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INTRODUCTION

China in Indonesia: What’s in a Name?

What we have seen in the past ten days is very amazing and exciting. Amazing,
because everywhere we saw people were energetically working for develop-
ment. New factories, which had not existed before and had not even been
thought about by the old regime, have emerged all over the place.

Mohammad Hatta (1957)"

In Indonesia, people only think of themselves; over there, everyone thinks of
others. Here, people have to be greedy in order to survive; over there, the
greedy instinct has been totally eradicated.

Pramoedya Ananta Toer (1957)°

While the outcomes in the field of economic construction are generally in-
spiring, the results are tragic in the fields of developing morality and pro-
tecting the basic rights of man.

Arifin Bey (1953)°

[ went to the country where my ancestors were born, hoping to find a com-
munist nirvana; what I encountered was more like a hell.

Cheng Lim Fei (1959)*

' Mohammad Hatta, “Selamat Tinggal (Pidato pada Jamuan Makan yang Diadakan
Duta Besar Indonesia di Peking, pada Tanggal 2 Oktober 1957)”, in Hatta, Kumpulan
Pidato, vol. 2 (Jakarta: Inti Idayu Press, 1983), p. 99.

? Pramoedya Ananta Toer, “Djiwa Revolusioner di Tiongkok Tetap Bergolak”, Sin Po,
5 January 1957.

3 Arifin Bey, Dari Sun Yat Sen ke Mao Tze Tung (Jakarta: Tintamas, 1953), p. 166.

% Cheng Lim Fei, “Saja Pernah Sekolah di Tiongkok”, Gadjah Mada 9 (May 1959): 92.
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This introduction chapter addresses three central issues intriguingly and
intimately related to the studies of postcolonial evolution in Indonesia during
the Sukarno era (1949-65): the significance of narratives and discourses
about China, whose multifaceted presence and conflicting reception in
Indonesia are vividly exemplified by the above quotations; major themes in
the existing studies on China in Indonesia; and the nature and characteristics
of China-image-makers. I argue that a transnational inquiry into the pre-
sentations, constructions, and domestic ramifications of perceptions of
China can shed new insights into Indonesia’s complex transformations and
multidimensional Sino-Indonesian interactions. Furthermore, by focusing
on the discursive formation of and interplay between knowledge and power
and the unfolding of China as an alternative form of modernity in a non-
Western society, this study intends to contribute to a comparative under-
standing of the changing image of China in the outside world, which has
been almost exclusively built upon experiences in the West and Japan.

DEJA VU ALL OVER AGAIN? “THE CHINA FEVER” AND ITS
SIGNIFICANT PRECEDENT

In November 2001, the Chinese prime minister, Zhu Rongji, paid an ofhcial
visit to Indonesia — the trip caused quite a stir. All major newspapers in
the nation published editorials and commentaries about his trip, the first
visit by a PRC premier in more than a decade — after Zhu’s predecessor
Li Peng’s trip to Jakarta in 1990, which resumed a diplomatic relationship
that was frozen after the 30 September Movement in 1965. In an editorial
entitled “We Can Directly Listen to the Successful Stories of China’s
Development”,”> Kompas stated that China’s progress had been “spectacular
and fascinating”. With Zhu’s visit, “we can now listen to the successful
stories concerning China’s development over the last 20 years”. Hailing
Zhu’s visit as “very special”, the editorial of 7he Jakarta Post pointed out
that “Indonesia would do well to take advantage of and explore the oppor-
tunities presented by this occasion.” It reminded readers of the fact that
“this is a completely new, modern and very confident China that the rest
of the world has to deal with”. The editorial went on to say that Zhu had
been “chiefly responsible for transforming China over the last 10 years

> “Kita Bisa Mendengar Langsun Kisah Sukses Pembangunan Cina”, Kompas, 7
November 2001. On related and similar suggestions, see Charles Himawan, “Can
China Help RI Eradicate Corruption?” Jakarta Post, 9 November 2001.
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into its present state, and in doing so, he is also the man responsible for
changing the global power equation™.®

In the meantime, the past two decades have witnessed the rapid
growth of economic relations between the two nations. By 2005, the year
when the Sino-Indonesian strategic partnership was established, China be-
came Indonesia’s fourth-largest export market; bilateral trade jumped from
$1.18 billion in 1990 to $43 billion in 2010.” Sudrajat, Indonesian ambas-
sador to Beijing, stated in 2008 that “China and Indonesia are almost in
a ‘honeymoon’ state”, while some commentators called it “a golden era of
bilateral relations”.®

This recent wave of China fever, however, is by no means unique in
modern Indonesia. As this study seeks to demonstrate, during the Sukarno
era, many prominent intellectual and political figures of various ideological
persuasions, from the anti-Communist politician Mohammad Hatta to
Pramoedya Ananta Toer, “one of the few Indonesians with a coherent and

developed vision of the nation’s history”,”

regarded China as an inspiring
model of social engineering and cultural regeneration in the nation-building
process. Nevertheless, unlike the present time when the PRC is seen in a

more detached and neutral manner,'’

images of China during the Sukarno
era were much more diverse and convoluted; they were widely represented
through a variety of public and intellectual media. These representations,
furthermore, were brought into policy domains and subsequently consti-

tuted a politically loaded site of contestation. For some, China was a

© “Welcome Premier Zhu”, Jakarta Post, 7 November 2001.

