dari Cina). According to me … the 

Chinese do not seem to resemble Indonesians [physically]. After all they are still 

Chinese. I hope Indonesia could have its own character. The Chinese are only a 

minority. If they want to celebrate [Imlek], there is no need for it to be too glamorous. 

It has become almost like Idul Fitri. I mean it is extravagant. And there are so many 

[Imlek] commercials on TV. It’s true that still many Chinese are so rich that they can 

do all that.  

 

Q: You mentioned the original inhabitants (penduduk asli) in Indonesia. In your opinion 

who are ‘asli’ Indonesians? 

A: ‘Asli’ Indonesians are those in our country from the 27 provinces.  

 

Q: Can the Chinese ever become ‘asli’ Indonesians? 

A: Of course not. Because they have Chinese descent (keturunan Cinanya), don’t they? 

And perhaps they really treasure their ancestor’s culture or something like that. They 

may not acknowledge that. I have a friend who is Chinese but he likes to muck around 

with pribumi. But his Chinese friends disapprove of him from hanging out with 

pribumi. They say, ‘why do you hang out at Plaza Senayan or those places with many 

pribumi? Why don’t you just hang out in Kota?’ There are Chinese who are like that, 

they stick to their own.  

 

Q: So in general, have those Chinese who live in Indonesia become real (sungguh-

sungguh) and full (seutuhnya) Indonesian citizens? 

A: It seems like they do not feel as if they have become real Indonesians. Most of them are 

corrupt – that is why they are rich. They have luxury cars and so on. They feel that they 

are not part of this country and so they never contribute anything to Indonesians. I 

mean they only look for more and more profit for themselves, their family and their 
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children. I would say they are very selfish because they do not feel they are a part of 

Indonesia….If they had the feeling of ‘Wow, this is my country’, maybe they would 

want to contribute to the ‘little people’ (orang kecil) from their wealth, especially those 

successful rich Chinese. 

 

Q: In your opinion, can Chinese culture be integrated (dimasukkan) to the body of 

Indonesian culture? 

A: I strongly disagree! Why, why does Chinese culture have to be integrated into 

Indonesian culture? I mean should we integrate Arabic culture as well? Then every 

other culture would demand to be Indonesian culture. We cannot do that because our 

country is Indonesia, so our culture has to be Indonesian culture. By Indonesian culture, 

I mean those traditions like Javanese culture. It is so obvious that Chinese culture and 

Indonesian culture don’t match. We are so observant of manners (kesopan-santunan) 

while they are so money-oriented. Our country is very religious, right? But the Chinese 

don’t care about religion. To them, it’s OK to gamble. Oh ya, they also like to drink a 

lot (Ferawati, 23, 07/11/2004).  

 

In this interview, the Chinese are “Othered” based on their origin, physical 

appearance, culture, lifestyle, religion and class. Firstly, they are perceived as 

“pendatang” who have originated from a land “outside” the boundaries of the 

Indonesian territory. This automatically makes them non-“asli”, assuming the term 

“asli” is to be defined in primordial terms like soil and land. Ironically, the term “asli” 

has proven to be contested rather than given. Nevertheless, using this informant’s 

essentialist version of the past, the ethnic Chinese were “indelibly linked to the first-

generation immigrants and, in an unbroken chain, remain forever aliens” (Aguilar Jr. 

2001: 517). Secondly, their physical appearance is assumed to be different from the 

imagined representation of a phenotypical “Indonesian”. Furthermore, the Chinese 

were seen as practising a different culture: they celebrate Imlek rather than Idul Fitri – 
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the respondent objected to the extravagant and ostentatious display of Imlek; they are 

money oriented and unrefined; they drink and gamble. The lavish celebrations which, 

according to the informant, signified their wealth, further “confirmed” their position 

as the “economically strong”. While it is not possible to confirm if any rich Chinese 

ever contribute to the “small people”, the class position of the Chinese (visible from 

the car they drive, for example) is undoubtedly a key marker of difference between 

them and the pribumi. This identity marker has homogenised the class diversity of this 

collectivity. From this interview, it seems that the “real” Indonesian is defined as the 

opposite of the Chinese: they are “asli”, religious, nationalist, poor, not corrupt, 

unselfish and not greedy. 

 

So how should the Chinese live in Indonesia? One informant argues that, “they need 

to adapt [to the local culture] because they are not living in their own country” 

(interview, Faizal, 10/10/2004). This view of the Chinese assumes that since their 

ancestors were “pendatang” from China, China is their “own country”. The 

alternative, as Faizal suggests, is for them to “adapt” to local culture. This brings us to 

examine what exactly “adaptation” means. Some informants used the more informal 

term “bergaul” (to associate) to suggest that the Chinese should be more acquainted 

with pribumi. However, most informants used the term “berbaur” (to be mixed, 

socialise or live together) or “membaur” (lit. to assimilate) to describe what the 

Chinese should do. Occasionally, the term “membaur” was used by the informants in 

line with the New Order government policy of “pembauran” or assimilation which 

forced the Chinese to give up all traces of their cultural identity. But depending on the 

context, sometimes the term “membaur” takes the same meaning as “berbaur”, which 

means to mix and socialise.  
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Suparno, a middle-aged entrepreneur, argues,  

 

As we know the Chinese have lived here for hundreds of years, maybe even thousands. Why are 

they still Chinese after all these years? Why don’t they attempt to become pribumi by 

assimilating (membaur) until they are longer ethnic Chinese? Living in a society in Java, they 

should practise Javanese culture, shouldn’t they? If they still practise their own culture, that 

means they still…have the feelings of “numpang” (lit. to use something that belongs to someone 

else) (interview, 12/11/2004).   

 

The meaning of “membaur” for this 55-year-old entrepreneur is for the Chinese 

ethnicity to disappear or be totally absorbed into the “pribumi” (or Indonesian) culture. 

This expectation of assimilation is obviously influenced by the history of the G30S 

and the Cold War that he lived through, during which the pribumi were deeply 

suspicious of the Chinese and the New Order exercised its assimilationist policy. 

Suparno further adds: 

 

Yes, I think that assimilation (pembauran) is most essential … because if we talk about social 

jealousies and suspicions between the rich and the poor only, they also appear among the 

pribumi. But because we belong to the same pribumi category (kita sama-sama pribumi), we 

can’t differentiate, ‘Eh, you are this race or that race’. The point is, whether they like it or not, 

they should want to gradually assimilate (membaur). So that we won’t have ethnic [Chinese] 

descendants any more (ibid). 

 

However, for Ifan, a young male pribumi professional, “membaur” does not mean a 

total dissolution of Chinese cultural identity: 
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Assimilation does not mean losing one’s identity. If we Javanese work or behave in a certain 

way, so be it. For the Chinese, let them practise their traditions. Just be yourself, but help each 

other [i.e. different ethnic groups]. Come, let us be more open to each other. The Chinese are 

rather closed, they like to form their own groups and not to mix with us (interview, 08/10/2004). 

 

Herman, a pribumi engineer who enjoyed watching the lion dance, 7  thinks that 

“membaur” means to integrate into the local community: 

 

 They should fully socialise (membaur, memasyarakat). So don’t just live here but socialise. 

Aren’t they living in the environment of the “asli” Indonesians? If they can’t socialise, that 

means they are only boarding (numpang) here. To me, if they really want to be WNI 

(Indonesian citizens), they should take part in the social activities in our community. But until 

now we haven’t seen this happening yet, have we? (06/11/2004). 

 

The uncertain and ambiguous position of the Chinese is denoted in the term 

“numpang” as expressed by Suparno and Herman above. The idea of “numpang” or 

boarding suggests an act of temporary belonging. The Chinese have been seen as 

“penumpang” (temporary residents) in Indonesia even though Indonesia is the only 

home with which most of them identify. There are two obstacles suggested in the 

excerpts above for them to be accepted as “tuan rumah” (master of the house, also 

host, landlord) instead of “penumpang”. On the one hand, Suparno argues that as long 

as they do not give up their Chinese culture, they will always be “penumpang”. 

Herman, on the other hand, attributed this “penumpang” identity to their failure to 

socialise. Like their status as “pendatang”, the construction of the Chinese as 

“penumpang” is based on essentialist assumptions of “race”, origin and class. Only 

                                                 
7 In fact, many informants expressed interest in Chinese culture and language but were still reluctant to 
accept the Chinese as an integral part of Indonesia. Hence, as long as Chinese culture does not 
challenge the status quo, pribumi willingly accept it. 
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“pendatang” satisfy the criteria of “penumpang”: one has to be an outsider to 

temporarily lodge in a particular place. The essentialist categories of “pendatang” and 

“penumpang” seem both fixed and unchangeable. It will be interesting to see if this 

boundary can be crossed if Chinese Indonesians assimilate more and be less exclusive, 

as suggested by the pribumi informant.  

 

Counter narratives = counter stereotypes?  

 

In a study on pribumi perceptions of the Chinese in Central Java, Arief Budiman 

(cited in Pardede et al 2002: 34) concluded that anti-Chinese sentiments in that 

locality were based purely on prejudices. His study shows that pribumi impressions of 

the Chinese were predominantly built on negative stereotypes of the Chinese. 

However, when they referred to their Chinese friends who did not fit into the negative 

stereotypes, Budiman’s informants contended that these people were exceptions, or, in 

their terms, were “repentant” Chinese (“Tionghoa yang bertobat”) (ibid). In fact, 

Budiman’s study reminds us that the myths about a particular “race” represented in 

stereotypes can be debunked by real encounters between the “Self” and the “Other”. 

However, this raises the question: do counter narratives or positive personal 

experiences lead to more positive (counter) stereotypes and, consequently, blur the 

racial boundary? 

 

Among my pribumi interviewees there are two in particular who had personal 

experiences of interactions with Chinese people that are contrary to most of the 

stereotypes discussed in this chapter. Ita, a lecturer in a state university, thinks that her 

experience with the Chinese is not typical of what most pribumi experience: 
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I have a background which might be considered unique compared to that of others. When I was 

in Cirebon, my driver was Chinese, and so was my pembantu (house maid) who liked to be 

bossed around. In my village, we had two Rukun Tetangga (RT or neighbourhood associations) 

that were Chinese. The head of RT was also Chinese, so was Pak Hansip (the hamlet security 

guard). My older sibling also used to have a boy/girlfriend relationship with a Chinese person. 

The traders around my house were Chinese, and of course big and small businesspeople, and 

itinerant traders were also Chinese. And even the tukang becak (pedicab driver) was also ethnic 

Chinese. Their professions were very diverse, ranging from low to high. There are many things 

here that are not imaginable and wouldn’t be found in Jakarta (interview, 15/10/2004). 

 

This different picture of Chinese identity, particularly class positioning, described by 

Ita is seen as a counter narrative to what is seen in Jakarta. While the Chinese in 

Cirebon seem to occupy different occupations of the society, they are not spared from 

the “Othering” discourse perpetuated by stereotypes. In this interview, Ita went on to 

discuss the positive (natural) attributes of the Chinese such as being hardworking, 

industrious and so on, as well as the negative “characteristics” such as being corrupt, 

exclusive and so on. Hence, Ita’s understanding about the Chinese is not only based 

on her life experience but also upon the force of stereotypes constructed through 

dominant discourses in Indonesian history, government policies and media. 

 

Below is excerpt of an interview with Andi, the pribumi university student who 

experienced discrimination in a lift full of Chinese women, as documented above. 

Despite that experience, Andi’s perception of the Chinese and the meaning of “asli” is 

very different from that of most of my informants: 
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Q: In your opinion, have the Chinese in Indonesia become real Indonesians? 

A: I have seen several [Chinese] who have more nationalism and are more nationalistic than 

Indonesians. But there are also some who feel proud of their Chineseness. I used to have a 

boss who was a rich Chinese. He was willing to sacrifice his money for things that even 

the pribumi find hard to do. He paid for pribumi kids and young people to take courses. 

Personally, I do not judge people by the shape of their eyes: they have slanted eyes (mata 

sipit) therefore they are Chinese and those with almond-shaped eyes (mata belo) are 

pribumi. Because I feel, and as far as I know, in terms of genetics, Chinese genes are 

dominant. From what I’ve seen, if a person’s father is a Javanese and mother is Chinese, 

s/he will sure have slanted eyes, or vice versa – Chinese mother, Ambonese father, the 

child will also have slanted eyes. So I do not want to judge people by saying that people 

with slanted eyes and fair skin are Chinese and not Indonesian. And then there are those 

Melanesian people, say Hawaiians [sic] who look like us. Does it mean that if they come to 

Indonesia with similar appearance like us, then they are Indonesians? No. That is why I do 

not evaluate people like that. Hence, according to me, “asli” Indonesian is defined as… 

possibly  … the descendants, for three or four generations, of people who were born here 

(university student, 01/11/2004). 

 

Andi’s description of the Chinese is contrary to the common stereotypes of them as 

unpatriotic, selfish or uninterested in contributing to local community. Nevertheless, 

according to Hall, “[t]o reverse stereotype is not necessarily to overturn or subvert it. 

Escaping the grip of one stereotypical extreme may simply mean being trapped in its 

stereotypical ‘other’” (1997: 272). The statement made by Andi that some Chinese 

were more nationalistic than some Indonesians, unwittingly positioned the Chinese 

and the pribumi in an oppositional dichotomy as two separate entities. This racial 

boundary based on dualism is also notable, ironically, when Andi went on to 

challenge the appropriateness of judging people from their racial signifiers, namely 

appearance and skin. Andi’s deconstruction of racial appearance shows the 
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complexity of race as well as the limitation of identification based on appearance. 

However, his anti-racist opinion still relies on essentialist notions of “race”, which he 

justifies using his version of genetics. This suggests that essentialism, to some extent, 

is unavoidable or even required in anti-racist discourse (Bonnett 2000: 133). 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has discussed the relevance and indeed indispensability of analysing 

perceptions of “race” in the study of pribumi and Chinese relations in contemporary 

Indonesia. Although “race” is unfashionable in the scholarly discourse of ethnicity 

and multicultural studies, it is absolutely basic and pervasive in public discourse on 

the ground in Jakarta. This chapter has shown how certain “racial” signifiers 

influenced people’s perception, interaction and construction of the “racialised Other”. 

In the process of pribumi stereotyping of the ethnic Chinese, the pribumi collectivity 

is imagined as a homogenised racial category juxtaposing itself against the Chinese 

“Other”. The boundary of difference between the pribumi and Chinese is imagined 

and maintained through perpetuating stereotypes and myths of racial characteristics. 

None of these stereotypes is independent of their historical context.  

 

It is apparent, from the interview material, that the Chinese were constructed as rich 

powerful bosses vis-à-vis the poor helpless pribumi victims. This construction 

essentialises the Chinese as perpetrators of oppression while the pribumi are helpless 

victims. This kind of simplistic reductionism ignores the complex dynamics of power 

relations between the state, the pribumi and the Chinese. As a result, the diversity 

within the “Self” category, according to class, gender, ethnicities, culture and religion, 
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is ignored and it is assumed that the “Self” category speaks in a unified voice. On the 

other hand, the differences between the categories of the “Self” and the “Other” are 

exaggerated in irreconcilable dualism, so that the “imaginary line” of essentialised 

difference can be sustained.  

 

The final section of the chapter brought up some counter narratives to the common 

stereotypes of the Chinese. While they shed some positive light on how stereotypes 

that are based on myth and generalisations can be reversed, it is worrying that 

counter-narratives are still not able to blur or break down the boundary of racial 

difference. This suggests that reversing stereotypes may not be the most effective way 

to counter stereotypes. The root of the problem lies in the perception of identity as a 

singular entity, i.e. in essentialist terms. As a result, the ethnic Chinese will continue 

to be seen as “pendatang” and “penumpang” as long as racial reification based on 

essentialism remains as the dominant discourse in Indonesian society.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Preserving Ethnicity: Negotiating Boundary Maintenance and Border-Crossing 

 

In the preceding chapter, I discussed the significance of “race” discourse in shaping 

the pribumi “Self” against the Chinese “Other”. The interview material with pribumi 

informants revealed that “racial” boundaries between pribumi and Chinese were 

constantly maintained through stereotyping – assuming that stereotypes are hereditary, 

immutable and eternal. In this chapter, I will continue to explore the process of 

defining and maintaining the ethnic boundary between the pribumi and the Chinese, 

but this time from the perspective of the Chinese themselves.  

 

The chapter draws mainly on my field notes from participant observation in Jakarta in 

2004 and interviews with eight young middle class, Indonesian-speaking “Chinese” 

informants. Six of my informants were from the two subgroups in which I participated 

(i.e. three from each group), while two are my personal friends.  Two of the 

informants are of “mixed” descent: their fathers are pribumi and their mothers 

Chinese. However, they self-identified as “Chinese”. As mentioned in Chapter Two, I 

conducted participant observation on two subgroups in my initial months in Jakarta. I 

participated in a youth fellowship of a Pentecostal peranakan church with around 

forty Chinese and pribumi members for five weeks.1 I also sat in on a Marketing 

                                                 
1 I summarise here the background of this Pentecostal peranakan church from its 35th Anniversary 
Magazine published in 1981: This church was founded in 1945 by peranakan Chinese Christian who 
were all WNI (Indonesian citizens) and were either Dutch or Indonesian educated. The church first 
used a Chinese (Hokkien) name and then changed it to an Indonesian name in 1955. It is acknowledged 
that this name changing “manifested the church’s participation within the society, nation and the 
Indonesian republic. The new name of the church testifies and serves not only in the spiritual field, but 
also in the field of ‘Nation Building’” (15). The church’s anniversary magazine repeatedly stressed its 
origin as a peranakan in order to differentiate itself from the Chinese-speaking totok churches in 
Jakarta. It also emphasised that the church used to have Dutch and Javanese services in the 1940s and 
1950s but never had a service in Mandarin. “The Chineseness of this church… has been fading. They 
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Management class with approximately twenty students (all Chinese except for two) 

for five weeks in a private “Chinese” university in West Jakarta. This private 

university has sometimes been sardonically referred to by Jakartans as the “Shanghai 

Business University” because over 95% of its students are ethnic Chinese.2 I was 

given forty-five minutes after each lecture to discuss issues related to ethnicity and 

identity with the students.  

 

While the previous chapter focused on “race” – the social classification of human 

groups based on physical characteristics and biological difference – this chapter will 

examine the more specific form of social organisation based on the concept of 

“ethnicity”. Ethnicity refers to perceived common ancestry, history, lineage, root, 

blood and shared symbols of peoplehood such as shared memories, homeland and 

“culture” (Worchel 1999: 16-19). Like “race”, ethnicity is commonly seen as pre-

ordained, given and an identity based on birth; membership is fixed (Worchel 1999: 

19). As Cornell and Hartmann have noted, “race and ethnicity often overlap” (1998: 

32). According to them,  

 

The identification of common physical characteristics often also involves a claim to some form 

of shared ancestry; groups making such a claim typically claim a distinctive history as well and 

may signify their peoplehood in culturally distinct ways (ibid). 

 

The Chinese minority in Indonesia exemplifies the overlap of “race” and ethnicity 

because they, to some extent, self-identify, and are perceived by the pribumi to 

                                                                                                                                            
melted (melebur) and assimilated (membaur) with Indonesian people until they were really unified” 
(17).  
2 This percentage is merely based on hearsay, not from the university’s official statistics. A lecturer at 
the university told me that there is no category for ethnicity in the student enrolment form. Hence, it is 
virtually impossible to identify the ethnic composition of students in the university. However, the fact 
that the vast majority of students in the university are ethnic Chinese is undisputed.  
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possess certain “distinct” physical characteristics such as fair skin and slanting eyes, 

and to have originated from a “foreign” homeland. This chapter focuses on ethnicity 

rather than “race” in order to explore the potential for Chinese-pribumi interaction and 

for the breakdown of stereotypical and “race”-based dichotomisation. 

