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Introduction

During some pleasant Dutch Summer days in 2005, I had a series of dis-
cussion with some friends in Amsterdam on issues around elite Chinese
peranakan families in the 1930s Java and their self-representations through
home videos and family photo albums.' The context for the discussion was
the availability of some of these materials at the Netherlands Institute for War
Documentation (NIOD) where some of these friends worked. What interested
me at the beginning were the visual mediums and the question of writing
histories. I was also intrigued by the social and political effects of technology
as the Indies (colonial Indonesia) entered the maturing age of mechanical
reproduction. Only then, did I realize that I was in fact also concerned about
questions around identities of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia as these were con-
structed domestically via the technology of imagery. I have been interested
in issues around ethnic Chinese less as an expert on the subject, but more
as a person of whom journalists today would call, unambiguously, “ethnic
Chinese.” Friends in Indonesia, however, are less certain about the term. We
have been poking fun at each other that we are not only “ethnic Chinese”
but also “confused (not Confucian) ethnic Chinese” — perhaps one that is
regarded in Javanese slang as “Cino wurung, Jowo tanggung, Londo pun
durung™® (no-longer Chinese, not-quite Javanese and not-yet Dutch). Some
scholars would probably conceptualized us as peranakan, or better, “confused
peranakan” — those who were born locally but not sure if his or her first lan-
guage is Indonesian or a Chinese dialect, as they are often spoken at the same
time. It seems thus more relieving to try to leave behind “Chinese heritage”
and assume an “Indonesian” position — whatever this might mean. On the
other hand, this aspiration for a “nationalist” position (-thanks to Suharto’s
New Order in which I grew up) in fact reflects even more my connection to
“Chinese heritage.”
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When I looked cursorily at the visual materials my friends have obtained
from NIOD (see chapter 6), I was, rather spontaneously, wondering how the
home videos and photo albums might help illuminate historically the ambi-
guities of “ethnic Chinese” in Indonesia today (- even as the concerned elite
families occupied a world that is radically different from our own). It would
certainly be interesting to see analyses of the visual cultures of the ethnic
Chinese in Indonesia and consider how their private imaging shaped the
ways in which they represented themselves in the public. What can the family
photos, popular cartoons, houses and even the city they built tell us about the
ethnic Chinese conception of themselves? What is it that they want to see of
themselves and what is it that they want “us” to see? How did their ways of
seeing themselves and the world, intertwine with those of other social groups
and the state apparatus? How different were their techniques (or cultures) of
seeing compared to those of the Eurasian or Arab elite peranakan families and
members of the kraton (of Javanese rulers) as well as the commoners?

We know that back then camera and photograph were one of the key instru-
ments for the colonial state to police and classify people in the Indies. They
came together with police and prisons. Yet, what happened to these “same”
technologies when they were used by private persons at different places?
What were the social and political implications when the technologies of the
state were popularized and domesticated, especially in the hands of the per-
anakan Chinese families? There are many more questions to come, but what
I am suggesting is that the self-representations of the family life, indoor and
outdoor (as these were depicted in photo albums, home videos and houses),
could be fruitfully understood as part of the gradual self-formation of a class,
a nation and identity, which is crossed in innumerable ways by shifting power
relations under colonial and postcolonial conditions. The questions would
thus not only be about the content or what is shown in the image as a simple
expression of “truth” (as in the writing of social history), but also the social
and political assumptions behind the framing and the staging of the image. It
would also include historicization of vision as what Karen Strassler did in her
Refracted Vision. Very few attempts in fact have been made at such analysis
of the visual cultures of the ethnic Chinese ethnic. This deficiency can in part
be attributed to the textual and verbal focus in most of the study on ethnic
Chinese — where images, if utilized, are used merely as supporting materials
rather than the subject of inquiries.