7 See the official website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of
China, <http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/4360.html>; “China and Indonesia seal stra-
tegic pact”, International Herald Tribute, 26 April 2005; “China Seeks to Boost Trade
with ASEAN”, Business Times, 27 April 2005; Jakarta Post, 31 March 2010; Wen
Jiabao, “Strengthen Relations and Deepen Cooperation”, China Daily, 3 May 2011.
*“Indonesia, China Relations almost in Honeymoon State: Sudrajat”, Jakarta Post,
14 April 2008; Zaki Amrullah, “From Pogroms to Partners — Indonesians’ Views of
China” (May 2010), <htp://www.dw-world.de/dw/article/0,,5563991,00.html> [ac-
cessed 12 May 2010].

? Adrian Vickers, A History of Modern Indonesia (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005), p. 3.

' For instance, Jusuf Wanandi, a member of Board of Trustees of the influential
Centre for Strategic and International Studies in Jakarta, suggested that “Southeast Asia
should study the Chinese economy and its future development”, but he also regarded
China as “a market, an investor, and a development partner for East Asian economies”.
See his “China-RI Ties: Challenges and Opportunities”, Jakarta Post, 7 November 2001.
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totalitarian regime that their nation should not emulate, while for others it
only served as a reminder of the existence of the local Chinese community
— an “economically exploitative and socially separated ethnic minority”.
Indeed, even for the same individuals, China evoked changing images over
different periods of time, ranging from Indonesia’s foe to its friend.

China, in short, was anything but the mere name of a nation-state
located to the north of the Indonesia archipelago. Rather, it represented an
ambiguous and complex state (of mind) and a loaded site of contestation.
The discovery of China became a pretext for and contextualization of the
rediscovery of Indonesia itself, which in turn helped shape the country’s
trajectory. The affirmation of a revolutionary, efficient and seemingly pros-
perous China appeared to have highlighted to many Indonesians their
nation’s disappointing postcolonial transformation. The appeal of an ima-
gined China, furthermore, revealed a deep sense of alienation in Indonesia.
Through a process of discursive practice and intense debates, the conflicting
China images were gradually transformed into what I call “the China
metaphor”, which mirrored the complex characteristics and ambivalent
nature of Indonesian intellectuals and politicians. By way of its domestica-
tion and integration into their thought and policies, the narratives about
China subsequently constituted a significant factor in Indonesias post-
colonial transformation. As such, the China metaphor acquired far-reaching
significance beyond the original connotations of perceptions of the PRC.

Chinas physical and normative presence and its conflicting recep-
tions, therefore, were important, because they touched upon one of the
central issues embedded in the postcolonial transformation, namely, the
intertwining of knowledge and power through a thick web of discursive

and appropriation practices." As will be established in the rest of this

""'While my discussion of the conceptions of power and knowledge is influenced by
Michel Foucault, who views power as constituted by certain structures or “discourses”,
this study considers the crucial contextualization of the power/knowledge equation
and the specificities of the Indonesian notions of power. For some discussions of
the Foucauldian conceptions of power and knowledge, see Michel Foucault, Power/
Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972—1977 (New York: Pantheon,
1980); and Nicholas B. Dirks, Geoff Eley and Sherry B. Ortner, “Introduction”, in,
Culture/Power/History: A Reader in Contemporary Social Theory, ed. Dirks, Eley, and
Ortner (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), pp. 3-45. For a penetrating
analysis of Javanese ideas of power, see Benedict Anderson, “The Idea of Power in
Javanese Culture”, in Culture and Politics in Indonesia, ed. Claire Holt (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1972), pp. 1-70, esp. pp. 43—7, “Power and Knowledge”.
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introductory chapter, those responsible for articulating the China-images
and moulding them onto the “China metaphor” were also the same people
shaping the nation’s political and cultural trajectories. The debates about
China, as a consequence, became an integral part of the country’s quest
for a political format and cultural identity in a broadly conceived “Asian
framework”. Within this context, China served as a point of reference and
an important yardstick against which differing political statements were
formulated, expounded and heatedly debated. For instance, as will be
detailed in Chapters 7 and 8, the political populism and cultural radicalism
of the Guided Democracy period (1959-65) drew conceptual and practical
inspirations from the China example, which in turn intensified the on-
going political polarization and ultimately contributed to the final show-
down of events surrounding the 30 September Movement. The interplay
between the search for new modes of sociopolitical engineering and the
incorporation of China into these alternative modes, therefore, became a
major dynamic in the tumultuous history of the Sukarno era.

This book explores the presentations, constructions and implications
of the discourses about China within the context of a changing social and
political milieu between 1949 and 1965. This period was a time of critical
transition, in both Indonesia and China as well as in their relationships. The
year 1949 witnessed the founding of both the People’s Republic of China
and the formal transfer of sovereignty from the Dutch to the Republic of
Indonesia. The two nations established diplomatic relations in the following
year, thus opening a variety of channels of interaction in the political,
social and cultural arenas and facilitating the travel of ideas and practices
across national boundaries. The 30 September Movement in 1965 ended
the Sukarno era and propelled a rapid deterioration of diplomatic ties with
the PRC. The year 1965 in China was a time when the final stage was
set for a devastating decade-long period of internal turmoil, the so-called
“Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution”.

This study examines the following central questions: What were the
substance and variations of Indonesians’ perceptions of China? Who pre-
sented these perceptions and what were their sociopolitical characteristics?
What were key explanatory factors (sociopolitical, intellectual, ethnic and
diplomaric) that shaped the specific images of the PRC? How were con-
flicting perceptions of and narratives about China formulated and trans-
formed into the China metaphor? How did the China metaphor reveal
society’s general mood and impinge upon the political and cultural thinking
of the time? Was China constructed as an alternative form of modernity to
the prevailing conceptions and practices originating from the West? And