 

Ethnic identity depends on both the group’s self-identification and the identity 

assigned by “outsiders”. The sociological term “ethnic category” refers to externally 

assigned identity to a group while “ethnic group” refer to internally or self-defined 

identity by the group members (Cornell and Hartmann 1998: 20). An ethnic group 

may “incorporate, reject, invert or ignore the images which others have of them” 

(Oxfeld 2003: 316). The images assigned by outsiders may also “colour the attitudes 

which ethnic group members hold toward these others” (ibid). The early sections of 

this chapter will thus be a mirror-image of the previous chapter in an attempt to shed 

some light on how the perceptions of the pribumi on the Chinese have shaped the self-

identification of Chinese ethnicity.  

 

To borrow Barth’s theory on ethnic groups and boundaries, dichotomised ethnic 

statuses, such as that of Chinese and pribumi, create stable and persisting ethnic 

boundaries (Barth 1994: 10). The maintenance of an ethnic boundary sets apart an 

ethnic group from another and ensures the continuity of the ethnic group. Barth notes 

that:  

 

The cultural features that signal the boundary may change, and the cultural characteristics of the 

members may likewise be transformed, indeed, even the organisational form of the group may 

change – yet the fact of continuing dichotomisation between members and outsiders allows us to 
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specify the nature of continuity, and investigate the changing cultural form and content (1994: 

14). 

 

In other words, even though the cultural “stuff” (ibid: 15) within an ethnic group 

transforms and changes like all cultures do, as long as the boundary that separates its 

“Self” from its “Other” is maintained, the ethnic group will continue to exist. It is 

crucial to reiterate that the cultural “stuff” is “not constrained by this boundary; it can 

vary, be learnt, and change without any critical relation to the boundary maintenance 

of the ethnic group” (italics in original, ibid: 38). In the case of the Chinese-

Indonesians, despite the fact that “Chineseness” in Indonesia has changed and been 

considerably “diluted” by assimilation, the Chinese in Indonesia continue to view 

themselves as “Chinese” and distinguishable from the pribumi.   

 

In this chapter I will examine the particular diacritical marks that the Chinese utilise 

as ethnic boundary markers. This will include stereotypes and perceived differences 

based on “race”, education, religion and class of their pribumi counterparts. Barth 

suggested that by belonging to an ethnic category, an ethnic actor may be judged on 

certain diacritical features that exhibit his/her ethnic identity such as values, language, 

lifestyle, morality and performance (1994: 14). However, these performative features 

of “Chineseness” or any other identity are not static and are subject to change and 

negotiation. Hence, Ong and Nonini encourage us to engage with what they called 

“the hard surfaces of daily life” (1997: 3) in order to understand the complexities of 

being a Chinese. The chapter will document the different ways of being Chinese in 

everyday life in Jakarta and the internal differentiation of “Chineseness” within this 

ethnic group based on class, “culture”, language, age, religion and regional origin.  
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In his published work in 1969, Barth criticised anthropologists for not paying enough 

attention to the analysis of interactional aspects of inter-ethnic relations with regard to 

problems of boundary maintenance (1994: 17). To him, the quintessential requirement 

for the co-existence of ethnic diversity was the persistence and maintenance of ethnic 

differences (ibid). He argued that inter-ethnic interactions will neither lead to a 

reduction of differences nor generate a congruence of “culture”, as ethnic actors were 

bound by the “social contract” to maintain the cultural difference of their own ethnic 

group (1994: 15-6). However, Barth’s later work illuminated a significant change 

from his earlier position. In his book, Balinese Worlds, published in 1993, Barth urged 

us to focus on the “processes that arise from … interactional potentials … of social 

and cultural construction of reality”, which he stresses, are “always here and now” 

(1993: 4). In a stark contrast to his earlier work, Barth’s conceptualisation of ethnic 

boundaries has shifted from the focus on almost mutually exclusive ethnic groups that 

result from the rigid maintenance of boundaries, to the processes and potentials for 

ethnic groups to transform as a result of interactions. In this sense, ethnic boundaries – 

even though they may still be maintained by some interested parties or “gate keepers” 

of the group – are capable of shifting, changing, and are subject to negotiation and re-

definition. With the proliferation of boundary crossings in late modernity, Barth 

encourages us to accept the “view of disorder, multiplicity, and undeterminedness” as 

plausible ways of understanding social life (1993: 5). To address Barth’s call for an 

understanding of social practices and organisations as “complex civilisation” (1993: 

350) rather than reducing them into “coherent” wholes (1993: 6), the final section of 

this chapter will examine the Chinese-Indonesian experience of hybridity and cross-

cultural fertilisations that transgress, but do not dissolve, ethnic boundaries.  
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Delineating the Chinese | Pribumi boundary 

 

The previous chapter has shown that one of the ways to maintain an ethnic boundary 

is through stereotyping – an imagination of the “Other” based on “myth and 

unconscious deformation of reality” (Gilman 1985: 35). This section will mirror the 

previous chapter in fulfilling its aim of examining Chinese perceptions of the pribumi 

and how this perception attributes “Chineseness” in opposition to “pribuminess”. It 

will also show how the construction of stereotypes based on accentuated ethnic 

difference can sometimes conflate “race” and class into a single concept.  

 

Stereotypes and ethnic interactions 

 

The relationship between the Chinese and pribumi in Indonesia is coloured by mutual 

stereotypes. The common stereotypes of the pribumi expressed by my Chinese 

informants are: the pribumi cannot be trusted, they are lazy (malas), stupid 

(bego/bodoh), extravagant (boros), irresponsible (tak bertanggungjawab), 

undisciplined (tak disiplin), and debt-ridden (tukang ngutang). They are exploiters 

(pemeras) and are always jealous (iri) of the Chinese. They see the Chinese as the 

enemy (musuh). Some of these stereotypes are formed on the basis of my informants’ 

experience of interaction with pribumi. However, most stereotypes are merely popular 

perceptions and prejudices of the Chinese toward the pribumi. Sometimes, 

unfavourable experiences that the Chinese have had when interacting with the pribumi 

have reinforced such stereotypes. 
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The most common stereotype of the pribumi is that they cannot be trusted. This 

stereotype is mainly a result of the perceived discrepancy of wealth between the 

Chinese and pribumi. Chinese are generally seen as wealthier than pribumi, and thus 

they always become the target of requests and demands for money. This contributed 

to their mistrust and suspicion of the pribumi.3 For instance, an informant revealed 

that:  

 

I fought with pribumi when I was young. Why? What do you think they like to do most? They 

like to ask for money. At that time, Rp. 100 was a lot of money for us. [But] they think we 

[Chinese] have lots of money and Rp. 100 wouldn’t be a problem. The thing is, we can’t always 

give them money (Tauw Sing, 25, professional, 09/04/2004). 

 

Another informant who lived in a pribumi area in his childhood told me that he 

occasionally would hang out with pribumi kids from his neighbourhood, “but [their 

relationship was] not very close”. He said, “Most importantly they did not cause us 

trouble (macam-macam dengan kita), such as to rob (merampok) and so on” (Albert, 

interview, 19, university student, 27/05/2004). 

 

Ethnic stereotypes can be passed down by parents through upbringing (see Worchel 

1999: 75). Luke and Carrington argue that the family is where the most personal and 

intimate forms of inter-subjectivity are formed, and “where racialising practices and 

the identity politics are (re)produced and (re)negotiated” (2000: 18). The following 

                                                 
 
3 Interestingly, a young lower middle class pribumi friend of mine also repeatedly advised me not to 
trust people in Jakarta, especially lower class people. He asked me to be careful (berhati-hati) and be 
always on guard (jaga-jaga) even with him. He said people were good in nature but the environment 
they lived in forced them to do bad things. In his words, “asal jangan kasih kesempatan” (as long as 
you don’t give them the opportunity) you will be safe (field notes, 19/03/2004).  
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excerpts from interviews are concerned with how racialising practices are reproduced 

and negotiated through inter-generational communication: 

 

Q: So do your parents give you any advice regarding socialising with pribumi? 

A: They tell me not to be too close [with pribumi]. If it is just within the limit of business 

then it is ok. Because sometimes they [pribumi] tend to cross the limit, meaning that 

they lack manners and so on. When the time comes, they can be rough (kasar) to us. 

 

Q: What is your own opinion? Do you think that [your parents’ views] are true? 

A: Some are true, but some are not. Among intellectual [well-educated] pribumi, I don’t 

think there is a problem because they are open-minded. But those in the lower circles 

of society like pedicab drivers, they are still narrow-minded. They still think the 

Chinese are rich because of the relationship between the Chinese and the government. 

In fact, that [cukong] relationship is already a thing in the past (Tauw Sing, 

09/04/2004). 

 

It is not clear what Tauw Sing’s parents meant when they said that pribumi can be 

rough on the Chinese when the time comes. This perception may have been the 

consequence of the various episodes of anti-Chinese riots they experienced in Jakarta. 

Another informant commented that after the May 1998 riots, she became suspicious 

(was-was) and distrustful (tak percaya) of the pribumi. However, she stressed that “it 

was not of all pribumi, only some of them” (Leny, interview, 22, fresh graduate, 

15/04/2004). Like, Tauw Sing, Leny refused to generalise that all pribumi are 

distrustful. Tauw Sing indicated that one way to differentiate the pribumi is by their 

education level. To him, the low educated pribumi are the ones to be guarded against.  
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Justine, an 18 year old university student, was also warned by her parents to beware of 

pribumi. She said, 

 

While my parents never prohibited me from making friends with pribumi, I know they didn’t 

like it. But my brother has a lot of friends from his university who are pribumi. For example 

when his pribumi friends come to visit, they are not allowed to enter my brother’s room. They 

only hang out in the living room. But if his friends are Chinese, they are treated like our own 

relatives, very close.  

 

Maybe there was a feeling of suspicion [in my parents]. I mean because they [my parents] don’t 

know their [the pribumi friends’] background, that’s why they don’t [trust them]. But we as their 

children [the younger generation], we shouldn’t have to think like them. You know, sometimes 

we tell our mum, ‘Mama, don’t be like that [to the pribumi]’ (interview, 25/05/2004). 

 

This interview shows a difference in perception between two generations. 4  As a 

member of a younger generation, Justine’s brother was not afraid to make friends with 

pribumi. He even invited them to his house – a gesture that would undermine his 

parents’ authority and heighten their anxiety. Justine and her brother’s advice to their 

mother not to be discriminatory highlights the agency of the younger generation 

against the blind inheritance of stereotypes that are passed down by their parents.  

 

                                                 
4 It has to be noted that Justine’s parents are both Chinese-educated. In their generation, they would 
have been considered as totok, who are less assimilated than the Dutch- or Indonesian-educated 
peranakan. Hence, their suspicions toward pribumi may not represent the attitude of all Chinese in that 
generation. 
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Nevertheless, in some cases, the effect of stereotypes passed on by parents to their 

children as a result of their real or imagined traumatic experience in interacting with 

the pribumi is more far reaching.5 For instance,  

 

Hendra, a young Chinese informant of mine whose parents always armed him with stories about 

crimes committed by pribumi eventually internalised the fear and paranoia. He visited my living 

place one day and saw the inaugural issue of a Chinese telephone directory that contained a 

directory of Chinese businesses and residences in Jakarta. He was terrified and was very 

concerned. He asked from where I had obtained the book and if the book had been circulated 

widely. He then commented that this book was dangerous because if it fell into the hands of 

Muslim extremists, they could easily identify and locate the Chinese and kill them (field notes, 

14/09/2004). 

 

Hendra’s concern that the Chinese may be targeted and killed by Muslim fanatics 

might seem exaggerated but it reminds us that the trauma of May 1998 and other anti-

Chinese episodes had ramifications beyond the short term. His disapproval of the 

publication of the Chinese directory shows his mistrust of the whole process of 

Reformasi and democratisation. It also shows the repercussions of the New Order’s 

forced assimilation policy and banning of Chinese language and culture for some 

Chinese.  

 

This trauma is also manifest in another informant’s act of “self censorship” as 

recorded in the following field notes: 

 

                                                 
5 Nas and Pratiwo’s (2003) paper, entitled “The streets of Jakarta: Fear, trust, and amnesia in urban 
development” discussed the fears and trauma that continued to haunt the Chinese in Jakarta following 
the 1998 riots.  
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Tonight I was with a young Chinese-Indonesian friend (originally from Riau) and two pribumi 

university students who were learning Mandarin. We were waiting for a taxi in a bus stop at 

Pasar Baru. The bus stop was occupied by cart stalls and homeless people. We talked in 

Mandarin quite loudly. My Riau friend suddenly warned us to tone down and use Bahasa 

Indonesia instead, because he noticed the people around were staring at us in an unfriendly 

manner (field notes, 19/02/2004).  

 

I found my Riau friend’s self-awareness profoundly interesting. He imagined a threat 

or danger if we continued to speak Mandarin in an area with predominantly lower 

class pribumi. That danger can be real or totally unfounded. It can be argued that his 

caution was not incited by unfriendly “stares” but by the fact that those who stared at 

him were the unknown “Others”. 

 

The traumatic experiences of the Chinese in Indonesia, together with the negative 

stereotypes that Chinese have of pribumi, have contributed to their fear of conflict and 

confrontation with pribumi. Consider this for example: 

 

On the way home from my office today, I was taken for a ride by a Bluebird taxi driver. 

Bluebird Taxi has the reputation of being the most reliable taxi company in Jakarta. I was 

furious because a ride home usually takes 30-40 minutes, but this time it took 1 hour and 15 

minutes. When I got home, I told my housemate and her mum about my experience and said 

that I was going to lodge a complaint with the Bluebird office. The mum became a little anxious. 

She asked, ‘What if the driver gets angry?’ My housemate asked, ‘Will he know our name if we 

complain?’ To avoid trouble or revenge, they both asked me not to tell the Bluebird office my 

name or address when I lodged my complaint (field notes, 19/03/2004). 

 

In fact, for many Chinese who went through the New Order and were accustomed to 

its “culture”, silence is the best way to avoid potential trouble and revenge. My 
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informants have assumed that the pribumi “Other” is a unified, homogeneous group 

which is capable of inflicting violence on the Chinese minority.  

 

The psychological trauma mentioned above may seem excessive to outsiders but to 

the Chinese the fear and threat are real (see Thung 2004b: 54). A Perth property 

exhibition in Jakarta had targeted the Chinese-Indonesian market using the threat 

argument. During the pre-exhibition briefing, the boss of the exhibition advised: 

 

When potential clients ask us why they should buy property in Perth, I think the most important 

reason is for the assurance of their children’s future. There are anti-Chinese riots in Indonesia 

almost every decade. For example, PP10 in 1959, G30S in 1965, Tanjung Priok incident in 

1970s, May 1998 tragedy… Indonesia is too troubled (payah). The 1998 incident was not the 

last; there will be another one later. The Chinese in Indonesia will be the victims again one day. 

That is why we promote Australia (field notes, 21/04/2004). 

 

The promotional strategy described above aimed to remind the Chinese of their 

traumatic experiences in Indonesia. The underlying message was that Indonesia was 

unsafe and could not be a permanent home for the Chinese. For the wealthy Chinese 

who can afford to relocate, migration may be the solution. However, for most middle 

class Chinese, the key is to live with difference, rather than to escape from it.  

 

The dialogical ethnic “Self”   

 

It is important to remember that ethnic identity is relational. Oxfeld claims that ethnic 

identity is “dialogical or reflexive”, as it is “created, maintained and reaffirmed 

through a continuous set of oppositions between one’s own group and the others” 
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(2003: 316). Cornell and Hartmann also contend, “[e]thnicity is a matter of 

contrast. … An ethnic group cannot exist in isolation. It has meaning only in a context 

that involves the others – ultimately, in a collection of peoples of which it is only a 

part” (1998: 20).6

 

Stereotypes were used by my informants to explain certain behaviours that they 

attributed to certain ethnic groups. The following account will exemplify this point: 

 

On this evening, Rudy and I walked to a roadside coffee stall near my boarding house to have 

some toast. The stall was managed by two young pribumi men. Rudy and I ordered two serves 

of toast. It took them twenty minutes to prepare the food. Rudy made a comment to me while 

waiting impatiently, ‘Maklumlah, mereka tiko. Tiko emang begitu. Mereka kalau kerja, lama 

sekali dan mereka bodoh banget’ (‘Please understand, [after all] they are pribumi. Pribumi are 

like that. When they work, they are very slow and very stupid’.)7  

 

I asked innocently, ‘But a lot of cooks in Chinese warung [food stalls] are pribumi too. They 

work hard and are very efficient. How come?’ 

 

Rudy replied, ‘Who is the trainer?’ He then explained that these pribumi cooks are smart and 

efficient because they have been trained by a Chinese boss (field notes, 10/07/2004). 

 

In this case, Rudy was not surprised by the inefficient service of the stall keepers as he 

assumed that inefficiency and stupidity are part of the ethnic character of the pribumi. 

The ethnic origin of the stall keepers was irrelevant because in this context pribumi 

were simply the non-Chinese “Other” regardless of their diversity. However, Rudy 

                                                 
6 This point applies to the ethnic Chinese. Tan C.B. reminded us that the Chinese ethnic category “is 
meaningful only in relation to other ethnic categories in a larger society” (2003: 39). 
7 The term “tiko” will be defined later in the chapter. 
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believed that these characteristics could be changed if they were trained by Chinese.8 

This signifies a different view of ethnic character: rather than assuming the ethnic 

character of the pribumi to be inborn and “natural” Rudy believed ethnic character 

had the potential to be flexible and changeable. However, the juxtaposition of the 

pribumi cooks with their Chinese boss implied a dichotomised opposition of pribumi 

ethnic character to those of the Chinese: that is, the claim of pribumi as lazy and 

stupid implied that the Chinese must be hardworking and clever. It also implies a class 

opposition: that the owner would be Chinese and the workers pribumi. This shows 

that dichotomised opposition between Chinese and pribumi has to be maintained in 

order to describe the ethnic character of the Chinese.  

 

My interview with Leny, a 22 year old fresh university graduate, also shows that the 

pribumi “Other” is indispensable to her definition of the Chinese “Self”: 

 

The Chinese are more spoiled; they have higher standards of living, and are different in social 

class compared to other ethnic groups. In terms of thinking patterns, the Chinese are more 

persistent while the pribumi are quick to give up and less determined (interview, 15/04/2004). 

 

Leny’s statements substantiated Stuart Hall’s assertion that ethnic identities are 

constructed through difference, and that it is only through a relation to the “Other”, a 

relation to what is not and to what is lacking, that the “Self” can be constructed 

(1996b: 4). 

                                                 
8 A similar point was made by Novianto, a 26 year old Chinese-Indonesian businessman in Jakarta. In 
his company, 70% of the employees are pribumi. He said pribumi are very loyal (awet, lit. durable). He 
said Chinese employees often leave the company when they find better jobs elsewhere. According to 
him, Chinese are never loyal to a company. Underlying this assumption is that Chinese are too 
opportunistic and “smart” or “lihai” (a Chinese-Indonesian term for strategic). He said even though the 
fundamental character (sifat dasar) of pribumi is lazy, this character can be changed. According to him, 
if pribumi are trained and supervised properly [by the Chinese], they can be motivated to work (field 
notes, 10/06/2004).  
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Another way to know the “Self” is to understand “Other” perceptions of the “Self”. 

However, the process of acquiring the perspectives of the “Other” may itself be 

trapped in stereotypes and prejudices. When asked his opinion about pribumi’s 

perceptions of the Chinese, Petrus said,  

 

Pribumi think that we are cunning [licik] because they think that we are more successful. They 

also think that we are unrefined [kasar]. They think that we can use black magic to get money... 

[especially when they see us] using joss-sticks to worship and offering flowers and food when 

we worship. They think we ‘look after’ Satan who can be ordered to take money from other 

people (interview, 27, accountant, 18/11/2004).  