THE CHINESE AND THE VISUAL REGIME

Major research has been done on the social, political and cultural histories
of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. There are many books out today on ethnic
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Chinese (especially from Indonesia). They have been devoted to thoughtful
analyses of important elements of Chinese societies, their political thoughts
and relations to the state and other groups in Indonesian society.’ These exist-
ing studies show how rich and complicated this field of inquiry is. At the same
time it is useful to recognize that (with a few exceptions) the materials used
in most of the research are textual and oral. Very little research, however,
has been done on visual representations and their roles in shaping identities
and politics of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. If we regard the treatment of the
visual and material cultures of the peranakan Chinese, it is strangely apparent
that the treatment (of say, architecture, food and clothing) is almost in terms
of their exotic uniqueness, that is, as essentially an aesthetic issue (see chapter
8). Without denying the importance of this genre of research, we should open
up a more fertile and equally complex ground, which would enable us to take
more into account the disciplinary components in, say, the new type of house
as a symbolization of wealth and (declining) power, to understand them not as
merely elements of “cultural expression” but as themselves part of dynamic
responses to the dilemmas and contradictions of the changing social forma-
tions within which they are embedded. In these visual representations we
perhaps can see the piecemeal, often imperceptible, self-formation of a class
undergoing a situation which remains to be analysed.

The interest on the visual however is more than an attempt to incorporate a
“forgotten” analytical category. Rather, the visual could be seen as a political
site for the rethinking of identity and cultures. Instead of seeing the social life
of the ethnic Chinese as guaranteed by some shared visual cultures, this book
explores the ways in which their different modes of visual representation help
to produce, and are in turn produced by social conflict.

This book examines not only how the visual modes of representations
expressed as well as shaped the experiences of the ethnic Chinese under the
changing landscapes of power, but also explore complex and often contra-
dictory issues and connections between visual representation, everyday life,
political intentions and the urban contexts. It complements Rudolf Mrazek’s
Engineers of Happy Land: Technology and Nationalism in a Colony (2002)
and Karen Strassler’s The Refracted Vision: Popular Photography and
National Modernity in Java (2010). These books explored the experiences
of people under colonial and postcolonial conditions as they encountered
technologies and urbanization that had increasingly become part of their daily
life. The responses were varied, but the conceptions of who they were and
what they had become were profoundly shaped by the ways in which they
experienced technology. Mrazek’s work is centred on the historical experi-
ences of Dutch and Javanese communities in the colonial time, and therefore
very little discussion is devoted to the role and the experiences of ethnic
Chinese communities. Yet, as Strassler points out, by the eve of World War II,
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we could say that Chinese Indonesians had already become a loyal consumer
of technology. But they were not only regular consumers. Instead they were
involved in investing meanings into technologies by promoting and supply-
ing them to the public (- this includes the dealership of building construction
materials since colonial time). What is important about technology then is not
only how it works functionally, but also how it changes the ways in which one
think about his or her social and political identities.

This book is historically framed by the long twentieth century in which the
rapid speed and scale of urbanization has been marked by the intermingling
of various and often radically different regimes of power. The long century
represents the passages of modernity in the interstices of colonialism and
postcolonial condition. This era of “intertwined histories and overlapping ter-
ritories” has made the twentieth century an age in temporal comparison.* In
other words, it is difficult to understand a fragment of Indonesian history with-
out encountering at the same time the spectre of what came before (and after).
The ethnic Chinese (and other population groups of various ethnicities) for
instance were forced to make a living under three profoundly different types of
visual regimes (-the Dutch colonial rule, the Japanese military administration,
and the decolonized Indonesian sociopolitical orders). Other examples include
the postcolonial era, which contained its own contradictory and often irrec-
oncilable though comparable scopic regimes (of Sukarno, Suharto and Post
1998-Indonesia). The changes and continuities of the postcolonial eras have
left many ethnic Chinese with fragmentary understanding of who they are and
what they have done to themselves and to other population groups. Framed
within the dilemma, the questions and contradictions of the long twentieth
century, this book thus aim at understanding some of the visual cultures of the
ethnic Chinese as an enterprise for coming to terms with socio-economic and
politico-cultural crisis under the changing regimes of representations.

This book analyses family photographs, a film, and a range of built “archi-
tectural” environment. The essays look at the ways in which these various
modes of visual representations shaped and were shaped by how the ethnic
Chinese confronted the period of economic dislocation and radical social
change during Dutch colonialism and the nationalist struggles in the decolo-
nized Indonesia (including the post-1965 and 1998 social environments).
How did the ethnic Chinese communities (re)present themselves to both their
domestic and outside world under the changing regimes of representation?
How did they visualize, symbolically, their place in Indonesian society? How
did the visual shape the “ambiguities” of the Chinese, the perception of the
“economic” identity, and the forgetting of their involvement in politics, cul-
tures and histories of the nation? More broadly, how did the visual address the
interconnectedness of domestic life, the urban cultural milieu and ideologies
of the state and the ruling class?
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PRESENT