 

Petrus’ comments show a lack of understanding of Chinese cultural practices by some 

pribumi. The misunderstanding of the Chinese practice of ancestor worship as some 

kind of black magic that enables them to acquire wealth is partly a consequence of the 

New Order prohibition of the practice of Chinese religious and cultural observances in 

public under Presidential Instruction No.14/1967.9

 

As I have described in the previous chapter, most of the perceived differences 

between Chinese and pribumi are, in fact, based on (perceptions of) differences in 

social class. Consider the following interview excerpt with Hendra, a 23 year old 

graphic designer: 

 

                                                 
9 The Presidential Instruction No.14 of 1967 required that, “Chinese religious observances which have 
aspects of cultural affinity which are oriented to their ancestral land [be] practised privately amongst 
the family or individually”. The Joint Decree of the Ministers of Religious Affairs and Home Affairs 
and of the Attorney General in 1980 exemplified such observances as “processions, celebration of 
religious festivals, the dragon dance, the lion dance and similar forms” (see Coppel 2002: 214-5).  
However, Presidential Instruction No.14/1967 was annulled by President Abdurrahman Wahid in his 
Presidential Decree No.6 of 2000. 
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Maybe because most business matters are conducted by the Chinese, the pribumi people think 

that the Chinese are identical to money [-related values]… such as greedy, corrupt, too hard 

working, continuously looking for money. [However] the Chinese say that the pribumi are lazy.  

 

In general, from what I see, the pribumi are very extravagant when they spend money. This is 

even more so after they get their THR (Tunjungan Hari Raya, holiday bonus). That is why when 

THR is given close to Lebaran (end of fasting month celebration), most shops profit from 

mostly pribumi consumers. Because after they received their THR, they spent it straight away 

without saving it. From what I see, Chinese like me save money. 

 

I’d say, pribumi think that the Chinese are money-oriented, Chinese are stingy, stingy, what 

else... high class. Perhaps because they see that the Chinese have fair skin, shining [bright 

complexion], so it seems that the Chinese are rich. They think the Chinese are rich, have lots of 

money but are stingy and anti-social.  

 

Some [of these perceptions] are true while some are not. I have met Chinese who are ... stingy, 

rich and anti-social. But I have also met many Chinese who have fair and shining skin, but still 

ride on buses, and not live luxuriously. Maybe they have only just enough money [to get by]. 

There are many Chinese that I meet who only have enough money [to live] (interview, 

02/11/2004). 

 

Hendra’ comments started with what he thinks the pribumi think of the Chinese. This 

act of seeing-the-Self-through-the-Other’s-lens further illustrates the interdependency 

of the “Other” and the “Self”. Hendra has juxtaposed the stereotypes about the 

Chinese against those of the pribumi. For instance, the Chinese are hardworking and 

thrifty, while the pribumi are lazy and extravagant. However, Hendra was aware that 

the stereotypes are not necessarily true. He countered the popular pribumi stereotypes 

of the Chinese by painting another picture of the Chinese – that they can be fair 
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skinned but not rich. He tried to pull apart the often conflated concept of “race” and 

class which assumes Chinese = fair skin = rich. 

 

The pertinence of “race” as boundary marker  

 

The power of identification based on “racial” markers such as skin colour and 

appearance should not be underestimated. Anthias and Yuval-Davis remind us that 

skin colour and appearance can be used as racist signifiers, as they are “perceived as 

the identification of a separate human stock within an immutable heritage” (1992: 

155). This section uses the term “appearance” not only to refer to the shape of eyes 

and facial features but also bodily appearance which “concerns all those features of 

the surface of the body, including modes of dress and adornment, which are visible to 

the individual and to other agents, and which are ordinarily used as clues to interpret 

actions” (Giddens 1991: 99).  

 

Consider the following account, 

 

Today I rode a bus with Rudy, a 22-year-old middle class Chinese-Indonesian, from Gajah 

Mada Plaza to Roxy Mas. The traffic was very congested at the Roxy area. Suddenly, three 

pribumi men hopped onto the bus. Two of them guarded the front and back door of the bus to 

prevent anyone from taking off. The other man started asking for money, ‘We are poor, we want 

to eat…we ask for money to buy food so we don’t commit crimes’. Hearing that, I realised that 

they were not the usual buskers (pengamen) but thugs (preman). Rudy took out a Rp.100 coin 

from his bag and gave it to the man. The man wanted more and shouted ‘gopek dong!’ (at least 

Rp.500!). Rudy dug in his bag and found another Rp.100 and gave it to the man. 
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The man turned to me after collecting money from Rudy. I did not have coins with me and I did 

not dare to take out my wallet. He gave me a very intimidating look and pointed his fingers at 

my wallet which was visible in the front pocket of my trousers. Rudy had to give him Rp.1000 

for him to leave me alone. Later, the man went to the front seats of the bus where two pribumi 

women and a pribumi man were seated. They showed him a polite hand gesture to show that 

they were not going to give him any money. The man left them alone. 

 

Rudy noted that other Chinese people in the bus also gave them money. Rudy remarked that the 

thugs did not dare to force the pribumi to give them money. He said to me, ‘I’ve had enough 

(kapok), CY, we Chinese are always treated like that!’ (field notes, 10/07/2004). 

 

The incident in the bus is not unusual in Jakarta. I have heard many similar stories 

from both pribumi and Chinese friends.10 My own experience of being the victim of a 

pickpocketing incident in a bus that I described in Chapter Two shows that fear of 

danger in buses is not unfounded. The incident above brought to the fore at least two 

issues: “race” and class. It did not take a second’s thought for my informant, Rudy, 

and I to assume that the perpetrators of crime here were pribumi. This identification 

was largely based on appearance (skin colour, shape of the eyes, etc) and class (they 

were poor and seemed uneducated). On the other hand, the thugs also identified “us” 

Chinese based on these two criteria – i.e. by looking at our appearance and class (such 

as skin colour and clothing). This may explain why the pribumi passengers were not 

hassled and intimidated like “us”. However, I also observed that most “Chinese” 

passengers (again, this identification was based on appearance and class) voluntarily 

                                                 
10 This is a similar story that was told by another informant: 

There was one time when I was going home from the franchise company where I worked part 
time, there were preman (hoodlums) on the bus. They stood up and humiliated the ‘Cina’. You 
know, the majority of people in Tanah Abang [where he took the bus] were pribumi and preman. 
We [Chinese] don’t belong there. Chinese can’t do anything [defend themselves] in this 
neighbourhood. So don’t mess around with them. I was intimidated as I think I was the only 
Chinese [on the bus]. It was so obvious [that I was a Chinese], even more as I dressed up neatly, 
so different [from the pribumi]. (interview, Albert, university student, 27/05/2004). 
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gave them money without even trying to show the hand gesture of saying “No, sorry”. 

It seemed to me that there was a conscious but silent social contract that was 

understood by both the pribumi and the Chinese on the bus: the pribumi assumed that 

the Chinese would be rich and were obliged to “share” their wealth; while the Chinese 

knew their position and understood that they had to give money in exchange for 

security. This position of the Chinese on a micro-personal level is in fact a position 

constructed by the New Order on a macro-national level. Such was the New Order’s 

cukong system (described in Chapter Three) where the ethnic Chinese business elites 

developed close ties with the military for protection from potential harassment, in 

return for the opportunity to expand their wealth. However, Rudy’s statement in 

frustration, that he had had enough or “kapok”, signifies the helplessness of being a 

Chinese in Indonesia.11    

 

As illuminated in my experience with Rudy above, “racial” markers are the most 

convenient identifiers in the everyday interactions between Chinese and pribumi. I 

asked my informants in the private university if they had experienced discrimination 

in their daily life. One informant told about his experience of being stopped by the 

police for breaking traffic rules. He said there was another pribumi driver who was 

also caught for the same offence. The police released the pribumi without issuing a 

traffic ticket but fined my informant because he was Chinese (field notes, 08/05/04). 

Another informant asserted, “We are discriminated against in our everyday life [based 

                                                 
11 The same term “kapok” is also used in the title of a book edited by Alfian Hamzah published in 1998 
after the May riots: Kapok Jadi Nonpri: Warga Tionghoa Mencari Keadilan [The Nonpri have had 
Enough: Ethnic Chinese Look for Justice]. However, in contrast to Rudy’s feeling of vulnerability and 
defenselessness, the sub-title of the book suggests that the Chinese will be vigilant, actively looking for 
justice and are no longer prepared to be silent victims of its cause. Of course, this has to be read within 
the context of the euphoric Reformasi atmosphere immediately after the fall of Suharto. Although lots 
of changes in government policies towards Chinese have taken place since 1998, at an individual level, 
ethnic Chinese like Rudy still face discrimination in their everyday life. 
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on appearance], such as when we buy things from the market, or when we take a ride 

on ojek (motorcycle taxi), they will charge us higher rates” (interview, Albert, 

27/05/2004).12  

 

Discrimination based on appearance also occurred in the bureaucracy and in business, 

according to an informant. He told me that the Chinese usually use a pribumi “middle 

man” to take care of their official documents (menguruskan surat-surat) and to 

negotiate with non-Chinese suppliers. He said if the non-Chinese suppliers know that 

the buyer is Chinese, the price of the goods will certainly be a lot more. According to 

him, “as long as the face of the Chinese is not shown, they won’t be ripped off” (field 

notes, 08/05/04). 13  In fact, most of my younger generation Chinese informants 

acknowledged that they had never had any firsthand experience of being 

discriminated against in the official bureaucracy because they never had to deal with 

the bureaucracy themselves. Their parents usually hired “birojasa” (lit. bureaucracy 

agents) who have connections with the bureaucracy to handle official matters such as 

passport or identity card (KTP) renewals.14

 

However, identification based on appearance and skin colour is not always accurate. 

For instance, in my first visit to the marketing class in the private “Chinese” 

university, the lecturer told me that there were two pribumi out of 16 students in his 

                                                 
12 Ironically, another young Chinese informant told me that he was never discriminated against in buses, 
“They [the bus conductors] always charge the same [price]: pribumi Rp.1000, I also Rp.1000”. When I 
asked him if he had been mistreated in buses, he answered, “No. In fact, sometimes they are friendlier 
to Chinese (lebih ramah) [than pribumi]” (interview, Hendra, 02/11/2004). 
13 Oxfeld has documented similar discrimination experienced by the Chinese in Bengal (see 2003: 331). 
14 Thung explained this by reference to the 1965 trauma that the Chinese experienced. She argues that , 

The impact from 1965 trauma can still be felt by subsequent generations because this trauma 
was passed down [by their parents]. [Therefore], the younger generation Chinese-Indonesians 
did not only avoid politics but also, if they could, avoid anything related to the government 
bureaucracy… such as handling personal matters like KTP (identity card) and passport. That is 
why it is unsurprising that the middle man business could develop (my trans., 2004b: 54).   
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class. This identification was his own guess: one of them had very dark skin and big 

eyes, and though the other was not as dark, he also had big eyes. The lecturer 

introduced me to the class, explained to the students that my project was not meant to 

be “racialist” and specifically asked the two presumed pribumi students not to be 

offended with the content of our discussions. The lecturer was very embarrassed when 

Kurnia, the male student with dark skin and big eyes, told the class that he was 

Chinese (field notes, 15/03/04). Later, I conducted an interview with Kurnia and 

realised that he was of mixed descent. Kurnia’s father was pribumi (Sundanese) and 

his mother was Chinese. However, he was a lot closer to his mother’s family than to 

his father’s family. Hence, his upbringing had instilled in him, in his own words, 

“Chinese values”, and contributed to his self-identification as a Chinese rather than a 

pribumi. This raises the question of what defines “Chineseness”. Is it appearance, 

blood, culture, ability to speak Chinese or self-identification? This will be explored in 

the next section. 

 

In the interview, I asked Kurnia if he had ever felt alienated or been discriminated 

against by Chinese because of his appearance. He answered: 

 

Yes. To tell you the truth, when I first entered this university, I felt inferior [because of my 

appearance]. But actually I am Chinese, right? Nevertheless, that’s how I felt... everyone looked 

at me as if I was different. Except my friends who had already known me, they knew I was 

Chinese. All first semester I felt inferior. I could really feel it. But as time passed, after I told my 

friends [that I was Chinese], they accepted me. It’s good that I am acknowledged. Actually, I am 

not a person who cares about other people’s race. The most important thing is that the person is 

friendly to hang out with. Then I’ll accept that person. In terms of physical appearance, just look 

at how people look at you [the author] compared to [how they look at] me. You are fairer [than 

me], but actually we are both ... Chinese. Many people do not believe that I am Chinese. My 
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friends were also surprised, ‘Oh, you still have Chinese blood? It’s not visible, is it?’ (interview, 

Kurnia, 26/05/2004). 

 

Kurnia’s interview highlights the importance and relevance of appearance in ethnic 

identification. The interview also shows the “racial” hierarchy associated with the 

politics of skin. The appearance of Kurnia not only rendered him a member of the 

pribumi minority in the Chinese dominated university, but also imposed upon him the 

entire negative stereotypes of the pribumi “Other”. It also shows that self-

identification may not suffice to enable membership of the Chinese ethnic group. 

Kurnia repeatedly resorted to the blood argument in his desperate attempt to “fit in” 

and to identify with his fellow Chinese friends.  

 

Physical and spatial (ethnic) boundary 

 

The most common grievance of the pribumi towards the Chinese, as noted in the 

previous chapter, is that the Chinese are “exclusive” and “reluctant to socialise”. 

These claims are mostly based on the physical and spatial segregation of the Chinese 

from the pribumi community. Here, I use West Jakarta as an example. West Jakarta is 

an area dominated by ethnic Chinese residence. It is also home to an enormous, 

“Chinese” shopping mall (Mal Taman Anggrek) and three private universities 

(Universitas Tarumanagara, Universitas Bina Nusantara and Universitas Trisakti) – 

the former two are Chinese-owned and are dominated by ethnic Chinese students.15 

According to my Chinese informant,  

                                                 
15  Trisakti University was first established by the Chinese organisation, Baperki (Indonesian 
Citizenship Consultative Body) in 1958. When established, it was first known as Universitas Baperki, 
and then, inspired by Sukarno’s nationalism, the leader of Baperki changed the university’s name to 
Universitas Republica (URECA) in 1962. However, after the 1965 G30S incident in which Baperki 
was allegedly implicated, the university was closed down by the government. It was no longer Chinese-
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There are also many non-Chinese residents in West Jakarta but they are separate [from the 

Chinese]. Even though, in one district (kelurahan), Chinese residents dominate the area 

surrounding the main roads, most residents who live in small houses in the inner alleys (gang-

gang dalaman) of the district are pribumi. Almost all my neighbours are Chinese. There are 

more pribumi in real terms, but maybe because they live in small alleys it seems like they are 

very few. (interview, Hendra, 02/11/2004).  

 

It is clear that this residential segregation is mainly based on class: the Chinese live 

near the main roads while pribumi live in smaller houses in the alleys.16  

 

Coincidentally or not, all of my young Chinese-Indonesian informants have studied in 

private Christian or Catholic schools in Jakarta.17 Most students in these schools are 

middle class Chinese who claim to embrace the religion of the school. Pribumi 

students are a minority in these schools for two reasons: firstly, most pribumi are 

Muslims who are ineligible for entry, and secondly, these schools charge a 

considerable fee which is only affordable by the middle class and above. The entry 

criteria of religion and class serve precisely the interests of ethnic segregation in a 

subtle but significant way. 18  This ethnic separation in education since childhood 

serves as a virtually impassable ethnic boundary which seriously impedes any 
                                                                                                                                            
owned after it reopened in November 1965 and changed its name to Trisakti University (Li Z.H. 2003b: 
206-9). Nevertheless, Trisakti University currently still has a considerable proportion of Chinese 
students.   
16 This resonates with the observation of Nas and Pratiwo that “the sharp differences between rich and 
poor have always created a certain atmosphere of fear in the city, with its block system of rich houses 
along the large roads and poor kampong dwellings inside these blocks” (2003: 293). 
17 Suryadinata notes that many private schools in Indonesia are run by religious groups that are 
Christian, Buddhist, Tridharma and Confucian. According to him, these schools have the same 
curricula as state schools except that they offer religion as a school subject. He also noted that most of 
these schools are run by ethnic Chinese. The students are mostly ethnic Chinese, although most 
teachers may be pribumi (2004c: 79-80). 
18 Anita Lie (2006) argues that students are segregated into schools that fit their social economy, 
religious and ethnic background. She also claims that this segregation is further amplified by the Law 
No. 20/2003 which makes schools affiliated with a religion reluctant to accept students from another 
faith.  
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opportunity for Chinese to interact with pribumi children. This is exemplified in this 

interview: 

 

I did not have many pribumi friends in my childhood because we went to different schools. 

Generally Chinese go to Christian, Catholic or other private schools. In my area, most ethnic 

Chinese send their kids to Christian private schools near my area. But generally pribumi send 

their children to state schools, maybe because the price is cheaper and the fees are lower. In the 

Christian school that I went to, the ethnic non-Chinese could be counted on [my] fingers 

(interview, Hendra, 02/11/2004). 

 

When asked why they did not enter a state school, some informants in my subgroup 

said that their parents did not allow them to. They said their parents wanted them to 

study in a private school because there were more Chinese there compared to state 

schools. My informants also claimed that private schools provide a better education 

and are higher in standards than state schools (field notes, 10/05/2004).19  The desire 

of Chinese parents for their children to enter a private school where the majority of 

students is Chinese is understandable because of their mistrust of pribumi, mentioned 

above. But self-selected ethnic segregation in education from childhood can obstruct 

cross-cultural understanding, enable the reproduction of inter-generational racism and 

result in the perpetuation of stereotypes. 

 

My informants could easily identify which shopping malls and night clubs were 

frequented by Chinese and which ones by pribumi. For instance, they identified 

middle to higher class shopping malls such as Taman Anggrek Mall in West  Jakarta, 

Mega Mall and Kelapa Gading Mall in North Jakarta, and Puri Indah Mall and 

                                                 
19 The only exception, according to them, was SMU 78 (Public Middle School) which many Chinese 
enter because of its good reputation and high academic standards.  
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Pondok Indah Mall in South Jakarta, as predominantly “Chinese” (field notes, 

subgroup in private university, 10/05/2004). Not unexpectedly, most of these malls 

are located in residential areas with a concentration of Chinese inhabitants. I asked 

Hendra, a young Chinese graphic designer, if he would feel comfortable shopping in 

pribumi-concentrated malls. He answered,  

 

I’ve been there before. But I did not feel comfortable because we [Chinese] were… being 

looked at. They [the pribumi] looked at us in a strange way. It is like if there are pribumi in 

Chinese malls. Maybe, we, as Chinese, will also look at them as something that is unique 

[different]. It’s just like how white people (bule) [stand out] in malls (interview, 02/11/2004).   

 

The discomfort experienced by Hendra in pribumi malls is apparently caused by his 

appearance (eye shape and skin colour) and clothing that make him different and 

“stand out” from the rest. His metaphor of white people resonates with Fechter’s 

article that examined the experience of white expatriates in Jakarta who are identified 

by the local as the “racial Other” on the basis of their skin colour. Their whiteness 

rendered them an uncomfortable but inescapable visibility (Fechter 2006).  

 

There is also a class dimension in the identification of the malls in which the Chinese 

choose to patronise. For instance, when I invited a Chinese friend of mine to watch a 

movie at the cinema in Slipi Jaya Plaza (a lower middle class pribumi mall), my 

friend refused to join because according to him, “that is a place for ‘fan ren’ 

(Mandarin for barbarians, a term that refers to the pribumi)” (field notes, 02/05/2004). 

Underlying this refusal to go to a pribumi area was a kind of racism – a result of the 

lack of understanding of the “Other” since childhood, described above. This racism – 

an argument based on a conflation of race and class – was often justified by my 
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informants as necessary because pribumi are generally poor and prone to committing 

crimes, hence, it would not be secure to visit an area dominated by them.20 With their 

concern about personal security, Chinese justify their “exclusive” behaviour (see 

Nyoto 2002: 82-86).    

 

Ethnic segregation in certain social places on the basis of “race” is sometimes 

voluntary and habitual, as though people are guided by an underlying social contract. 

They know which space to occupy, and believe that if they do not transgress into the 

space of the “Other” they will be safe. 21  I first noticed this habitual voluntary 

segregation when I conducted participant observation at a youth fellowship in a 

peranakan church in Jakarta. After changing its name from Chinese to Indonesian to 

remove its “exclusiveness” in 1955 and vowing to assimilate their peranakan 

“Chineseness” into mainstream “Indonesian” culture and contribute to nation building, 

this church continued to attracted pribumi members (GIA 35th Anniversary Magazine, 

see also footnote 2 in this chapter). My visits to this church in the election year of 

2004 left me with a strong impression of the church’s commitment to political 

education and nationalism.22 From my observations of different Chinese-Indonesian 

                                                 
20 This security argument was also used by my informants when advising me not to visit Blok M. 
According to them, it is a pribumi area, and therefore, “dangerous”. They argue that only lower class 
pribumi hang out in Blok M, and pickpockets are common (field notes, 10/05/2004). Ironically, my 
personal experience in Blok M had been of absolute safety. However, a young pribumi friend of mine 
also warned me not to visit certain places in Jakarta because they were known to be dangerous (rawan). 
However, he said if I were accompanied by a pribumi, I would be unlikely to be targeted (field notes, 
19/03/2004). This comment hinted that the dangers in those areas are not entirely class-based but are 
also “race” related.  
21 For example, once I joined one of the weekly morning exercise gatherings of older generation 
Chinese school alumni in Ancol theme park. I noticed that the majority of visitors in that area were 
Chinese. An informant told me that “This area in Ancol has more Chinese. The darker skin Indonesians 
go to the Eastern side of the park [where the same entrance fees apply]”. It is interesting here to see that 
Chinese and pribumi choose to occupy different social space within the same area.       
22 For example, the sermon on a Sunday service was about seeking God’s will in Indonesia’s election. 
The message preached by teachers in children’s Sunday school on the same day was about prayers for 
the national elections (field notes, 14/03/2004). The topic for a youth fellowship was also “Pray for the 
Nation” (Doa bagi Bangsa), where the speaker encouraged all young participants to take part in voting 
as responsible citizens. His message was essentially political education (field notes, 27/03/2004). 
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churches in Jakarta, I would say that few discuss issues related to politics and 

nationalism. 23  My focus in this peranakan church was to observe Chinese and 

pribumi relations in their youth fellowship. There were approximately 50 young 

people who attended the fellowship, half of whom were pribumi. My assumption 

before participating in the fellowship was that their common religious identity would 

prevail over all other identities including class and ethnicity. My six weeks of visits to 

their fellowship proved my assumption to be ignorant.  

 

For instance, in attending one of their youth committee meetings, I noted that of the 

ten committee members, only two were pribumi. Throughout the meeting, the voice of 

the pribumi members was virtually unheard (field notes, 14/03/2004). An informant in 

the fellowship commented on the above observation: 

 

According to me, that is because perhaps the character of the Chinese is that they are more 

energetic and more vocal, that is why we can see that most committees have members of 

Chinese background. But I don’t think it is deliberate or based on ethnicity. (Fredy, 27, mixed-

blood Chinese, 08/04/2004) 

 

Fredy explained this phenomenon by resorting to his perception of the ethnic 

character of the Chinese. The implication is that pribumi are neither as energetic nor 

as vocal as the Chinese. The irony of Fredy’s comment is that while he was arguing 

against the role of ethnicity in the committee, he could not avoid ethnicising it by 

referring to ethnic stereotypes. Class also may be a factor that determines the ethnic 

                                                 
23 This point is illuminated in the 170th Joint Prayer Meeting of Chinese Churches in Indonesia 
organised by the Chinese Christian Church Council of Indonesia. This meeting was conducted in 
Mandarin and translated into Indonesian. I was one of the very few people below 50 years of age. The 
pastor acknowledged that it is very rare for Chinese churches to pray for the nation. He argued that as 
Indonesian citizens the Chinese had an obligation to pray for this land. Then he lobbied among the 
different church leaders for prayers for Indonesia and its presidential election (field notes, 01/08/2004).  
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composition of the committee. Most Chinese youth members in the fellowship are 

middle to upper class while pribumi are from a lower to middle class background. 

Racism occurred in a subtle way in this fellowship. A Chinese informant also told me 

that there was a group of pribumi youth who wanted to separate from the church 

because they thought it was too Chinese-dominated. I was told that a Chinese member 

lost her mobile phone during a church camp. She and her Chinese friends immediately 

suspected that the mobile had been stolen by a pribumi camper (field notes, 

09/03/2004). Ethnic distrust and finger-pointing seemed to come to the fore in times 

of “crisis” like this. Sadly, the commonality of religion and faith could not transcend 

differences in ethnicity and class. 

 

Revisiting the inescapable “original sin”: being “pendatang” and “penumpang” 

 

The section on “pendatang” in the previous chapter described the impossibility of 

escape for the Chinese from this essentialised identity based on putative historical 

origin. This section will further explore this argument through the perspective of the 

Chinese themselves. Petrus, a 27-year-old accountant, told me that the Chinese prefer 

to work or do business with other Chinese because pribumi are lazy and are not 

trustworthy.  

 

Maybe because there are thoughts from some pribumi who feel that they own Indonesia. [They 

think] the Chinese came to Indonesia only to look for money or profit from their land. 

Consequently, in an indirect way, they think that they own part of it [the profit of the Chinese]. 

Some [pribumi] have said: ‘you are living in my country, right?’ Hence, they are sometimes 

more inclined to target the Chinese in crime because they think the level of economy of the 

Chinese is higher. (interview, 18/11/2004)  
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Petrus’ comment resonates with the section on “pendatang” in the previous chapter. 

Pribumi believe, “once a pendatang, always a pendatang”. A similar remark was 

made by Leny:  

 

…perhaps because the Chinese are a minority, and many of them are successful. [Hence], the 

pribumi feel that the Chinese are colonising their country. [The pribumi think,] ‘Why are they 

pendatang yet they control our economy?’ Business now is mostly dominated by the Chinese. 

(interview,15/04/2004) 

 

 

Ironically, all of the young Chinese informants that I interviewed were born in 

Indonesia. They identified themselves as Chinese-Indonesian and acknowledged that 

Indonesia is their only homeland. For instance, Leny states: 

 

We were born here, not in China, [and] were brought up in Jakarta. We feel the same as other 

Jakartans. I think, we feel in our hearts that Indonesia is our homeland because we grew up here, 

and we breathe in Indonesian air. But why are we not accepted as a part [of this nation]? 

(interview, 15/04/2004) 

 

The historical construction of the Chinese as non-pribumi and non-asli rendered them 

an identity that is always subject to the label of “pendatang” and “penumpang”, 

juxtaposed against the “asli” and “tuan rumah”. However, a very small portion of the 

older-generation Chinese, especially the totok who came from China, still maintain 

the mentality of a sojourner. They were the first generation “pendatang”. The 

sojourner mentality also shaped their perception of being “penumpang” in Indonesia, 

holding on to the dream to return to China. This is exemplified in the family story of 

Tek Tjhin, a young Chinese-Indonesian lecturer in a theological seminary in Jakarta:   
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Tek Tjhin was born and raised in Indonesia. His father is a totok, who, until the 1990s still 

wished to return to China. His whole family had been classified as ‘foreign citizens’ (Warga 

Negara Asing or WNA) due to his father’s persistence in wanting to return to the ‘homeland’. 

During the 1990s Tek Tjhin convinced his father to naturalise so that they would not have to go 

through the complicated procedure of renewing their residency permit in Indonesia every year. 

The WNA status had given them many problems, especially in school enrolments and job 

applications. His father finally agreed to naturalise in 1996, before Indonesia’s general election 

when Suharto simplified the process for naturalisation to attract votes. Tek Tjhin said that even 

though he only became an Indonesian citizen (WNI) in 1996, he loved Indonesia more than 

many Indonesians and he was more Indonesian than many Indonesians (field notes, 10/02/2004).  

 

Tek Tjhin’s expression of his love for Indonesia even before he was an Indonesian 

citizen poses the question of the basis of citizenship and patriotism. In the case of Tek 

Tjhin, citizenship was the only way to legitimate his love for his nation, but his 

evaluation of the strength of his patriotism compared to that of many other (possibly 

pribumi) Indonesians is a notable resistance to conventional Indonesian definitions of 

loyal citizenship. 

 

Another reason for the (older generation) Chinese to self-perceive as “penumpang” is 

their experience of continuous discrimination and political trauma in Indonesia. When 

I asked an older-generation Chinese who lives between Australia and Jakarta if he was 

active in the Chinese organisations that sprang up in Jakarta after the fall of Suharto, 

he answered: 

 

They [Chinese organisations] are too political. We are only “penumpang” (guests or “zuo ke” in 

Mandarin, as he stressed) in Indonesia. We should not air our voice too much. We should absorb 
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the good values from other ethnicities but don’t let them know what is in our mind. Nowadays 

many Chinese are stupid. They get involved in politics and tell people publicly what they are 

thinking. It is dangerous! Politics is poisonous! We do not belong here so we shouldn’t get too 

involved… I think the smartest thing for us Chinese to do is to pretend we’re idiots (zhuang sha 

gua). They [the non-Chinese] think we are stupid and we fake it so that they won’t know what 

we really think (field notes, 25/04/2004). 

 

The response from this informant clearly shows that he has been traumatised by past 

political events which have victimised the Chinese. His comments highlight an ample 

distrust of and suspicion towards the pribumi. Perhaps this informant could afford to 

say that he did not belong in Indonesia, because he had permanent residency in 

Australia and had high mobility due to his wealth. But it is unclear if other Chinese 

middle class would and/or could claim the same.  

 

Name-calling and labeling in maintaining ethnic difference 

 

Name-calling and labeling are powerful tools in the ethnic identification and Othering 

process. For instance, the official labeling of the Chinese as “Cina” and “non-

pribumi” in the New Order not only insulted them, but also vividly reminded them of 

their “foreign” origin and non-belongingness to Indonesia (see Chapter Three). 

However, it should be stressed that names and labels are not static, they are constantly 

changing, as are their connotation and meaning. This section will discuss the effect of 

name-calling and labeling in the perpetuation of the ethnic boundary, and in 

accentuating difference between “Us” and “Them”. It will also examine the evolution 

of terms and labels, and their changing meanings as understood by different 

generations of Chinese.  
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My interviews and field notes show that it is very common for the Chinese to refer to 

“we Chinese” and “they Indonesians” when speaking about the dualism of Chinese 

and pribumi. 24  There are several terms that they use for “Chinese”. The term in 

Mandarin, “zhong guo ren” (Chinese people), is used very often, especially among the 

older generation or younger generation with Chinese-speaking parents. The terms in 

Chinese dialects which also mean Chinese or “Tang dynasty” people, such as “tong 

ngin” (Hakka) or “tang lang” (Hokkien), are less frequently used by Chinese 

Jakartans, but are more often used by Chinese from Kalimantan or Medan who live in 

Jakarta. The Indonesian terms “Tionghoa” and “Cina” and the English term “Chinese” 

are also popularly used by the Chinese in self-reference. All of these terms were used 

by my informants to juxtapose themselves against the “yinni ren” (Mandarin for 

Indonesian people) or “orang Indonesia” (Bahasa Indonesia for Indonesian people). 

The juxtaposition of “Us” (Chinese) and “Them” (Indonesians) using these labels is 

ironic because most Chinese-Indonesians are Indonesian citizens (WNI). Many of 

them also self-identify as Indonesian and pledge their loyalty to this land. The 

labeling practice of Chinese versus Indonesian inherited by the younger generation 

demarcates and perpetuates the boundary between Chinese and pribumi. 

Paradoxically, in doing so, the Chinese are subjecting themselves as “foreigners” to 

the Indonesian “natives”, yet this is an identity they desperately try to shed. 

 

                                                 
24 A pribumi friend of mine told me that she found the Indonesian expressions used especially by 
Chinese-Indonesians like “lu orang” (you people) and “gue orang” (we people or us) offensive. As 
mentioned in previous chapters, “lu” and “gue” are Hokkien terms for “you” and “I”, which have now 
become vocabulary in the Betawi dialect and Jakartan slang. In more formal registers of Indonesian 
language, the expressions for “you people” would be “kalian” and “us” would be “kita”. “Lu/gue 
orang” are translated literally from the Hokkien expressions of “lu/gua lang”. According to my pribumi 
friend, “the Chinese use these terms to alienate the non-Chinese” (field notes, 08/06/2004). 
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Shortly after Suharto’s fall, the term “Tionghoa” started to be reintroduced in the 

mass media as a substitute for the once-offensive but official term “Cina” (Aquilar Jr. 

2001: 510). Some of the older generations Chinese welcome this reintroduction. For 

them, “Tionghoa” is undoubtedly the polite and proper term. As such, two of the 

largest post-Suharto Chinese organisations run mainly by the older generation 

Chinese – the Indonesian Chinese Social Association (Paguyuban Sosial Marga 

Tionghoa Indonesia or PSMTI) and the Chinese Indonesian Association 

(Perhimpunan Indonesia Tionghoa or INTI) – had issued official letters to urge the 

government to annul the 1967 government decree that replaced the term “Tionghoa” 

and “Tiongkok” with the term “Cina”.25 They demanded the term “Tionghoa” to be 

used as official reference to the Chinese-Indonesians. Notably, both organisations 

used the term “Tionghoa” in their name. While acknowledging the wide usage of the 

term “Cina” in Indonesian society, usually without derogatory meaning, the general 

chairman of INTI argues that the term was “provocative, derogatory and hostile at the 

time the decree was made. The term was meant to humiliate the Chinese people. That 

is why we want it changed” (my emphasis, interview, Eddy Lembong, 11/03/2004).26 

In a book published by the general chairman of PSMTI, Tedy Jusuf quoted the 1945 

Constitution Article 26 [sic] which used the term “peranakan Tionghoa” to refer to 

Indonesians of Chinese descent and argued that “Cina” is a term that refers to Chinese 

                                                 
25 The official decree that prohibited the use of the term “Tionghoa” and “Tiongkok” was Surat Edaran 
Presidium Kabinet Ampera RI No. SE 061/Pres. Kab/1967. For details of the history of the terms see 
Coppel and Suryadinata (2002: 369-80). 
26 Eddy Lembong, the general chairman of INTI, asserts,  

We do not mind pribumi using the term ‘Cina’. But officially, INTI uses the term ‘Tionghoa’. 
Maybe only 30% of the current older generation will mind if they are called ‘Cina’. Most of the 
young people are used to and comfortable with the term ‘Cina’. We should respect those who 
use the term ‘Cina’. Some words in Indonesian can only be best described by the term ‘Cina’. 
For example, we say lukisan Cina (Chinese painting) and porcelain Cina (Chinese porcelain), 
etc. There are no Indonesian words such as lukisan or porcelain Tionghoa. In this context, 
‘Cina’ is spoken with respect because there is a sense of history and affection for the Chinese 
culture. So we are proud when ‘Cina’ is used here because it shows the great civilisation of 
China (interview 11/03/2004). 
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of foreign citizenry (WNA) while “Tionghoa” is the appropriate term to refer to 

Chinese-Indonesians (2000: 109).27   

 

Arief Budiman argues that only the older generations, especially those who lived 

outside Indonesia or those who do not mix with the pribumi, are sensitive about the 

terminology (1999: 118). This is manifest in an article in a Chinese news magazine in 

which an elderly migrant Chinese-Indonesian who resided in Macao advocated the 

rejection of the term “Cina” and the re-adoption of the term “Tionghoa” (Mandarin 

Pos, 2002: 15).28 The migrant’s experience can be understood by reference to what 

Ien Ang described as the spatial and temporal displacement from the “normal” 

passing of historic time (2001: 54).29 In fact, a survey carried out by Gunarwan, an 

Indonesian academic, shows that while some older-generation Chinese still prefer the 

term “Tionghoa”, most younger generations are either indifferent to or actually prefer 

the use of the term “Cina” (1999: 41). Gunarwan concluded from his study that if an 

ethnic Chinese first identifies as an Indonesian, then as having Chinese descent, the 

term “Cina” does not appear to be pejorative to them (1999: 46).30  This point is 

substantiated by my interviews and socialising with young Chinese informants in 

                                                 
27 Tedy Jusuf  also noted that the Chinese Embassy in Indonesia prefer the English word “China” to be 
used rather than “Cina” when referring to the PRC (2000: 109).  
28 Si Tu Mei Sen, the personal assistant of ex-president Soekarno, who resides in Macao, still feels 
strongly against the term “Tionghoa” and insists that “Cina” should be used instead (Mandarin Pos, 
2002:15). 
29 This point was made by Myra Sidharta, an older generation Chinese-Indonesian intellectual, who 
told me that the migrant Chinese-Indonesian community was very sensitive about the terms 
“Tionghoa” and “Cina”, while both Chinese and pribumi had already accepted these two terms (field 
notes, 27/02/04). Ien Ang explains that, 

diasporic subjects are not only spatially disembedded, ‘out of place’; they are also temporally 
disembedded….By migrating, they break the flow of continuous historical time as lived when 
one stays in one place. Not only are notions of past, present and future no longer anchored in a 
sense of evolving continuity, they also become doubled, as it were, as the migrant steps into the 
temporality of a different historical trajectory (2001a: 54). 

30  Gunarwan also conjectures that as long as this generation does not pass on the pejorative 
implications of the term “Cina” to the next, the negative connotation will soon disappear (1999: 48) 
The same point is argued by Nyoto (2002: 3-4). 
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Jakarta. Most of them used the term “Cina”, and occasionally the English term 

“Chinese” for self-identification. 

 

It can be argued that after three decades of official and daily usage, most young 

Chinese have come to internalise and accept the term “Cina” without awareness of its 

once pejorative and derogatory implications. Some younger-generation Chinese even 

dislike the Hokkien term “Tionghoa” because it refers to an alien origin with which 

they do not want to be identified (see Budiman 1999: 115-9; Aguilar Jr. 2001: 505-

512; Sidharta 2002: 66-7). It is understandable that ethnic Chinese youth have a 

different attitude from their parents. Unlike their parents, who may have attended 

Chinese schools until their closure in 1966, the younger generation attended 

Indonesian-medium schools and followed the same curriculum, which emphasised 

Indonesian nationalism. They are also relatively free from the trauma of 1965-1966, 

when the government repressed the Communists, suppressed almost all manifestation 

of Chinese culture and adopted the official term “Cina” to humiliate the Chinese.  

 

Comparable to the acceptance of the term “Black” for self-definition and pride 

amongst the American and British of African descent (see Anthias and Yuval-Davis 

1992: Chapter 5), the term “Cina” has been accepted by some of my young informants 

as empowering. A Chinese female student who was doing a Chinese major in a state 

university in Jakarta told me that she did not think “Cina” was a pejorative term. 

Instead, she was proud to be called “Cina” because now she could speak Mandarin 

(field notes, 08/02/2004). Tek Tjhin made a similar comment: 

 

I was shouted at by pribumi as ‘Cino, Cino’ [Javanese for ‘Cina’] when I was young. I felt insulted 

then. I always asked myself why I was identified differently from the pribumi. Until one day dad 
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told me that the term ‘Cina’ was derived from the Qin dynasty. He said the Qin dynasty was one of 

the most powerful dynasties in China. After knowing that, I felt proud to be called ‘Cina’ (field 

notes, 10/02/2005).  

 

Nevertheless, for most of my informants, acceptance of the term “Cina” depended on 

the gesture and intention of the speaker. As long as the speaker does not mean to 

insult, the term is generally accepted. Another informant revealed that he uses the 

terms “Cina” and “Tionghoa” sensitively, depending on the seniority of those with 

whom he is interacting: 

 

When I talk to the generation which is more senior [than mine] or to older generation people 

like my parents, I tend to consider their feelings and use the term ‘Tionghoa’. But when I am 

talking to my friends who are of the same level [as me], or to those who are younger, the terms 

‘Tionghoa’ or ‘Cina’ do not seem to be a problem. Personally, I would use those terms in 

accordance with people’s feelings …. I have to respect their feelings (interview, David Kwa, 

07/01/2005).  

 

 

Following the emergence of a “cosmopolitan culture” and pan-Asian “youth popular 

culture” proliferated by globalisation, many of the younger generation prefer to use 

the English word “Chinese” as the most dignified term of self-identification in the 

Indonesian context. This escape to the seemingly neutral English word has been made 

fashionable mainly by young Chinese-Indonesians who were educated overseas, 

particularly in Singapore (Aguilar Jr. 2001: 510). By adopting the term “Chinese” for 

self-reference, the young generation wish to break away from the vicious circle of the 

unending debate about “Cina” or “Tionghoa”, and identify themselves with 

transnational culture instead. For instance, Hendra asserts, 
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I label myself as ‘Chinese’. ‘Tionghoa’ is too hard to pronounce: Tiong Hoa. The tone sounds 

difficult. I prefer something simple to utter. As for [the term] ‘Cina’, it sounds coarse [kasar], 

because many pribumi used to call us ‘Cina lu’ (you, Chinaman!). However, [the term] 

‘Chinese’ is more international. It is English and its usage does not leave an impression that we 

are cornered or discredited (interview, 02/11/2006).  