With the political opening in Indonesia today, works on ethnic Chinese has
been proliferating, but the issues remain complex and has become even more
under the current waves of globalization. Many Chinese Indonesians recog-
nize that they have freed themselves (or have been liberated) on one level but
remain victims of their past on another. An illustration of this can be found
in one of the recent studies on Chinese Indonesians concerning the practices
and effects of assimilation policy imposed during the New Order era: Chi-
nese Indonesians: State Policy, Monoculture and Multiculture (Suryadinata,
2004). The authors in this volume are all aware that several discriminatory
regulations of the previous era remain active today raising the question of
whether Suharto’s legacy is over — including the canonical image that Chi-
nese Indonesians are in one way or another always connected to the world of
the (super) rich. While recognizing themselves as “minority,” ethnic Chinese
also realized that they have been seen as “capitalist.” This seems to resonate
with the view of Benedict Anderson who once indicated two paradoxical
sociopolitical phenomena whose convergence is shaping the experience
and conceptualization of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia.> On the one hand, the
economic, technological and cultural forces of colonialism and globalization
pushed conditions for the formation of “capitalistic” ethnic Chinese, while
on the other hand, the state has generated identity and identification that con-
stituted the discourses of othering the ethnic Chinese (whose long history of
migration and integration went back to pre-colonial era) as “foreign” minor-
ity. Instead of using a particular label, such as “minority,” or “capitalists” to
illustrate, for instance, the visual cultures of ethnic Chinese — this book seeks
to show how ethnic Chinese construct themselves in and through mechanical
reproduction even as their own self-conceptions were subjected to hegemonic
ideas, public images and the politics of the state at the time.

In our liberal-left academic world, we stigmatize those who are affiliated
with the power elites in order to become rich conglomerates. We sympathize
with those who are powerless as they are subjected to widespread public
resentment and hatred. We also feel ambiguous towards works that focus on
tracing “Chinese-ness” through various icons from the temples to deities as if
they will soon be wiped out altogether less by politics than by Chinese own
forces of economy. When looking at Barongsai (Chinese dragon dance) and
reading the cersil martial art novels of Kho Ping Hoo we often forget that
ethnic Chinese in Indonesia are also modernizers and they love technolo-
gies, art deco and Euro-American style houses. They have also been actively
engaged in modernity like their Dutch and Indonesian counterparts. Some
of them were courageous “dandies,” not unlike the pre-war time Sukarno
and Mas Marco Kartodikromo, who couldn’t stand injustices. And they



6 Introduction

relentlessly fashioned themselves (often unconsciously) beyond the norms
and forms of a “colonial” society. But quite a few of them, like other Indone-
sians and “Dutch” masters, also look down on their poorer counterparts and
despise their own housemaids even as their life are depended on the latter’s
servitude. The question is then in what ways could a historical work on the
visual cultures of ethnic Chinese remain sensitive and critical to the present
political dilemmas and social practices. Could the analyses of visual cultures
of the Chinese ethnic group address the conditions of both the 1930s and,
say, the 1990s?

WHO ARE THE ETHNIC CHINESE? WHOSE CHINESE?

The numbers of Indonesian of ethnic Chinese is never clear to me. According
to the 2010 census, Indonesian of ethnic Chinese is estimated to be almost
3 million or 1.2 percent of the total population of Indonesia. Yet some people
believe that it is 3—4 percent, which means 7-10 million.® What is even more
interesting, and perhaps is the reason of why it is difficult to quantify “ethnic
Chinese,” is that some (again, how many?) ethnic Chinese don’t feel the need
to represent themselves as ethnic Chinese, for various reasons that are hard to
explain. One of the main reasons is that they see themselves as “Indonesians”
and anything else is less important. This consideration nevertheless points to
a situation where to “become Indonesian™ is not a process that is automatic, as
for the ethnic Chinese the term is reachable only after certain acceptance by
the state and the Indonesian public. The state (since colonial time) has made
it a business to connect and disconnect “Chinese” and “Indonesia.” This game
(partly inherited from politics of divide et impera) of constructing self and
other as well as those in between within the nation has a profound impact on
not only who are the Chinese, but also whose Chinese?