 

It is common to hear the Chinese referring to pribumi as “tiko” (Hokkien, literally 

means pig brother or dog and pig),31 “fan ngin” (Hakka for uncivilised people), “fan 

gui” (Hakka for foreign ghosts) and “hwana” (Hokkien for barbarians). These terms 

function as parody that not only demonstrates the historical perception of the Chinese 

that they are the culturally superior “race”, but also belittles the pribumi “Other” as 

sub-human.32  It has to be stressed that these terms are not only used by the ethnic 

Chinese in Indonesia. Oxfeld, for instance, documented the use of the term “fan gui” 

by the Chinese community in India, 

 

Westerners are frequently called ‘fan gui’ in the colloquial speech of the Hakka in Calcutta. The 

word ‘gui’ literally means ghost, and ‘fan gui’ is often translated as foreign ‘ghost’ or ‘devil’. 

Indeed, ghosts themselves have frequently been associated in popular Chinese religion with 

outsiders and undesirables, such as bandits and beggars. Yet, despite the literal meaning of the 

words ‘fan gui’, the term is not used only when consciously denigrating a foreigner, but even in 

neutral or even positive situations (2003: 328).  
                                                 
31 The term “tiko” comes from two Hokkien words, “ti” which means “pig”, and “ko” which means 
“older brother”. However, “ko” can also mean “dogs” in the hybridised version of Hokkien used in 
Indonesia. For further detail, see the following footnote.   
32  A pribumi Indonesian who understands Mandarin commented in the Indonesian newspaper, 
Republika, that the term “fan gui” “not only has a negative connotation but also belittles (merendahkan) 
a human being…because literally, it means Satan/devil (setan/iblis)”. He also said that these words are 
common in trading centers in Jakarta such as Glodok, Harco and Roxy Mas, as well as in Sumatra. He 
notes that, “there are even special address terms for the pribumi collectivity that equate them with 
animals”. He also told of his experience at a Chinese-owned ceramic shop in Jambi, Sumatra. He said 
when he enquired of a sales person about an antique porcelain, the lady boss instructed the sales person 
with an angry tone, “‘Pu’kuan ta ken nake ti-ko’, which literally meant ‘do not care about that dog pig 
(babi anjing)’” (my trans., “Lagi” 2004).  
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Similar to the usage of the term “fan gui” by the Chinese in Calcutta, the Chinese-

Indonesian terms like “tiko”, “fan ngin” and “hwana” are not always used to deride 

the pribumi. Even though these terms are derogatory and racist in origin, many of my 

young Chinese informants blindly inherited these terms from their parents, knowing 

neither their origin nor their meanings.33 However, they would never use these terms 

in front of a pribumi because they were aware that these terms are “coarse” (kasar).  

 

For some of my informants, these terms are class indicators. For instance, a young 

Chinese informant told me that he would never have a relationship with a “tiko” 

because according to him, “tiko” are “low class labourers such as tukang becak 

(pedicab drivers) and tukang ojek (motorcycle taxi drivers)” (field notes, 02/05/2004). 

Another young informant thought that the term “tiko” was just a signifier of difference. 

She said,  

 

I call them [pribumi] tiko, but I did not mean to insult (menghina) them… it is like how they call 

us Cina. Now we even have a short-form for it, we call them ‘tik’. Just like we call Chinese 

‘cokin’, now we call them ‘cok’ (Justine, interview, 25/05/2004).  

 

We saw above that sometimes the term “Cina” is accepted on the basis that it is not 

spoken in a rude manner; here, similarly, Justine referred to pribumi as “tiko” without 

the intention to insult. This shows Justine’s lack of awareness of the original 

                                                 
33 However, my field notes indicated that some older generation Chinese (especially Chinese-educated 
ones) used these terms intentionally and habitually to show their cultural and class superiority over the 
pribumi. For instance, an older-generation Chinese-speaking informant told me that the younger 
Chinese are “assimilated” (tong hua) and “barbarianised” (nu hua) by the Indonesian [pribumi]. By this 
he meant they have lost their Chinese values and morals (field notes, 25/04/2004). In her study on the 
Batavia Kong Kuan (Chinese Council) Archives, Li Minghuan (2003) notes that term like “fan” 
(uncivilised or barbarian) was already used in the official documents of the Chinese Council as early as 
the nineteenth century to refer to the non-Chinese women who were married to Chinese husbands.    
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pejorative meaning of the term. Notwithstanding my informants’ ignorance of the 

origin and meaning of the labels and their lack of intention to insult, the terms are 

only viable through the racist definition of the “Other” (see Anthias and Yuval-Davis 

1992: 145). Hence, the continuing use of these labels becomes a form of subconscious 

racism. 

 

None of my informants knew the origin or literal meaning of the term “cokin” or 

“cok” that was mentioned by Justine. It may be a neutral term in the popular Jakartan 

slang that refers to the Chinese. Other slang words that are popularly used by both 

Chinese and pribumi youth to refer to the Chinese are: “Hitachi” which stands for 

“Hitam tapi Cina” (dark but Chinese), “Cinsun” or “Cina Sunda” (Sundanese-Chinese) 

and “Pacinko” which stands for “Pasukan Cina Kota” (lit. the Kota Chinese troops, 

meaning those Chinese who grew up in the Chinatown area). Notably, the term 

“Cina” is used in all of these labels. Even though these labels may not have a negative 

connotation, they inadvertently perpetuate the ethnic boundary that separates the 

Chinese from the pribumi.   

 

Finally, terms of address that the Chinese use which differ from standard Indonesian 

also enable ethnic identification. In fact, Chinese terms of address are the key marker 

of identity when one’s appearance and skin colour fail to suggest ethnicity. There 

were a few instances when I went to a Chinese-Indonesian church and was not able to 

identify the ethnicity of the speaker because they had an Indonesian name and they 

did not fit into the Chinese stereotypical appearance (i.e. slanting eyes and fair skin). I 

often looked for clues in the sermon, for Chinese or Hokkien words. Unsurprisingly, 

in most cases, this worked. Chinese-Indonesians commonly address those who are 
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older as “ko” or “engko” and “ci” or “engci” (Hokkien for older brother and older 

sister respectively); this parallels the common practice in Bahasa Indonesia of using 

kin terms more generally, e.g. using “kakak” (older brother or sister) or mas and mbak 

(Javanese for older brother and older sister) for older non-kin. From my field 

observations, I conclude that the usage of Chinese terms of address is ethnically 

exclusive.  

 

Different terms of address also connote class difference. For instance, in a Chinese 

household, the pembantu (servants) are usually addressed as mas and mbak while 

Chinese bosses are called ko and ci. Chinese do not like to be addressed as mas or 

mbak because these terms mean a drop in class status – these terms are mostly used by 

the Chinese to refer to pribumi in lower class occupations such as taxi drivers, 

servants, warung keepers and so on. Conversely, an informant told me that pribumi 

also do not like to be referred to as “ko” or “ci” because these terms connote Chinese 

shopkeepers who stand behind their counters in Chinatown – an occupation that does 

not appeal to some pribumi (field notes, 19/02/2004). 34  In the Perth property 

exhibition mentioned earlier in the chapter, I asked the sales professionals how they 

distinguished between Chinese and pribumi clients. They explained: 

 

                                                 
34 Nevertheless, a Chinese-Indonesian activist expressed his disapproval at being addressed as “ko” 
because the term often implies a particular class and occupation, which some people use as justification 
for their discriminatory actions: 

The problem is, we are always stamped as traders. I will feel offended if someone who met me 
for the first time asked me, ‘Where is your shop, ko?’. Their view that I own a shop and have 
lots of money implies that it is OK if I get charged a higher price [when asking for a service]. 
Sometimes people even call me ‘boss’. To some, this may be an honour, but I see it as an insult. 
Why do I have to be called ‘boss’? Do they call me ‘boss’ because they hope to get something 
from me? Or because if they charge me a higher price they will still feel justified because I am a 
‘boss’?  (interview, Christopher Nugroho, 07/01/2005). 

 324



The first things we identify are colour of the skin and shape of the eyes. But some Chinese look 

like pribumi and vice versa. We would then listen to how they address each other, if they use ci 

and ko, then they are Chinese (field notes, 25/04/2005). 

 

Inter-ethnic romance: negotiating “race”, class and religion 

 

Inter-ethnic romance can be seen as a threat to the integrity and sustainability of any 

ethnic group. The purity and authenticity of an ethnic group which is defined in 

essentialist terms can be undermined as a result of inter-ethic marriage and the 

production of mixed-blood offspring. To ethnic purists, this compromise is too high a 

price to pay. Chinese-pribumi marriage is often a contested issue for both ethnicities 

because such unions require compromise on difference in “race”, class and religion – 

the three key markers of difference between Chinese and pribumi. This section will 

examine the politics of the Chinese-pribumi love relationship by exploring the 

experiences, perceptions and opinions of my informants and their families regarding 

inter-ethnic romance. 

 

Most of my young Chinese informants expressed unwillingness to have a relationship 

with a pribumi. In fact, this is not new. In her study of peranakan Chinese courtship 

and marriage represented in the “agony” column of the Star Magazine in 1939-42, Pitt  

notes that “in general it seems marriage with Indonesians was not common” (2005: 

178).35 Pitt also argues, “[t]here was an attitude of ‘marrying down’ to Indonesians 

and the children must become Chinese. This confirms the fact that the peranakan 

                                                 
35 However, it has to be acknowledged that intermarriage between Chinese men and local women was 
common during the early period of migration when Chinese men rarely brought their wives with them 
from China and single women did not migrate (see Chapter Three). The children of such mixed 
marriages were considered peranakan. Referring to that particular time in history, Li Minghuan notes 
that, “Marriages between a Chinese man and a locally-born girl of mixed parentage [i.e. peranakan] 
was accepted as marriage within the Chinese community” (2003: 228). 
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community was a self-contained group, not needing, and not wanting, to go outside 

the group for marriage” (ibid). These attitudes still hold today. Many Chinese 

informants think that pribumi like to marry Chinese because this enhances their status 

(naik derajat). For instance, a female Chinese informant claimed, “pribumi [parents] 

like their children to date Chinese because we are rich and fair [skinned]. They will 

feel proud if they go out with us” (field notes, 17/03/04). Implied in this statement is 

that the opposite qualities belong to the pribumi: i.e. they are poor and dark. Such 

perceptions are a product of the colonial engineering of the social and class hierarchy 

whereby the status of the Chinese was positioned as lower than the Dutch but higher 

than the pribumi. This historically-constructed hierarchy of the three “racial groups” 

means that marriage between pribumi and Westerner or Chinese was considered by 

the pribumi as moving up in social and class status. Conversely, for Chinese to marry 

pribumi was seen as a lowering of class and status (see Onghokham 2005: 1-9). It is 

obvious that this construct still has significance today. 

 

Some of my informants argue that differences in culture, background and way of life 

between Chinese and pribumi are the main obstacles for inter-ethnic romance. 36  

While this is true to some extent, the main problems for such relationships still linger 

along “race”, class and religion lines. This point is illuminated in the personal 

experience of Jaka, a pribumi informant who graduated with a Chinese major in a 

state university and worked as a Chinese language teacher in a Chinese tuition centre 

in Jakarta. Jaka dated a Chinese girl who did not speak any Mandarin. He claimed that 

when the girl’s family knew about their relationship, he was scolded to his face. 

According to him, “They [the girl’s family] disagreed with our relationship because 
                                                 
36 Abigael Wohing Adi’s (1999) book entitled Menguji Cinta: Konflik Pernikahan Cina-Jawa [Testing 
Love: Conflicts in Chinese-Javanese Marriage] provides a detailed study of the challenges posed by 
differences in culture, background and lifestyle experienced by Chinese-Javanese marriage.  
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they want to keep their family name pure [jaga marga]… this is especially so for rich 

Chinese, it’s even more difficult” (field notes, 08/02/2004).37  If “Chineseness” is 

defined as the ability to speak Chinese and the knowledge of Chinese culture, this 

informant could be considered “more Chinese” than his girlfriend who did not speak 

any Chinese. Ironically, he was not an acceptable candidate for his Chinese 

girlfriend’s family. Hence, the matter was not about “culture” per se, but about 

maintaining Chinese ethnicity which, in this case, was defined by blood (clan name) 

and class.  

 

The account above indicates that inter-ethnic romance is not merely a relationship 

between the two individuals, but usually involves the whole family.38 As described in 

the earlier section of this chapter, Chinese parents tend to pass down stereotypes of 

pribumi which breed racism and prejudices towards the pribumi. These stereotypes 

deter children from making friends and establishing intimate relationships with 

pribumi. Here I will present excerpts of Kurnia’s interview (26/05/2004) to exemplify 

the points discussed above. Kurnia has a pribumi (Sundanese) father and a Chinese 

mother. He was raised in a “Chinese” environment influenced by his maternal family. 

He said his parents experienced bitter disapproval from his mother’s family who 

never respected his father’s pribumi family. According to him, 

 

My grandma [on my mother’s side] did not agree to the marriage. Perhaps, [this is] because 

Muslim people practise polygamy. Grandma did not want my mother to experience the same 

fate [nasib]. Luckily, this [polygamy] did not happen in my family.  

 
                                                 
37 Ironically, the “loss” of the clan name for the Chinese girl would presumably have occurred through 
exogamy anyway if she had marriage a Chinese man.  
38 This is the usual thing in Indonesia, in all marriages, including intra-ethnic “love” marriages. See 
Jennaway (2002) on Bali and Bennett (2000) on Lombok. 
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However, Kurnia’s father was finally accepted by his mother’s family after he 

successfully “socialised” (bersosialisasi) with the family. The term “socialise” 

referred to his father’s willingness to observe Chinese culture, celebrate Chinese 

festivals such as Imlek and eat pork (despite the fact that he was a Muslim). Ironically, 

his mother advised him not to marry a pribumi: 

 

But I asked mum, ‘How come Papa can endure (tahan) so long?’  

 

Mum said, ‘Your father is a different story. He is a person who can socialise. But not everyone 

is like your father. Don’t you [marry with pribumi]. If possible, [look for] a Chinese.’  

 

Unfortunately, Kurnia’s mother’s own inter-marriage experience was seen by her as 

an exception rather than as a model that challenged ethnic stereotypes.  

 

I have so far mainly discussed the difficulty of inter-ethnic romance caused by 

differences based on “race” and class. This is not to discount the possibility of 

successful inter-ethnic relationship and marriage. I met a few inter-ethnic married 

couples and attended a Chinese-Batak wedding during my field work (e.g. field notes, 

12/04/2004). Having said that, all of the inter-ethnic relationships that I knew of were 

between individuals who shared the same religion. Difference in religion is arguably 

one of the biggest obstacles for intermarriage between non-Muslim Chinese and 

Muslim pribumi. Suryadinata notes that, “many Islamic practices appear to be 

incompatible with the Chinese belief system (for instance, pork-eating and ancestor 

worship)” (2004c: 143).39 Other practices in Islam such as polygamy and women’s 

                                                 
39 Suryadinata also notes that there were instances of Chinese-Indonesians converting to Islam before 
the arrival of the Dutch. However, this trend was ended when the Dutch colonised the archipelago. 
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dress (i.e. wearing the jilbab or headscarf) also seemed unappealing to my Chinese 

informants and their families.40

 

Some Chinese informants were aware of the xenophobia of some Muslims toward 

Chinese and their involvement in some of the anti-Chinese riots in the past (Coppel 

2002: 19). For this reason, they were still very suspicious of Muslims. For instance, 

one informant perceived that “the mosque is still preaching anti-Chinese sermons until 

today. The leaders of the Muslim community do not understand us, they are anti-us” 

(field notes, 04/04/2004). Recent terrorist incidents in Indonesia also heightened 

Chinese distrust of Muslims. Hence, it can be argued that while “race” and class 

differences can be negotiated in inter-ethnic romance, conversion to Islam cannot. 

This is manifested in a strong response by my informant when I asked him if he 

would agree to his sister marrying a pribumi. He sternly replied with this question: 

“Would you allow your sister to marry a pribumi and convert to Islam and wear the 

jilbab”? (field notes, 08/08/2004). My hypothetical question to this informant had not 

specified the religion of the pribumi. However, his reply shows that his foremost 

concern was Islam. By putting me in his shoes, my informant forced me to personally 

feel and comprehend his concern. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
According to him, “This was due to the Dutch race-based policy and the downgrading of Islam” (2004c: 
143). 
40 It is interesting to note that the Chinese freely reproduce the stereotype of pribumi as practising 
polygamy but gloss over the frequent Chinese practice (especially in traditional China) of multiple 
wives, minor wives and concubines. The association of the jilbab with “all Muslim women” is also a 
stereotype. 
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Counter-stereotypes and boundary-crossing  

 

This chapter has discussed different factors that contribute to and reinforce the ethnic 

boundary between Chinese and pribumi. However, it is important to note that while 

the boundary must be rigidly maintained for the definition and sustainability of an 

ethnic identity, boundary crossing at the level of individual ethnic actors is not 

uncommon. As Chan and Tong put it,  

 

…ethnic identity and ethnic relations are far more dynamic than mere poles of self-maintenance 

of ethnic purity and complete assimilation between the ethnic actors or groups oscillate. Rather, 

ethnicity and ethnic identity straddle, boundary-cross, alternate and perhaps mutate in the face 

of a multitude of influences (2001a: 1). 

 

Ang advocates cross-cultural hybridity as a necessary condition for living together-in-

difference (2001a and 2003). She argues that the concept of hybridity confronts and 

problematises boundaries, but does not erase them, and suggests a blurring of 

boundaries and consequently, an unsettling of identities (Ang 2001a: 16). The section 

will begin with a discussion of counter-narratives in relation to the stereotypes 

presented above. It will then document my Chinese informants’ personal experience 

of hybridity and cross-cultural fertilisations that transgress the ethnic boundary.  

 

Stereotypes and prejudices often accentuate ethnic difference and assume that all 

interactions between ethnic groups are governed by such difference. The perpetuation 

of stereotypes based on perceived, essentialised difference tends to crystallise the 

ethnic boundary between Chinese and pribumi. Ironically, one of the antitheses to the 

perception that all pribumi are untrustworthy and “dangerous” was precisely 
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expressed in the May 1998 anti-Chinese riots. It was generally assumed among 

Chinese Indonesians that the May 1998 riots were a war between pribumi and Chinese, 

where all pribumi were the perpetrators of crime while Chinese were the victims. 

However, some of my informants acknowledged their experience of receiving help 

and protection from pribumi neighbours during that chaotic time. For instance, Tauw 

Sing’s parents own a shop in Bekasi – an area which, according to him, had “only 

four Chinese families amongst hundreds of pribumi families” (interview, 09/04/2004). 

He said: 

 

[During the riots], most of the attackers were outsiders [to this area]. They wanted to loot the 

shops but people around this area lent their help. Surprisingly, the mosque urged them [the 

residents] to protect my parents’ textile shop through its loudspeaker.  

 

Tauw Sing’s story shows that, firstly, not all pribumi were involved in the riots. There 

were at least two identifiable pribumi “groups”: the outsiders who committed the 

crimes and the residents who protected the property. Secondly, in contrast to the 

perception mentioned above that mosques tend to spread anti-Chinese messages, 

Tauw Sing’s story showed that the mosque actually protected the Chinese business. 