The Dutch colonial state had little ambiguity over the category for what
it wished (for all socio-economic reasons) was to create a “middle group”
to politically avoid direct confrontation with the population it administrated.
The “foreign orientals” served the purpose of “stabilizing” the relations
between the “Europeans” and the “natives.” The category “foreign oriental”
could be used and blamed (often as scapegoat) to solve issues confronting
the stability of the colony. Decolonization provided an opportunity to start
anew. In 1963, Sukarno proposed the concept of suku peranakan Tionghoa
(peranakan Chinese ethnic group) to position this ethnic group locally along-
side other ethnic groups in Indonesia, for he believes that ethnic Chinese,
like many ethnic groups in Indonesia, such as “suku Jawa, suku Sunda, suku
Batak, suku Minang . . . and suku peranakan Tionghoa” are all Indonesians.’
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This concept to eliminate the othering or middle-ing” of ethnic Chinese
however was abandoned in President Suharto’s Indonesia. Instead Suharto
regime replayed the colonial “divide and conquer” strategy by installing the
term “Cina” to othering ethnic Chinese. In 1967, a military officer formulated
a rationale: “The term Cina refers not to an ethnic group but to a dynasty
where Chinese race (ras Cina) came from” and “unlike Tionghoa/Tiongkok
which carries negative psycho-political association for Indonesian people,
Cina has been used in the past.”® It is not clear how Tionghoa would carry
“negative psycho-political association,” but the construction of a name such
as Cina with a focus on the “place of origin” serves to consolidate “Indone-
sia” as belonging to “non-Chinese” indigenous groups. And the reference
to ahistorical dynastic past served to make Cina timeless. This proclama-
tion (sanctioned by the military state in the name of “rakyat Indonesia™)
of portraying ethnic Chinese as perpetually foreign to local societies if not
potentially royal to China has served to essentialize and externalize ethnic
Chinese. It has also made it difficult to use concepts such as “migration,”
“transnationalism,” and “diaspora” without the risk of replaying the connota-
tions intended by the military.

I remember a conversation with an ethnic Chinese architect (see chapter 8)
who started his work in Sukarno era and were fully committed to Sukarno’s
nation-building. When I mentioned to him that I was wondering how relevant
ethnicity is to the identity of an architect. He was able to make clear that he
would prefer to be referred as “ethnic Chinese Indonesian.” The notion of
“Chinese,” when stand alone, is problematic. And, he added, “Please, . . . no
diaspora.” The “nationalistic” framework assumed by this architect and also
Chinese Indonesian intellectuals is thus an attempt to dislodge the essentializ-
ing and diasporic discourse of the state in differentiating ethnic Chinese from
other ethnic groups. The national framework that ethnic Chinese are striving
for has also allowed them to locate themselves within the specificity of their
local struggles without being too easily absorbed into the revival of Pan-
ethnic Chinese identity worldwide following the rise of China. The nation-
building discourse thus is a struggle for tolerance, inclusiveness and embrace
of diversity with a strong sense of the challenge posed by class conflict that is
stemming from economic disparity between ethnic groups but often framed
under an opposition between the indigenous and ethnic Chinese population.

It is in this context that in the post-Suharto era, ethnic Chinese are drop-
ping Cina to adopt “Tionghoa” a term associated with a new identity partly
to counter the New Order’s violence of category, partly to pay tribute to the
earlier identity formation of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. Unlike Cira, which
was associated with the feudalistic age of dynasty in China, “Tionghoa,” as
this term was first used in the early twentieth century Indonesia, carries with
it the meaning of revolution, youth and newness against the old. The term is
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also associated with Tiong Hoa Hui Kuan, the first modern social and edu-
cational movement in colonial Indonesia formed by ethnic Chinese, an asso-
ciation that subsequently inspired modern movements of other ethnic groups
(including Javanese’s Taman Siswa and Serikat Islam). In this sense, while
Tionghoa could be seen as making a reference to China, its meaning is both
“modern” and profoundly “local” if not synonym with emancipation, (trans-
national) national liberation movement and modern consciousness associated
with the idea of Indonesia and nation-building.