This point is also attested in Justine’s interview: 

 

My house was not targeted [during the riots]. It so happened that there was a mosque near my 

house. So… its leader asked the residents not to go along [with the riots] (25/05/2004). 
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In fact, interaction between Chinese and pribumi households did happen in some 

residential areas, though it has always been suggested that Chinese residents tend to 

segregate themselves from pribumi neighbours. Consider this account for example: 

 

Until this moment, in my area there have not been [cases of conflict between Chinese and 

pribumi]. There is a lot of cooperation between the Chinese and non-Chinese. Even though they 

are not very close, they tried to help. Like for example, during the 1998 riots, those who were on 

the front line, who looked after the gates to the alleys were generally... almost all of them were 

non-Chinese.  Actually they were also afraid of being attacked. And most of the Chinese also 

help, for instance, during [times of] flood or dengue fever. There were those Christian and 

Catholic women’s groups whose members are majority, 99%, Chinese, who provided social 

assistance. Sometimes we were together. Those of us who are Chinese also give money to 

families that we know who live in impoverished houses. These are gestures… like during 

Lebaran, we also give [gifts to them] (Hendra, 02/11/2004). 

 

Hendra’s interview illuminates ethnic differences in class and religion between 

Chinese and pribumi in his residential area. However, the positive inter-ethnic 

interactions described above demonstrate that the key to inter-ethnic relations is not to 

“overcome” or “get rid” of difference, but rather to “live with” and “live through” 

difference (Ang 2001a: 194). 

 

The everyday process of interaction with the “Other” inadvertently enables the 

Chinese to hybridise with pribumi. Chan and Tong argue that for Chinese who are 

conscious of their plural identity and hybridity, “identity is mere positioning” (2001a: 

7). The alternation of identity that crosses ethnic boundaries can be observed in the 

following field notes about an informant called Irawanto Wongso: 
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Irawanto Wongso, commonly known as Wan, is a 32-year-old male Chinese-Indonesian 

chemical engineer. He was born and raised in Surabaya but works and lives in Jakarta. Wan has 

dark skin and non-slanting eyes. His Indonesian is heavily influenced by a Javanese accent. 

 

Wan prefers me to call him by his Chinese name, Beng Koen, although his family address him 

as Irawanto. I learned that his Chinese name is usually used by his clients, who are mostly either 

Taiwanese or older-generation Chinese-Indonesian business people. Surprising, Beng Koen is 

actually his formal name in his national identity card (KTP) and driver’s license (SIM).41 He 

told me his parents mistakenly registered his Chinese name to the officials when he was born 

and to change it to an Indonesian name would have involved too many procedures (such as 

submission of documents like proof of citizenship rights, letter of name changing, etc.) and costs 

(mainly bribes).  

 

One time when I accompanied Wan to collect his laundry from a shopping mall, the counter 

person asked his name. He spontaneously answered, ‘Irawanto’. The woman did not allow him 

to collect his laundry even though he had been a regular customer.  

 

‘Are you sure that is your name?’ asked that woman.  

 

‘Don’t joke with me, you know my name,’ Wan replied. 

 

‘But this is not what is written here.’ The woman demanded his KTP for verification in 

accordance with their company policy. 

 

In fact, Wan had forgotten that he had put his Chinese name on the receipt of the laundry. After 

he showed the woman his KTP, which stated ‘Beng Koen’, the woman was very confused. She 

looked at Wan, laughed, and asked:  

 

                                                 
41 I was surprised because most younger generation Chinese normally use an Indonesian name in their 
official documents. Their Chinese name, if any, is usually only used amongst family members and 
close friends. 
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‘So Irawanto is Beng Koen and Beng Koen is Irawanto? Ha Ha Ha, sorry sorry! But since when 

have you had a Chinese name?’ 

 

The laundry woman never knew that this dark-skinned gentleman with a heavy Javanese accent 

was a Chinese and had a Chinese name.   

 

Wan did not speak or write Chinese. However, he knew a few words in Mandarin and Hokkien. 

He used these words during conversations with his Chinese-Indonesian and Taiwanese clients. 

For instance, when they were referring to numbers, he would say ‘goban’ (Hokkien) for fifty 

thousand instead of Indonesian ‘lima puluh ribu’. He tended to end his conversation with 

kamsia (Hokkien) and xiexie (Mandarin) for ‘thank you’. He told me that by using some 

Chinese words in a conversation that took place in Indonesian, his clients would have peace of 

mind as they could be assured that they were doing business with a Chinese, not a pribumi. He 

said that Chinese clients tended to trust Chinese more [than pribumi] in business. 

 

When he talked with his mother, who lived in Surabaya, on the phone, Wan used Javanese – the 

language that he claimed as his mother tongue. He also preferred to speak in Javanese with his 

other Chinese friends who came from Surabaya. He did that not only because he felt more 

comfortable with the language than Indonesian, but also because he wanted to differentiate 

himself from other Chinese-Jakartans. 

 

Even though Wan spoke Javanese to his mother, his mother would always remind him of 

Chinese proverbs, partly to advise him how to live properly in a big city like Jakarta, as well as 

to remind not to forget his ‘Chineseness’.  

 

I had the opportunity to visit Surabaya with Wan during a business trip. He spoke Javanese with 

his family and I asked him why. He replied,  

 

‘We Javanese have to speak Javanese, what is wrong with that?’ (kita orang Jawa musti omong 

Jawa, apa salahnya?).  
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When we visited Bromo Mountain with a few other Chinese Jakartan friends, Wan bargained 

with local traders in Javanese and stressed his ‘Javaneseness’. He said to us that because he is a 

fellow Javanese, the locals would not dare to do anything harmful to us. My Jakartan friends and 

I felt ‘Othered’ by Wan and his Javanese counterparts.  

 

On the way back to Surabaya, a friend jokingly said to Wan,  

 

‘You have dark skin and you speak Javanese, how come you have a Chinese name?’  

 

He answered, ‘Since I don’t look Chinese and I am not a real Javanese, then who am I?’ 

 

Wan’s multiple-identity “Self” resembles the multiple identities of many Chinese-

Indonesians. His dark skin colour and Javanese accent confused the laundry woman 

because he failed to fit in to the physical stereotype of a Chinese. Giddens states, 

“[d]emeanour determines how appearance is used by the individual within generic 

settings of day-to-day activities: it is how the body is mobilised in relation to 

constitutive conventions of daily life” (1991: 99). Wan was able to adjust his 

demeanour and maintain certain behaviour that is considered appropriate according to 

the “perceived demands of the particular setting” (Giddens 1991: 100). Due to his 

inability to express his “Chineseness” through physical appearance, he found the need 

to reassure his clients that they were doing business with a fellow Chinese by 

deliberately using Chinese words to stress his ethnicity. 42  Although his mother 

communicated with him in Javanese, she constantly reminded him of his Chinese 

roots by feeding him with Chinese moral advice. She was concerned that losing 
                                                 
42 In a study of Taiwanese who do business in Indonesia, Tseng notes that Taiwanese entrepreneurs are 
more likely to extend their trust to Chinese-Indonesians than to pribumi. They often place Chinese-
Indonesians in positions above pribumi employees because they believe that the former are “more 
trustworthy and skilled – a preference that arguably involves a sense of belonging to a moral 
community whose members are defined as ‘us’” (2002: 395). 
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Chinese values could lead to losing Chinese identity. His ability to speak Javanese 

and his “un-Chinese” look has allowed him to claim a certain degree of 

“Javaneseness”. 

 

 Tate has argued for the relevance of “race” in hybridity: 

 

[Hybridity means] engaging in a process in which we see ourselves in the other and 

acknowledge this as part of our identifications. These identifications themselves arise through a 

politics of skin and cannot be divorced from this. Hybridity theorising cannot then claim to 

occupy a post-racial space in which ‘race’ is anachronistic (2005: 167).  

 

With the ability to identify with both Chinese and Javanese ethnicity, Wan traversed 

boundaries to satisfy strategic needs. This resonates with Chan and Tong’s assertions:  

 

[E]ntry into class-, interest-, and opportunity-based relations does not typically demand a 

complete abdication of one’s ethnic identity. Instead, ethnicity is being worked on. At one 

moment, the person may want to temporarily submerge it in favour of a façade closer to and, 

therefore, more readily identifiable with his interactant. At another moment, he may even decide 

to be deliberately expressive of his ethnicity when emblematic usage of language, clothing, 

culture and customs of his own ethnic group is judged to favour him in the transaction (2001b: 

16).  

 

This situational appropriation of identities may seem to be opportunistic but it can 

also be an unconscious practice. Since a hybridised ethnic subject is so entangled with 

different cultures and identities, his/her performance of a particular identity, at a 

particular time, may just be a “natural” everyday practice. While Wan’s ability to 

utilise his different identities may be seen as empowering, he acknowledged that his 
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identity was indeed ambiguous. His uncertainty in both Chinese and Javanese 

identities exemplifies the frustration of a hybrid subject – while he can traverse 

boundaries, he fails to “authenticate” either “Chineseness” or “Javaneseness”. 

Authenticity is recognised in most post-modern contexts as problematic because it is 

often defined by essentialism (Gupta and Ferguson 1992). Nevertheless, ethnic actors 

do find a certain extent of authentication necessary in order for them to feel secure in 

their identity.  

 

Boundary crossing is possible for people whose parents are from different ethnic 

groups. Below is an excerpt of an interview with Fredy, a 27-year-old self-identified 

“Chinese”, whose father is Javanese and mother is Chinese: 

 

Q: How do you label yourself in terms of identity? 

A: I label myself as Chinese-Indonesian because personally I feel more comfortable with 

Chinese in terms of socialising (pergaulan) and culture compared to Javanese. But since I 

am mixed, I also cannot forget that I am Indonesian.   

 

Q: So if you enter into an exclusive Chinese environment, will they accept you as Chinese? 

A: According to me, no. Because in terms of look, perhaps my appearance is not really 

Chinese. But in a pribumi environment I also do not look pribumi. 

 

Q: So, would you say your identity is flexible, that you can identify with Chinese and pribumi? 

A: It happens that when I am with my mother’s family, I feel Chinese, but if I am in a pribumi 

environment, I feel [I am a] mixed. It doesn’t mean that I feel very Chinese in Chinese 

surroundings or un-pribumi in pribumi surroundings. 

 

Q: Do you usually tell people that you are Chinese or pribumi? 

 337



A: My answer depends on the situation. In a normal situation, I always say that my dad is 

Javanese and mum is Chinese. But with pribumi, I’d say I am Javanese. However, if the 

situation allows me to talk about both my parents’ [identity], I will tell them. Like I said 

just now, sometimes in a Chinese environment, I am not perceived as Chinese, and in a 

pribumi environment, I am not perceived as pribumi. My face fits into both categories, 

according to me (interview, 04/08/2004).  

 

It is interesting that Fredy referred to himself as “mixed” (campuran) instead of 

“peranakan”, a traditional term for Chinese with mixed ancestry. Fredy’s “mixed” 

background gave him liminal access to both Chinese and pribumi circles. However, 

his appearance did not fit into the prototype of either category. As a result, he did not 

feel comfortable identifying himself as Chinese or pribumi. This reiterates the fact 

that “racial” signifiers such as appearance still play an important role in defining the 

ethnic boundary. This shows that even though hybridity problematises boundaries and 

demonstrates to us cross-boundary possibilities, it does not dissolve boundaries.   

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has documented the particular diacritical marks that Chinese-Indonesians 

utilise as boundary markers of their ethnicity. The interactions of Chinese with 

pribumi in their everyday life show the relevance of “race”, class, religion and 

education in accentuating ethnic difference and crystallising ethnic boundaries. 

However, it has been noted that the constituents of ethnic difference are perceived 

differently by Chinese of different generations. Even though the older generation 

played an important role in instilling racial stereotypes in the younger generation 

Chinese, differences in experience of discrimination, inter-ethnic relations, travel and 
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work environment and education, shaped the different perceptions between 

generations. As a result, the imaginary line that determines the ethnic boundary is also 

shifting. While the ethnic boundary is maintained, boundary crossing and hybridity is 

also not uncommon. Unfortunately, certain rooted boundary markers still operate such 

that they define hybridity.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

This thesis has interrogated the meaning and representation of “Chineseness” in post-

Suharto Indonesia. The thesis has used the concept of hybridity as an analytical 

approach to the conceptualisation of identity and difference beyond the paradigm of 

essentialism. It has provided an understanding of the ambivalence, dynamics and 

complexities of identities in the late-modern world. In the process of studying 

Chinese-Indonesian identity in the research site of Jakarta, I found my own identity – 

with aspects such as age, “race”, appearance, fashion, language and status – to be 

fluid and mutable, just like that of my informants. The field experience of “going 

native” not only gave me insights into the practical and everyday aspects of identity 

formation and construction, but also taught me that “racial” signifiers such as 

appearance still play an important role in defining the ethnic boundary between 

Chinese and pribumi. The practice of self-reflexivity enabled me to document the 

richness of this field experience and to challenge the dichotomies of Self/Other, 

insider/outsider and native/foreign. These dichotomies are the very ones that are 

desperately challenged by Chinese-Indonesians themselves in their struggles to be 

accepted as “original” or “asli” Indonesians, especially after the end of Suharto’s New 

Order regime.  

 

“Chineseness” was an artificial identity constructed and imposed by the New Order 

government. To some Chinese-Indonesians, “Chineseness” represents a curse rather 

than a blessing (Thung 2000: 183). Suharto’s regime perpetuated the myth of “once a 

Chinese, always a Chinese” by reformulating and reinstitutionalising the “Chinese 

Problem”, based on cultural essentialism. “Chineseness” was largely taken for granted 
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and was never clearly defined. Being Chinese was only understood as being non-

pribumi, or the “Other” to the pribumi “Self”. It was through this artificial binary of 

pribumi and non-pribumi that “Chineseness” was conceived. The New Order’s social 

engineering made it seem as though “Chineseness” was hereditary and would stay 

with a person for life, regardless of how they self-identified in different contexts. This 

also means that no solution to the “Chinese Problem” could ever been found. This 

ambiguous identity imposed by the state and perceived by the public at large has 

frustrated ethnic Chinese such as Wibowo, who helplessly asked: “When will 

‘Chineseness’ end? Is it after they change their names? Is it after they choose 

Indonesian citizenship? Is it after they act and live like Indonesians? [Or] is it after 

they embrace the religion adhered to by the Indonesian majority?” (2000: 254). 

 

The devastating anti-Chinese riots of May 1998 demonstrated vividly that Suharto’s 

assimilation policy had been unsuccessful in accommodating “Chineseness” in 

Indonesia. The post-Suharto process of Reformasi and democratisation opened up 

space for the articulation of Chinese identity. Rather than considering how to end 

“Chineseness”, Chinese-Indonesian organisations and cultural gate-keepers were 

inspired to revive and nourish it. Such revival has also been motivated by the growing 

significance of the Chinese economy and the globalisation of Chinese cultural 

products. With the rise of multiculturalism and pluralism as new government policies, 

many minority cultures that had been suppressed in Suharto’s era demanded to be 

recognised and celebrated as part of national diversity. The ethnic Chinese utilised 

this democratic atmosphere to liberate their long-suppressed identity and cultural 

heritage through restoring Chinese “culture”, media, religions and language education. 

Amidst the plethora expressions of “Chineseness” in post-1998 public sphere, the 
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questions now are: Which “Chineseness” is being represented? Is it homogeneous, 

primordial, unchanging, and eternal or heterogeneous, hybridised, flexible and 

evolving? And who will decide which “Chineseness” will be represented? 

 

To address these questions, this thesis has painted a very complex and at times 

contradictory picture of Chinese identity. The post-Suharto scene shows both 

continuity and change from pre-Suharto times. The thesis has demonstrated the 

impossibility of generalising contemporary Chinese organisations through 

highlighting their simultaneous continuity and discontinuity, stability and flux, change 

and fixedness. It has also problematised the simplistic dichotomies used to categorise 

the organisations based on totok/peranakan, ethnic/non-ethnic and cultural/political 

distinctions. In Chinese press and Chinese-language education, it is apparent that 

nostalgia for the past has been an important feature. Both Chinese press practitioners 

and Chinese language educators – mainly the older generation – strongly perceive that 

their primary objective is the promotion of Chinese culture and the “resinicisation” of 

Chinese-Indonesians. The older generation’s insistence on imposing their 

“Chineseness” on the younger generation very much reflects their idea of identity. 

Many older generation Chinese-Indonesians are apologetic about the younger 

generation who no longer speak Chinese. They tend to equate Chinese values with the 

ability to speak Chinese languages and thus perceive people who do not speak 

Chinese as deprived of Chinese values.  

 

However, Ong and Nonini remind us that: 

 

‘Chineseness’ is no longer … a property or essence of a person calculated by that person’s 

having more or fewer ‘Chinese values’ or norms, but instead can be understood only in terms of 
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the multiplicity of ways in which ‘being Chinese’ is an inscribed relation of persons and groups 

to forces and processes associated with global capitalism and its modernities (1997: 3-4).  

 

This “multiplicity” of “Chineseness” has become a reality of Chinese-Indonesians’ 

lives in their day-to-day negotiation with the non-Chinese majority as well as the 

urban and global forces of modernity. Unfortunately, the multiple and hybrid 

identities of Chinese-Indonesians are not acknowledged by some Chinese cultural 

gatekeepers who (re)presented and continue to (re)present “Chineseness” in 

essentialist terms. They tend to see the rise of China as a perfect opportunity for them 

to attract young people to identify with their cultural roots – the identity that they 

were born with – whether or not this incentive is working. The older generation 

deploys an essentialist position of being Chinese through an attempt to re-connect 

with China.  

 

Although this thesis has taken and advocates a “less essentialist” approach to identity 

(Hall 1987: 135), the thesis has shown the indispensability of essentialism in giving 

meaning to the Chinese ethnic identity in post-Suharto Indonesia. This can be seen in 

the diacritical marks that Chinese-Indonesians utilise as boundary markers of their 

ethnicity. These marks largely depend on essentialised perceptions of difference based 

on “race”, class, religion and education. Nevertheless, the imaginary line that 

determines the ethnic boundary between Chinese and pribumi is not water-tight and is 

always shifting. The porous boundary has become a site for everyday hybridity and 

cross-cultural fertilisations, notwithstanding the continuing maintenance of ethnic 

identity.  
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This inconsistent depiction of identity as both fluid and fixed, non-essentialist and 

essentialist, nostalgic and progressive, shows the ambiguity of the concept. This 

reiterates the point made in the Introduction of the thesis: that identity is a continuous 

process of becoming, not a state of being. The thesis made no attempt to reconcile 

such contradictions and fuzziness because “variations are not difficulties to be 

overcome but inherent features of the object that we wish to describe” (Barth 1993: 5). 

Such an understanding of “Chineseness” – based on what Barth (ibid) describes as a 

“view of disorder, multiplicity, and undeterminedness” – may be frustrating but is 

necessary, as it is the only possible way for us to comprehend the complexity of post-

Suharto “Chineseness”.  

 

Some Chinese-Indonesians realise that the only way to debunk the stereotypes of the 

ethnic Chinese as “apolitical” and as “economic animals” is through political activism. 

Hence, the rise of civil society post-1998 witnessed a re-emergence of Chinese 

politics. Notwithstanding the political trauma suffered by many Chinese-Indonesians, 

the establishment of Chinese political parties and NGOs has enabled the ethnic 

Chinese to become more fully integrated into all facets of political life in Indonesia. 

The ethnic Chinese participation in the 2004 elections highlighted the heterogeneous 

political views of the Chinese, and reiterated the diversity within the Chinese-

Indonesian community.  

 

The post-Suharto reforms and ethnic Chinese political activism have achieved a few 

positive outcomes in relation to the retrieval of ethnic Chinese cultural and citizenship 

rights. The most significant is the endorsement of the new Citizenship Law (No. 

12/2006) by President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono on 1 August 2006. The Law has 
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redefined “asli Indonesian” to include all citizens who never assumed foreign 

citizenship of their freewill. This signifies the end to the official distinction between 

“asli” and “non-asli”, “pribumi” and “non-pribumi”, as all citizens are now legally 

equal before the law. The Citizenship Law also reaffirms the government’s 

commitment to rectifying the blatantly racist discrimination against the ethnic Chinese 

(Heryanto 2006). Despite this positive change, it is probably wise to be cautious; for 

instance, Winarta (2006) argues,  

 

In spite of the optimism of the various groups regarding this new law, how it will be 

implemented remains to be seen. In Indonesia, laws on the books and laws in action often do not 

operate in parallel. This is the result of misinterpretation or manipulation by bureaucrats.  

 

The same can be said of other new legislation produced by high-level bureaucrats in 

relation to the ethnic Chinese. While the laws can be changed to rectify anti-Chinese 

discrimination, implementation at the local level does not always follow. Hence, it is 

still unclear if the lobbying and activism carried out by Chinese organisations and 

NGOs will be sufficient to enable the ethnic Chinese to live in equality with non-

Chinese Indonesians.  

 

Apart from exploring the way that the ethnic Chinese self-identify, the thesis has also 

studied how the pribumi construct “Chineseness”. It shows the pervasiveness of the 

concept of “race” in the public discourse of identity and difference in Indonesia. In the 

process of pribumi stereotyping of the ethnic Chinese, the pribumi collectivity is 

imagined as a homogenised racial category juxtaposing itself against the Chinese 

“Other”. Such imagination and homogenisation served to maintain the boundary of 

difference between the pribumi and Chinese. The racial boundary is eternalised by the 

 345



understanding of “race” as inherent, in-born and immutable, which also confirms the 

popular myth of “once a Chinese, always a Chinese”. This can be seen in the 

dominant discourse in Indonesia which continues to perceive the ethnic Chinese as 

“pendatang” (newcomers) and “penumpang” (temporary residents), no matter how 

long they have resided in the country.   

 

The statement made by Vice-President Jusuf Kalla on 11 October 2006, urging ethnic 

Chinese entrepreneurs not to treat Indonesia as a “hotel” and flee whenever conditions 

change, shows that the perception of ethnic Chinese as “pendatang” and 

“penumpang” still lingers (“Wapres” 2006). It also demonstrates just how easily 

stereotypes can be reproduced and manipulated against this minority. Of course Kalla 

was referring to those Chinese who fled Indonesia with their capital during the 1998 

riots but their action was comprehensible given that their personal safety was gravely 

threatened. Furthermore, the number of ethnic Chinese who left Indonesia was 

insignificant compared to the number who had to stay, as this was their only home. 

This is eloquently expressed in Zhou Fuyuan’s question: “If we’re not accepted here, 

then where should we go, where do we belong?” (2003: 455). Kalla’s statement once 

again brought to the fore that the ethnic Chinese are still largely seen as “pendatang” 

and “penumpang” rather than “tuan rumah” (master of the house). This is mainly the 

result of the systematic policy of exclusion of this minority as the foreign “Other”. It 

means that the ethnic Chinese still occupy a vulnerable position in Indonesia. 

 

For instance, in May 2006, hundreds of students were reportedly threatening to launch 

a “sweeping” operation against Chinese-Indonesians in Makassar, South Sulawesi, if 

police failed to investigate the murder of a pribumi maid after she was allegedly 
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tortured by her Chinese-Indonesian employer. Several students threw stones at shops, 

forcing some shops to put up signs similar to those of May 1998 that read “belongs to 

native Indonesians” or “belongs to native Muslims” (see “Makassar” 2006). This 

shows the perpetuation of the New Order construction of the pribumi and non-pribumi 

distinction, even after the demise of the regime. Even though the incident did not turn 

violent, anti-Chinese sentiments were still running high. Two months after the 

incident, another episode involving an ethnic Chinese occurred, as a Chinese-

Indonesian man was accused of attempting to rape his pribumi maid. Again, 

university students held violent protests and threatened to expel ethnic Chinese from 

the city (Hajramurni 2006). 

 

These events remind us that anti-Chinese sentiment is still alive and well in Indonesia. 

They also serve as vivid demonstrations of the danger of essentialism in its potential 

to homogenise and reify an ethnic group based on an action of one of its members. 

The ramifications of the historical stereotypes of the ethnic Chinese, constructed first 

by the Dutch and then reproduced by successive post-colonial Indonesian 

governments, are proving to be far-reaching. The root of the pervasive stereotypes lies 

in the essentialist conception of identity. Even though new space has been created by 

the policy of multiculturalism for the free expression of “Chineseness”, it does not 

necessarily guarantee the ultimate acceptance of this minority by the non-Chinese 

majority. It would be folly for Chinese-Indonesians to be complacent about this 

phenomenon. In the process of reconstructing Chinese identity and of rebuilding 

relations with the non-Chinese post-1998, the need to reconceptualise identity – 

“Chineseness” and, for that matter, “Indonesianness” – has never been more urgent. 

This thesis is not the completion but merely the beginning of this project.  
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APPENDIX 1 
 

Time for Chinese-Indonesian to claim equal rights as citizenship 
 
Evi Mariani, Jakarta 
 
I am a Chinese-Indonesian, a member of the minority. But on top of that, I am an 
Indonesian. I am proud to be one despite the rampant corruption that has tainted the 
nation's image. 
 
For a person of Chinese descent like me, however, having the word Indonesian 
attached to my identity is not a matter of birthright. My family had to struggle to 
obtain our Indonesian status.  
 
Indonesian citizenship is not a coveted status, to be honest. But we have nowhere to 
go. Tracing up the family tree, six out of my eight grandparents were born here.  
 
As people of Chinese descent, my father and mother had to present legal evidence in 
the 1960s that they were Indonesians. At that time many Chinese-Indonesians fell 
victim to forged citizenship documents, including my father. He realised he had no 
valid documents after he married my mother in 1970.  
 
Under Indonesia’s paternalistic legal system, all their children consequently had no 
citizenship, due to my father's fake papers. My mother, on the other hand, had valid 
papers.  
 
To make a long story short, they faked a divorce just before their first child’s birth. 
They have four children. I am the third. We all have birth certificates saying that we 
are children born out of wedlock to a Chinese-Indonesian woman. That way, we 
legally became Indonesians, and legally became fatherless.  
 
Just having citizenship documents, though, is apparently not enough for Chinese-
Indonesians.  
 
On the street, in public places, at school, some of us occasionally have the misfortune 
of having to prove that we are Indonesians.  
 
So we try to keep a low profile in traffic and in public places. We don't fight back. We 
give more money than anyone else every Independence Day, and we give bribes every 
time the authorities ask. In a nutshell, we don't want trouble. We have seen how a 
traffic accident involving a Chinese person can set a city on fire.  
 
Besides having nowhere else to go, many of us have somehow developed an acquired 
taste for being Indonesian after seeing both the dark and the bright side.  
 
My parents in Bandung, West Java, have experienced at least three anti-Chinese riots: 
in the 1960s, in the 1970s and in 1998.  
 
We have seen the ugly, racist face of Indonesians. But we have also seen the kind face. 
What my parents mostly recall about the 1970s riot was hiding their toddlers under 
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the bed, with their hearts pounding. They also remember a savior. He was a neighbor 
my father called Pak Haji (signifying someone who has done the hajj), who stood in 
front of our house and told the rioters and looters not to touch those “kind Chinese 
folks”.  
 
Perhaps unwittingly, at the end of the day we choose to forget the ugly faces and 
remember the kind-hearted people instead.  
 
I grew up believing in a multicultural Indonesia. I believe in the kind-hearted people 
who work at respecting differences. Spending my university years in Yogyakarta, an 
exemplary home to multiculturalism, only confirmed my belief.  
 
So strong is that belief that the horrible 1998 riot did not dampen it. Instead, I saw 
Chinese-Indonesians overcome their fear and actually do things to fix the situation. 
Many of them timidly became more open, more involved. Some Chinese-Indonesians 
formed organisations which encourage their members to be more open.  
 
In times of riot and trauma, we manage to look up and find the silver lining. Instead of 
clouds, I see the sun on the horizon.  
 
But the news from Makassar, where last week students threatened to target Chinese-
Indonesians, made me think again. I have probably been over-confident about the 
state of multiculturalism.  
 
One student, Ibnu Hajar, told reporters: “They (Chinese-Indonesians) are newcomers, 
but they act how they like toward locals”.  
 
I thought Chinese-Indonesians would never have to be called newcomers anymore. 
New what? Coming from where?  
 
Not only in Makassar, but even in Jakarta, we still have to put up with the word Cina 
uttered not in a friendly tone but with suspicion. For example, my neighbor (he is the 
head of the neighborhood unit) once mentioned his disappointment about having a 
Chinese-Indonesian neighbor to my housemate.  
 
A middle-rank police officer in Jakarta once told me he preferred pribumi (native) 
corruptors to Chinese-Indonesian corruptors.  
 
Considering these prejudices, many of us have reason to put high fences around our 
houses. We have reason to be exclusive. Not that poor and middle-class Chinese-
Indonesians like myself can afford exclusivity. Only the wealthy, just like rich people 
from other ethnic groups, can be exclusive.  
 
But the government and the majority only seem to make half-hearted efforts to change 
our role as the scapegoats people blame every time they feel an economic pinch.  
 
There has been no serious effort to rehabilitate our name in the history books. Just like 
any ethnic group in this diverse country, we’ve had our traitors, but we’ve also had 
our national heroes in the struggle against colonialism.  
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In my justified anger, I am telling you: as a group, we Chinese-Indonesians have 
collectively done a lot, given our limitations as a minority. We want a peaceful 
multicultural country where we can be equal Indonesians, and we have been working 
on it.  
 
We have hunkered down for years. It is time for the minority to stand up and tell the 
government and the majority: we have done our part. And we want you to do yours.  
 
The writer is a journalist at The Jakarta Post.  
 
(Source: The Jakarta Post, 22/05/2006) 
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APPENDIX 2 

List of interviewees: 

 

Name/sex/age (as of 2004) 

 

 

Occupation/position as of 2004 

 

Interview 

date 

Personal friends   

1. Hendra (M, 23) Graphic designer 02/11/2004 

2. Petrus (M, 27) Accountant 18/11/2004 

Students in a private 

university in West Jakarta 

  

3. Albert (M, 19) University student 27/05/2004 

4. Justine (F, 18) University student 25/05/2004 

5. Kurnia (M, 20) University student 26/05/2004 

Youth from a Christian 

church 

  

6. Tauw Sing (M, 25) Professional 09/04/2004 

7. Fredy (M, 27) Professional 08/04/2004 

8. Leny (F, 22) Fresh graduate 15/04/2004 

Leaders in the Chinese 

“community” 

  

9. Harry Tjan Silalahi  

    (M, 70) 

CSIS (Centre for Strategic and 

International Studies) 

08/04/2004 

10. Junus Jahja (M, 77) General Chairman, Haji Karim Oei 

Foundation 

12/03/2004 

11. Eddie Lembong  

      (M, 65+) 

General Chairman, INTI (Chinese-

Indonesian Association) 

11/03/2004 

12. Kadir (M, 65+) Vice-General Chairman, 

PSMTI (Indonesian Chinese Social 

Association) 

05/10/2004 

13. Lieus Sungkharisma 

      (M, 42) 

General Chairman, PARTI (Indonesian 

Chinese Reformation Movement) 

12/10/2004 

14. Yusuf/You Wannian 

      (M, 70+) 

Executive Committee, 

Yong Ding Association 

04/11/2004 
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15. Mr Zhou (M)  Secretary General,  

Hakka Association 

10/11/2004 

16. Chandra Setiawan 

      (M) 

Former Chairman, MATAKIN 

(Supreme Council for the Confucian 

Religion in Indonesia) 

17/11/2004 

17. Nancy (F, 60+)  Chairwoman, PINTI (Women Division 

of INTI) 

13/11/2004 

Chinese-language 

Education Activists 

  

18. Idris Sutardji (M, 70+) Held various high positions in Chinese-

language, cultural and political scenes 

in Jakarta 

10/04/2004 

19. Various executive 

committees members 

Hua Zhong Alumni 11/07/2004 

20. Sidharta Wirahadi 

Kusuma (M, 72) 

Held various high positions in Jakarta 

Chinese-language scene  

07/10/2004 

Chinese Press 

Practitioners 

  

21. Li Zhuo Hui (M, 66) The International Daily 12 and 23/ 

07/2004  

22. Deng Tong Li (M, 72) Indonesia and ASEAN Magazine 05/07/2004 

23. Sunardi Mulia (M, 55) The Universal Daily 11/05/2004 

24. Stanley Adi Prasetyo  

      (M, 36) 

ISAI (Institute for the Study of 

Information Flow) 

17/06/2004 

25. Tan Swie Ling  

      (M, 60+) 

Sinergi Indonesia 02/06/2004 

26. Oei Eng Goan  (M) Indonesia Daily – English  19/06/2004 

27. Kadir Chandra (M, 70) The Archipelago Daily 18/05/2004 

Young Chinese Activists:   

28. William Kwan  

      (M, 40+) 

Chairperson, IPI (The Indonesian 

Pluralism Institute) 

31/05/2004 

29. Rebeka Harsono  

     (F, 33) 

Director, LADI (Institute of Anti 

Discrimination in Indonesia) 

07/10/2004 
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30. Is Karyono Kosasih 

      (M, 50+) 

Chairman, Communication Forum of 

Chinese-Indonesian Scholars 

12/11/2004 

31. Christine Susanna      

      Tjhin (F, 28) 

CSIS (Centre for Strategic and 

International Studies) 

22/11/2004 

32. Thung Julan (F) LIPI (Indonesian Institute of Sciences) 23/11/2004 

33. Wahyu (M, 33) GANDI (Indonesian Anti 

Discrimination Movement) 

05/01/2005 

34. David Kwa (M, 36) Specialist on peranakan culture 07/01/2005 

35. Christopher Nugroho  

      (M, 31) 

JTM (Youth Chinese Network) 07/01/2005 

36. Andri Irawanto  

     (M, 33) 

Chairman, Gemabudhi (Indonesian 

Buddhist Youth Central Board) 

22/10/2004 

Pribumi Informants   

37. Ifan (M, 25) Marketing staff 08/10/2004 

38. Ayu (F, 25) Auditor 09/10/2004 

39. Linda (F, 21) University student 20/10/2004 

40. Faizal (M, 23) Fresh graduate 10/10/2004 

41. Suryani (F, 40) Lecturer  12/10/2004 

42. Herawati (F, 42) Office worker 06/10/2004 

43. Bernadus (M, 45) Businessman 08/10/2004 

44. Putri (F, 20) Waitress 22/10/2004 

45. Ani (F, 23)  Professional 15/10/2004 

46. Andi (M, 24) University student 01/11/2004 

47. Ita (F, 35) Lecturer 15/10/2004 

48. Hengki (M, 20) University student 18/10/2004 

49. Davina (F, 25) Teacher 02/11/2004 

50. Ferawati (F, 23) University student 07/11/2004 

51. Suparno (M, 55) Entrepreneur  12/11/2004 

52. Herman (M, 40) Engineer 06/11/2004 

 

Note: The list above only consists of informants whom I formally interviewed. It does 

not include informants whose stories, narratives and opinions that I recorded in my 

field notes from participation observation.  
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APPENDIX 3 
 

 
 

RESEARCH PROJECT INFORMATION SHEET 
 
 
Title of project:  Reconceptualising Ethnic Chinese Identity in Post-

Suharto Indonesia 
 
Chief Investigator:   Dr. Lyn Parker 
 
Student Researcher:  Chang Yau Hoon  

PhD candidate at the University of Western Australia. 
 
Student’s Address:   Discipline of Asian Studies (M211) 
    School of Social and Cultural Studies 
    University of Western Australia. 
 
Student’s Email:   seewhy80@hotmail.com; seewhy@cyllene.uwa.edu.au 
 
As part of a scholarship-funded postgraduate university degree, this is an independent 
survey and is not being conducted under government or corporate direction. Results 
will be written up in a university thesis. 
 
Description of project  
The aim of this study is to examine the post-1998 reconstruction of Chinese identity 
in Indonesia. It attempts to explore the current resurgence of Chinese identity and the 
forces that have shaped this identity construction through such arenas as Chinese 
organisations, political parties, the media and the Indonesian government. 
 
Interview Format 
Once this project has been explained to you and you have consented to participate, 
you will be asked a variety of questions, based on the following themes: 
 

1. Family background 
2. Education 
3. Employment history 
4. Familiarity with Chinese culture 
5. Cultural identity 
6. Relationships with the local community 
7. Future aspirations 

 
There is no set time limit for each interview. While there are a variety of potential 
questions in the survey based on each theme, you will be encouraged to focus on the 
things that interest you most. 
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Participation in this project is voluntary. You may be asked in your interview can be 
taped so your responses can be recorded most accurately, but you are free to decline 
this request. You are free at any time to withdraw consent to further participation 
without prejudice in any way. In such cases, any record of your involvement will be 
destroyed, unless otherwise agreed by you. 
 
Confidentiality 
The information you provide will be treated as strictly confidential. The university 
thesis will address group trends and common themes, and all participants will be 
identified by pseudonyms.  
 
Further Questions 
If you have any queries about this project or are unclear about any of its aspects, 
please do not hesitate to ask Mr Chang Yau Hoon for more information or contact Dr. 
Lyn Parker at the University of Western Australia.  
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INFORMASI TENTANG PROYEK PENELITIAN 
     (Versi Bahasa Indonesia) 
 
Judul Proyek:  Rekonseptualisasi Identitas Etnis Tionghoa Selama 

Periode Paska Soeharto di Indonesia 
 
Supervisor Utama:   Dr. Lyn Parker 
 
Peneliti:    Chang Yau Hoon  

Mahasiswa S3 di University of Western Australia 
 
Email:    seewhy80@hotmail.com; seewhy@cyllene.uwa.edu.au 
 
 
 
Proyek penelitian ini merupakan proyek independen yang tidak dilakukan di bawah 
pengawasan pemerintah atau perusahaan apa pun. Ini adalah bagian dari program 
paska sarjana yang dibiayai oleh beasiswa universitas.  
 
Deskripsi Proyek  
 
Tujuan penelitian ini adalah untuk memahami rekonstruksi identitas Tionghoa paska 
1998 di Indonesia. Penelitian ini berupaya untuk meneliti perkembangan identitas 
tionghoa baru-baru ini dan kekuatan-kekuatan yang telah membentuk konstruksi 
identitas melalui organisasi-organisasi Tionghoa, partai politik, media dan pemerintah 
Indonesia. 
 
Format Wawancara 
 
Setelah proyek ini dijelaskan dan Anda setuju untuk ikut serta, Anda akan ditanyakan 
beberapa pertanyaan yang didasarkan pada tema-tema ini: 
  

8. Latar belakang keluarga 
9. Pendidikan 
10. Sejarah pekerjaan 
11. Pemahaman tentang budaya Cina 
12. Identitas budaya 
13. Relasi dengan masyarakat setempat 
14. Pengharapan  

 
Wawancara ini tidak terbatas oleh jangka waktu. Meskipun terdapat banyak 
pertanyaan, Anda dianjurkan untuk memusatkan perhatian pada sesuatu yang Anda 
anggap paling menarik.  
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Partisipasi dalam proyek ini bersifat sukarela. Wawancara ini mungkin direkam agar 
mendapatkan hasil yang akurat. Tetapi Anda bebas menolak. Anda berhak untuk 
mengundurkan diri kapan pun tanpa penjelasan dan prasangka. Jika hal itu terjadi, 
informasi sehubungan dengan keikutsertaan Anda akan dihilangkan, kecuali Anda 
memilih untuk informasi itu disimpan. Partisipasi dalam penelitian ini tidak akan 
dibayar.  
 
Kerahasiaan 
 
Informasi yang Anda sampaikan akan diperlakukan secara rahasia. Nama responden 
tidak akan disebutkan. 
 
Pertanyaan Lebih Lanjut 
 
Jika Anda punya pertanyaan tentang proyek ini, silakan menghubungi Hoon Chang 
Yau untuk informasi yang lebih lengkap atau Dr. Lyn Parker di University of Western 
Australia.  
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
 
 
Title of project:  Reconceptualising Ethnic Chinese Identity in Post-Suharto 

Indonesia 
 
Chief Investigator:  Dr. Lyn Parker 
 
Student Researcher: Chang Yau Hoon  

PhD candidate at the University of Western Australia. 
 
Address:   Discipline of Asian Studies (M211) 
   School of Social and Cultural Studies 
   University of Western Australia. 
 
Email:   seewhy80@hotmail.com; seewhy@cyllene.uwa.edu.au 
 
 
I (Participant’s name) have read the information above and any questions I have asked 
have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this activity, realising 
that I may withdraw at any time without prejudice. 
 