When Suharto’s Indonesia used Cina to refer to ethnic Chinese, the term
is not only derogatory as it implies, as according to Suryadinata, “greedy,
unclean and immoral (and) it was used only when indigenous Indonesians
wanted to belittle or humiliate their Chinese counterparts,”™ but it is also to
take ethnic Chinese out of the history of Indonesia and nation-building. It is
in this context that this book is taking part in the attempt to relocate ethnic
Chinese in Indonesian history even as this is done discursively and incom-
pletely through subjective interpretation of non-textual materials associated
with popular cultures. I use the term visual not only to refer to the visual
materials explored in the book, but also to the general challenge of visualizing
the ethnic Chinese in their struggles over their identities, including moving
from Cina to Tionghoa.

The post-Suharto era thus witnesses the increasing usage of “Tionghoa”
or “peranakan Tionghoa” to refer to ethnic Chinese even though the term
Cina now officially dropped by a presidential decree is still being used by
the people (including younger ethnic Chinese). While mindful of the dif-
ferent terms and different associations in which ethnic Chinese are visual-
ized, this book uses “ethnic Chinese,” “Chinese Indonesian,” “Tionghoa” or
“peranakan Tionghoa” interchangeably. These terms connote some forms of
locality associated with Indonesia where most of the lives of ethnic Chinese
are shaped, not only by politics, but, as far as this book is concerned, by dif-
ferent forms of material and visual cultures, such as the built environment,
photographs, cartoons and film.

STRUGGLE OVER REPRESENTATION

In 2013, I was contacted by Leo Suryadinata, the most dedicated historian and
commentator of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia, to write about the “role of the
ethnic Chinese in Indonesian architects.” My entry on “architecture” along
with over 70 contributions would cover a broad range of professions, forming
3 volumes of book entitled (tentatively) Peran etnik Tionghoa di Indonesia:
dulu dan kini (The roles of ethnic Tionghoa in Indonesia: Past and Present).
Suryadinata has long been documenting the contributions of ethnic Chinese
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in the nation-building of countries in Southeast Asia, especially Indonesia.
His works have gained new urgency as ethnic Chinese have begun to assert
their identities in the climate of post-Suharto era. For this particular project
on professions, Suryadinata followed the mission of Eddie Lembong, a phar-
maceutical businessman and founder of Yayasan Nation-Building (Nabil)
Foundation, an association formed in 2006, as represented by its name, to
acknowledge and nurture the cross-cultural foundation of Indonesian nation
(with particular focus on the roles of Tionghoa).

Mr. Lembong conceived this documentary project as a nation-building
mission “to allow Tionghoa to recognize themselves and be recognized as
contributors to Indonesian nation-building . . . and it is expected that mate-
rials from the books would serve as a source for a rewriting of Indonesian
national history text book.” This project stemmed from Mr. Lembong’s feel-
ing (especially after the 1998 May riots) that (even in the era of tolerance
and embrace of diversity) Tionghoa have often (still) been considered by
fellow Indonesians as “foreigners” and this according to Lembong, is due in
large measure by the fact that Indonesian people know very little about the
professional world of ethnic Chinese. Thus, Mr. Lembong declared, “Let’s
compile, document, and write the contributions of Tionghoa in Indonesia in
all fields.”

I accepted this invitation in the context of understanding Mr. Lembong’s
sentiment about the sense of self-denial and alienation as well as discrimina-
tion that Tionghoa has experienced especially since the time of Suharto, and
thus the importance of representing the contributions of Tionghoa within the
context of nation-building. As I was writing in a style of “who-is-who” in
the making of Indonesian architectural world, I got interested to write about
“real estate” as well, partly because this is a field that is widely known for
its capitalist venture. I thought it would be important to show the diversity
of Tionghoa by juxtaposing two professions. Back to back then chapters 6
and 7 belong to a single project, but they are distinguished by the manner in
which they are presented. Chapter 7 (on architects) offers a list of “architects”
presented (albeit inadequately) in a manner of who-is-who, whereas chapter 6
(on developers) moves a little beyond listing by offering an argument (thus an
opinion) critical of what the developers have done to the city and urban life,
especially to the poor people who were most affected by the real estate devel-
opment. My first draft received a comment agreeing that “real estate compa-
nies by nature are to make money and obtain great profit, but one wonders if
anything more can be said about this industry, which is rather positive as we
are looking for some positive aspects.” This comment is profoundly interest-
ing as it seeks to move beyond seeing ethnic Chinese as only interested in
business — a stereotype that the writing project ultimately seeks to overcome.
What I have learned from being part of the project is that any representation