I understand that all of the information which I provide is treated as strictly 
confidential and will not be released by the investigator unless required to do so by 
law. 
 
I agree that research data gathered for the study may be published provided my name 
or other identifying information is not used. 
 
Signature of participant  Date 
 
 
_____________________  _________ 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia 
requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint regarding 
the manner in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to the researcher 
or, alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee, Registrar’s 
Office, University of Western Australia, Nedlands, WA 6907 (telephone number 61 8 
9380 3703). All study participants will be provided with a copy of the Information 
Sheet and Consent Form for their personal records.  
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FORMULIR KESEDIAAN RESPONDEN 
    (Versi Bahasa Indonesia) 
 
 
Judul Proyek:  Rekonseptualisasi Identitas Etnis Tionghoa Selama Periode 

Paska Suharto di Indonesia 
 
Supervisor Utama:  Dr. Lyn Parker 
 
Peneliti:   Chang Yau Hoon  

Mahasiswa S3 di University of Western Australia 
 
Email:   seewhy80@hotmail.com; seewhy@cyllene.uwa.edu.au 
 
 
Saya (nama responden) telah membaca informasi yang diberikan dan semua 
pertanyaan yang saya tanyakan telah dijawab dengan baik. Saya bersedia untuk ikut 
serta dalam aktivitas ini, mengingat bahwa saya berhak untuk mengundurkan diri 
kapan pun tanpa penjelasan dan prasangka. 
 
Saya mengerti bahwa segala informasi yang saya berikan akan diperlakukan sebagai 
informasi yang dirahasiakan dan tidak akan dikeluarkan oleh peneliti kecuali 
diperlukan secara oleh hukum. Saya telah diberitahu tentang data apa yang akan 
dikumpulkan, tujuannya dan bagaimana data tersebut akan digunakan setelah 
penelitian ini selesai. 
 
Saya setuju bahwa data penelitian yang terkumpul nanti bisa dipublikasikan dengan 
syarat nama dan identitas saya tidak dicantumkan. 
 
 
 
 
_____________________   _____________ 
Responden     Tanggal 
 
 
Komite Etika Penelitian di University of Western Australia mensyaratkan bahwa 
semua responden diberitahukan bahwa jika mereka ingin mengajukan keluhan 
mengenai tatacara penelitian, keluhan tersebut dapat diajukan kepada peneliti yang 
bersangkutan, atau kepada Sekretaris Komite Etika Penelitian di alamat ini: Secretary, 
Human Research Ethics Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western 
Australia, Nedlands, WA 6907 (telephone number 61 8 9380 3703).  
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APPENDIX 4 
 

 
 
Chang Yau Hoon 
PhD Candidate      Visiting Scholar 
Discipline of Asian Studies    Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) 
School of Social and Cultural Studies   Room 425 
The University of Western Australia   Jalan Tanah Abang III No. 23-27 
35 Stirling Highway, Crawley    Jakarta 10160 
Western Australia 6009     Hp: 081314234285 (Jakarta) 

Email:  seewhy80@hotmail.com
 
 

Interview Questionnaire 
 
Name: 
Age: 
Highest Education: 
Current Occupation: 
 
 
1. Family Background 
 
To start, please tell me about the place or places where you were raised: 
 

• Were you born here? 
• What kind of people lived in your neighbourhood? 
• Who (ethnicity) did you usually play with? 

 
Who in your family originally came from China? 
 

• Where in China did they come from? 
• When did they arrive in Indonesia? 
• Where did they settle? 
• What did they do for work? 
• How do you know about this information? 

 
Where are they now? 
 
Is your whole family WNI? 
 
What is your impression about your family when you were growing up? 

• Were any of your grandparents or parents particularly “Chinese”? 
• Do they speak any Chinese language or dialects? If yes, please state what dialect. 
• Do they practice any Chinese cultures? If yes, please state what is practiced. 
• Do they expect you to learn Chinese and practice Chinese cultures? 
• Do they teach you Chinese and Chinese cultures? 

 395

mailto:seewhy80@hotmail.com


• What food does your family usually eat? 
• Do you eat usually Chinese food at home or at restaurants? 
• Did your family ever talk to you about racism or discrimination? 
• What do they usually advise you if they see you making friends or dating a pribumi? 

 
2. Education 
 
Can you describe the primary (secondary and high) school that you went to? 

• What is the population of the school made up of in terms of ethnicity? 
• What were the ethnicities of your closest friends? 
• Do you prefer to play with people of your same ethnicity? 

 
Have you ever experienced any racism or discrimination in school? 
 
Do you have any favourite teachers? If yes, what is their ethnicity? 
 
What language do you speak at school? 
 
3. Employment history 
 
Where do you work now? 

• What ethnicity do most staffs belong to? 
• Do you prefer to contact people of your same ethnicity? 
• Do you experience any discrimination in your work place? 
• Do you think people of another ethnicity are discriminated against in your work place? 

 
4. Familiarity with Chinese culture 
 
How knowledgeable are you about Chinese traditions and culture? 

• Have you ever been to China/Taiwan? 
If yes, when? What made you go? 
If no, do you have any interest in going? 

• Do you speak any Chinese language/dialects? 
If no, are you keen to learn? Why? 

• Do you belong to any Chinese organisations such as INTI and PMTI? 
If yes, what made you join them? 
Are you an active member? 
If not, why not? 

• Are you aware that they are a few Chinese newspapers publications? If no, why not? 
• Do you read them? 
• Do you watch Metro TV Chinese News? 

 
What is your religion? 
 

• Do you think your religion contradicts/complements Chinese culture? 
• Do you celebrate Chinese festivals such as Imlek? 
• In what manner do you think a wedding ceremony should be conducted? 
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5. Cultural identity 
 
How would you describe yourself in terms of ethnicity? 
 

• Would you describe yourself a Chinese Indonesian, Indonesian Chinese, Indonesian, 
Chinese or what? 

• What does the label that you prefer mean to you? 
• Would you describe for me how being Chinese is different from being pribumi or 

Indonesian? 
• If you had to choose between being Chinese or being Indonesian, which would you 

choose? Why? 
• How are you Chinese or Indonesian? Why? 
• Do you think you can be Chinese and Indonesian at the same time, or can you only be 

either of them? 
• Is it possible for you to be Chinese at times, Indonesian at times, both Chinese and 

Indonesian at times or neither at times?  
• Do you care about who you are in terms of cultural identity? 

 
Would you consider yourself as totok or peranakan or other? Why? 

• Do you prefer to refer yourself as “Cina” or “Tionghoa”? Why? 
 
Do you have a Chinese name? If yes, do you use it often? 

• Will you give your (future) kids Chinese names? 
 
Do you see me as similar or different from you in terms of cultural identity? 

• What about Taiwanese artists (such as F4), are they same or different from you? Why? 
 
6. Relationships with the local community 
 
Are you aware ethnic stereotypes? 

• How do you think pribumi think of the Chinese? 
• Do you think the Chinese fits those stereotypes? How? Why? 
• What do most Chinese usually think of the pribumi? 
• How often do people ask on your facial background? 
• How do you usually respond? 

 
Have you ever faced discrimination from your local community? 

• Is it because of your appearance and/or accent? 
 
How would you describe your neighbourhood? 
 
Are you involved in any of your community activities?  
 
What do you think about inter-racial love relationship? 
 
According to you, what is the root of racial problem in Indonesia?  
Ethnicity or class? 
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7. Future aspirations 
 
How do you think the Chinese should live in Indonesia? 

• Do you think assimilation is a good option? 
• Do you agree with the manifestation of Chineseness in celebrating Imlek, Barongsai, etc? 
• How do you think the Chinese should fight discriminations? 
• How do you think Chinese organisations have/have not enhanced Chinese positions in 

Indonesia? 
• How would you like Indonesia in the future where all Chinese descent speak, read and 

write Chinese; and Chinese traditions, festivals and cultures carried out across the 
country? 
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Chang-Yau Hoon 
PhD Candidate      Visiting Scholar 
Discipline of Asian Studies    Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) 
School of Social and Cultural Studies   Room 425 
The University of Western Australia   Jalan Tanah Abang III No. 23-27 
35 Stirling Highway, Crawley    Jakarta 10160 
Western Australia 6009     Hp: 08567748366 (Jakarta) 

Email:  seewhy80@hotmail.com
 
 

Interview Questionnaire  
(Versi Bahasa Indonesia) 

 
Nama: 
Umur: 
Pendidikan terakhir: 
Pekerjaan Sekarang: 
 
1. Latar belakang keluarga 
 
Tempat Anda dibesarkan: 

 
• Ada tidak orang Cina yang tinggal di daerah ini? 
• Apakah Anda pernah bergaul dengan orang Cina? 

 
Keluarga: 
 

• Apa agama Anda dan keluarga Anda? 
• Pernahkah Anda makan makanan Cina (yang Halal)? Biasanya makan di mana? 
• Apa pendapat keluarga Anda apabila Anda bergaul dengan kaum Cina? 
• Apa pekerjaan orang tua Anda (kalau masih kerja)? 

 
2. Pendidikan 
 
Coba ceritakan tempat Anda bersekolah 
 

• Berapa perbandingan antara etnis Cina dan etnis pribumi? 
• Adakah salah satu teman baik Anda etnis Cina? Kalau ada, tolong ceritakan. 
• Apakah Anda lebih suka bergaul dengan teman yang sesama etnis? 
• Menurut Anda pernahkah terjadi kasus rasisme di sekolah dulu? 
• Menurut pandangan Anda bagaimanakah sikap dari pelajar yang beretnis Cina di sekolah 

Anda? (manja, atau lebih tekun…)  
 
3. Sejarah pekerjaan 
 
Linkungan tempat Anda bekerja. 
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• Berapa perbandingan antara etnis Cina dan etnis pribumi? 
• Tolong menjelaskan daerah Anda bekerja. 
• Apakah Anda pernah mengalami diskriminasi/rasisme di tempat kerja Anda? 

 
4. Pengetahuan Tentang Budaya Cina  
 

• Apakah Anda memahami budaya Cina? 
• Menurut Anda apa itu budaya Cina? Tolong sebutkan contoh.  
• Adakah teman Anda yang masih mempraktekkan budaya Cina? Kalau ada, apa saja? 
• Apakah pendapat Anda tentang budaya dan perayaan Cina (seperti Imlek)?  
• Jika ada kesempatan, apakah Anda mau belajar bahasa Cina? 

 
• Menurut Anda, budaya Cina di Indonesia sama tidak dengan budaya di Taiwan dan Cina? 
• Apakah F4 dan bintang-bintang artis Taiwan itu sebudaya dengan WNI keturunan? 

 
5. Identity Budaya 
 

• Bagaimana Anda menyebut dirimu? Orang Indonesia, pribumi, orang Jawa (Sunda, 
Betawi dll)? 

• Tolong menceritakan perbedaan WNI keturunan dan orang Indonesia seperti Anda? 
• Jika Anda bisa pilih, Anda ingin jadi etnis apa? Kenapa? 
• Menurut Anda, apakah orang Cina sudah jadi orang Indonesia yang sungguh-sungguh? 

Kenapa? 
• Apa artinya orang Indonesia “Asli”? Bagaimana untuk menjadi orang Indonesia “Asli”?  

 
6. Hubungan dengan komunitas Cina 
 

• Apakah Anda sadar adanya stereotipe dan prasangka antara kaum pribumi dan etnis Cina 
di masyarakat Indonesia? 

• Sebutkan stereotipe orang Cina di mata pirbumi. 
• Apakah orang Cina yang Anda kenal cocok dengan pandangan atau stereotipe tersebut? 
• Menurut Anda, adakah pandangan buruk dari kaum Cina terhadap pribumi? Apa saja? 
• Pernahkah Anda bekerjasama dengan orang Cina? Apa pendapat Anda tentang mereka? 
• Apa pendapat Anda tentang hubungan cinta antar-rasial? 
• Menurut Anda, “Masalah Cina” itu apa? 

 
7. Pengharapan 
 

• Menurut Anda bagaimana seharusnya orang Cina hidup di Indonesia? 
• Apakah pembauran merupakan tindakan yang bijaksana? 
• Anda setuju tidak dengan kebijakan Multikulturalisme di mana budaya Cina diterima 

seperti budaya suku lain di Indonesia? 
• Menurut Anda apakah orang Cina mengalami diskriminasi di tanahair Indonesia ? 
• Bagaimana diskriminasi.masalah ini bisa diselesaikan? 
• Menurut Anda hubungan Cina dan pribumi itu seharusnya bagaimana supaya bisa 

mencapai keharmonisan antar-ras? 
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APPENDIX 5  
 
Sebenarnya Anda atau Kami yang 
Kapok 
 
--Kepada Ariel Heryanto 
 
Kata orang negri kami kaya raya, 
Tapi mengapa kami tak berdaya.  
 
Kami yang mencangkul, 
Waktu panen, anda yang muncul. 
 
Kami menabung seumur-umur,  
Anda yang bawa kabur. 
 
Kami dapat satu amplop iming-iming 
kolusi, 
Anda dapat satu kontainer penuh isi 
tanpa permisi. 
 
Kami dari bawah lihat kapal, 
Anda melambai dalam kapal yang 
anda sudah hafal. 
 
Kami, sekalinya naik kapal, jadi TKW, 
Anda di sini sudah bosan naik BMW. 
 
 
Kami pegang kemoceng bulu ayam, 
Anda nonton VCD pegang paha ayam. 
 
 
Kami yang mengumpulkan hasil bumi, 
Anda yang menghitung untung rugi. 
 
Kami belajar di bawah onak duri, 
Anda belajar di luar negeri. 
 
 
Kami di kampung kerja bakti aktif, 
Anda santai di tempat eksklusif. 
 
Kami lelah, 
Anda bilang kami malas. 
 
Kami mau merubah nasib, 
Anda tersenyum bilang gosip. 

My Translation: 
 
In fact, is it you or we who have had 
enough? 
 
--To Ariel Heryanto 
 
Many people say that our country is 
rich, But why aren’t we powerful? 
 
We do the hoeing, 
At the harvest, you appear. 
 
We save all our lives, 
You run off with our savings. 
 
We get one envelope tantalised with 
collusion, 
You get a whole container full without 
permission. 
 
We gaze on the ship from below, 
You wave from the deck that you 
know so well. 
 
We have once boarded a boat as a 
TKW (overseas female worker), 
You’re already bored driving a BMW. 
 
We hold a duster made of chicken 
feathers, You watch a VCD holding 
chicken drumsticks. 
 
We gather the produce from the land, 
You calculate the profit and loss. 
 
We learn from our experiences of 
sufferings,  
You learn from an overseas education, 
 
We voluntarily serve in our villages,  
You just relax in exclusive places. 
 
We are weary, 
You say we are lazy. 
 
We want to change our destiny, 
You smile and gossip. 
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Kami ambil dari yang serakah, 
Anda bilang kami menjarah. 
 
Kami kapok 1000 kali jadi pribumi, 
Anda kapok sesaat jadi nonpri. 
 
 
 
Kami berjemur 32 tahun, 
Anda mendengkur aman 50 tahun. 
 
Kami hidup prihatin, 
Anda bilang emang gue pikirin. 
 
Bila ini terus berlangsung, 
Kita tidak akan pernah nyambung. 
 
Sejarah mencatat, 
Kami tetap melarat, anda tetap 
konglomerat. 
 
Mari kita amati 
Anda atau kami yang kapok dalam hal 
ini. 
 
Lebih baik kita cari solusi membangun 
negri ini, 
Tanpa curiga di sana sini, pri maupun 
nonpri. 
 
Masa lalu biarlah berlalu, 
Mari kita kubur, meski dengan hati 
pilu. 
 
Mari kita rawat negri ini dengan cinta 
kasih, 
 
Duduk sama rendah, berdiri sama 
tinggi dengan hati yang bersih. 
 
Siapa yang mau memulai, 
Anda atau kami. 
 
Jakarta, Juni 1998 
 
Karya: R. Surya 
Sumber: Republika, 6 September 1998. 
 
 
 

We take from the greedy, 
You accuse us of plundering. 
 
1000 times we have had enough of 
being a pribumi,  
You have only had enough of being a 
nonpri after just a second. 
 
We were exploited for 32 years, 
You slept safely for 50 years. 
 
We live apprehensively, 
You just say “I have to think” 
 
If this continues [to happen], 
We will never be able to interact. 
 
History notes, 
We continue to spread, you continue to 
be conglomerates. 
 
Come, and let us consider closely, 
Is it you or we who have had enough in 
these matters? 
 
It will be better for us to find a way to 
build this country,  
Without being suspicious of this or that, 
of pri or nonpri. 
 
The past, just let it pass, 
Let us bury it even though our hearts 
be broken. 
 
Let us take care of this country with 
love, 
 
Sit and stand on the same level, with a 
clean heart. 
 
Who wants to start, 
You or we? 
 
Jakarta, June 1998 
 
Written by: R. Surya 
Source: Republika, 6 September 1998. 
Adopted from Hamzah (1998: 150). 
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APPENDIX 6 
 

Religious discriminations faced by Chinese-Indonesians 
 
For more than 40 years, Hariyanto has been judged by his ethnicity. 
 
During the anti-communist pogrom in the mid-1960s, the native of Tanah Abang was 
accused of being a communist simply because he was a Chinese Indonesian.  
 
Even today, his religion, Taoism, is constantly confused with Confucianism and his 
ID card says he is a Buddhist.  
 
Years of official discrimination against Chinese-Indonesian citizens prompted 
Hariyanto and thousands of others to put Buddhism, one of the five religions then 
recognized by the government, on their ID cards.  
 
While it may just be an imprint on a piece of paper, its consequences are serious.  
 
“We all have to disguise what faiths we practice because we fear that government 
officials will meddle in our religious affairs,” Hariyanto told The Jakarta Post. 
  
When he went to worship -- the sign on the Taoist temple's main gate also stated it 
was a Buddhist institution.  
 
Despite this insult, ethnic Chinese like Hariyanto are so used to discrimination that 
they accept it as the norm.  
 
“I personally don't care anymore whether or not the government recognizes Taoism or 
Confucianism as religions. These are our beliefs, not theirs,” Hariyanto said.  
 
“I don't want to talk too much about the discrimination or else I will be accused of 
being a communist once again,” he said. 
  
A member of the Army-sponsored Student Action Front during the 1960s, Hariyanto 
was labeled a communist because he was reluctant to join a campaign to crush the 
Indonesian Communist Party.  
 
After the fall of the New Order regime, the government officially recognized 
Confucianism as an established religions [sic] in the country, aside from Islam, 
Catholicism, Protestantism, Hinduism and Buddhism. However, this acceptance has 
not filtered down to the lower levels of bureaucracy.  
 
Unfortunately for Hariyanto, Taoism, an offshoot of Confucianism, was not 
recognized. Most people here confuse Confucianism and Taoism because both are 
beliefs originally from mainland China.  
 
However, Taoist texts reject many of the basic assumptions of Confucianism.  
 
During his presidency, Abdurrahman "Gus Dur" Wahid tried to end discrimination 
against ethnic Chinese by officially recognizing their beliefs and culture.  
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However, despite the policy change, most ethnic Chinese say little has changed.  
 
Daniel Lesmana, who lives in Palmerah in West Jakarta, says that being a Chinese 
Confucian means he is often extorted by government officials.  
 
The 45-year-old said that even if he wanted to state his real religion on his ID card, 
the process would be slow, costly and uncertain.  
 
“Issuing ID cards and other documents to Chinese people has become a way for 
government officials to make money. That is why it is difficult to change their 
attitudes to us,” he told the Post.  
 
Daniel feels Chinese Indonesians here are being unfairly singled out by officials in the 
country, unlike Indonesian Arabs or Muslims from other ethnic groups.  
 
Communities here are often targeted by officialdom in random ID card sweeps, 
especially when alleged wrongdoing by Chinese Indonesians is exposed in the media.  
 
This happened earlier this month in Makassar, South Sulawesi, where tensions in the 
area were high following the death of a housemaid who worked for a Chinese family.  
 
(Source: Taufiqurrahman M., 2006, “A Chinese-Indonesian history of discrimination”, 
in The Jakarta Post, 26 May) 
 

 404


