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In 2010, Sofyan Tan, a.k.a. Tan Kim Yang (陳金揚), a Chinese Indonesian 
social activist who had previously been a physician, made history in the 
city of Medan by becoming the first ethnic Chinese to run for mayor. Not a 
stranger to politics (having lost in the race for a seat in the North Sumatra 
regional representatives council [DPD, Dewan Perwakilan Daerah] in 2004), 
Tan was initially chosen by the incumbent mayor as his candidate for deputy 
mayor. Later, when the incumbent decided to choose someone else to be 
his running mate, Tan was nominated by the Indonesian Democratic Party 
of Struggle (PDI-P, Partai Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan, a powerful 
party in Indonesia) and the Prosperous Peace Party (PDS, Partai Damai 
Sejahtera, a party led by Christians). He was paired with a Muslim woman, 
in the hopes that this cross-ethnic, cross-religious pairing would attract 
many voters. The race was an interesting one for what it shows us about 
the politics of ethnicity, money, criminality, and civil society associations 
as they affect the Chinese in post-Suharto Indonesia. Tan insisted that he 
would run an honest government if elected, making no promises of political 
favours to anyone who backed him. One of the main Chinese Indonesian 
civil society organisations, the Chinese Indonesian Social Association 
(PSMTI, Paguyuban Sosial Marga Tionghoa Indonesia), backed Tan, but the 
other, the Chinese Indonesian Association (INTI, Perhimpunan Indonesia 
Tionghoa), turned away from him, possibly due to his refusal to promise 
business contracts for their support. In fact, in the first round of the election, 
INTI openly supported a candidate (not the incumbent) who had been the 
regional leader of an influential youth/crime organisation in North Sumatra 
and who had many criminal ties, important for business in Medan city. Tan 
and his running mate unexpectedly defeated eight other candidate pairs in 
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*	 The names of informants in this chapter are pseudonyms except for the following public 
figure: Dédé Oetomo.
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the first round by gaining the second-highest number of votes and thus ran 
against the incumbent in the second round. Afraid of Tan’s popularity with 
the poor, to whom he had given much support, the incumbent conducted a 
major smear campaign against him. Rumours were spread that Tan would 
turn Medan into a ‘Chinatown’ and build many Chinese temples instead of 
mosques. In addition, many Chinese voters were intimidated by rumours 
and mobile phone text messages that warned that, if Tan won the election, 
there would be riots against the Chinese. Consequently, it appeared that 
voters were scared off. Tan and his running mate lost in the second round of 
the race.

Tan’s story implies a paradox of Indonesia’s new democracy as well as 
of the position of ethnic Chinese Indonesians since the collapse of Suharto’s 
authoritarian regime. Although in Indonesia’s new democracy there has 
been an opening up of a more democratic and liberal political space, which 
has led to the emergence of competitive electoral politics in Indonesia, at 
the same time this democratic space has been marred by money politics and 
electoral smear campaigns. In this democratic space, the Chinese are free 
to participate in electoral politics and run for public office, but very few of 
them have been elected because the Chinese are still perceived as an alien 
minority by the pribumi (indigenous Indonesians). It is ironic that although 
Tan has made significant contributions to the indigenous population, he 
is still regarded as a Chinese by the indigenous majority. This reflects the 
ambivalent feelings of the pribumi towards the Chinese in Indonesia. But it is 
even more ironic that some businesspeople in INTI, who shared Tan’s ethnic-
ity and who themselves are often deemed a target of bureaucratic extortion, 
preferred not to support Tan, who was relatively clean and was committed 
to end all sorts of corruption and bureaucratic abuse. Instead, they chan-
nelled their support to another candidate who could promise them business 
favours. In so doing, these Chinese perpetuated their ambivalent position in 
Indonesian society and to a certain extent helped shape the predatory char-
acteristics of Indonesia’s new democracy.

This study looks at how the new political, business, and socio-cultural 
environment in post-Suharto Indonesia influences the actions of the Chinese 
minority, while examining how the Chinese display agency in reacting to and 
shaping this environment, which constrains and facilitates their actions. In 
this way, the Chinese contribute to the shaping of their continuing ambivalent 
position. In business, Chinese often resort to semi-legal and illegal means to 
safeguard their business and personal interests. Very few Chinese business-
people refuse to become targets of extortion by power-holders and gangsters 
or choose to get themselves organised and protest against this extortion. 
From a socio-cultural perspective, Chinese Indonesians have established 
several ethnic-based voluntary associations that focus on promoting Chinese 
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culture and socialisation activities among the Chinese. These organisations 
have assisted local governments in establishing cultural and business con-
nections with China, as well as promoting philanthropy. These organisa-
tions, although involved in many positive activities, contribute to the view 
that the Chinese are very insular and exclusive. There are Chinese commu-
nity leaders and social activists who have reached out to the wider society 
by establishing non-ethnic-based socio-cultural organisations that focus on 
promoting cross-ethnic understanding and solidarity; however, such leaders 
and activists are rare. In electoral politics, some Chinese Indonesians have 
run for public office with the aim of bringing positive change for the people, 
but some have participated in electoral politics in order to safeguard their 
business and personal interests. In addition, some Chinese businesspeople 
have supported reform-minded electoral candidates without expecting any 
benefits in return, but some have sponsored politicians associated with pred-
atory forces in order to get political favours for their businesses. Therefore, 
there are Chinese Indonesians who have acted as both agents of change and 
reform, while others have been involved in maintaining the status quo inher-
ited from Suharto’s New Order regime. It is not surprising that the ambiva-
lence of their position in post–New Order Indonesia has increased.

This study further argues that, under a democratic society where there 
is a lack of good governance promoting the rule of law, accountability, 
and transparency, the economically privileged ethnic minority deemed as 
an ‘outsider’ group as well as a target of extortion, and has not been fully 
accepted by the majority indigenous population, tends actively to resort to 
illegal and semi-legal means as well as opportunistic tactics to gain business 
and personal interests, and to make use of intra-ethnic linkages to safeguard 
their ethnic identity and culture.

This study adopts a combination of Anthony Giddens’s structure-
agency theory as well as Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus and field as a 
framework for examining the strategies and tactics that Chinese Indonesians 
adopt to safeguard their business and personal interests as well as their 
ethnic and cultural identities in the post-Suharto era. Both Giddens and 
Bourdieu perceive social actors as agents that actively respond to and shape 
their social structures. Giddens (1984) argues that our social reality is shaped 
by both social forces and active human agency. All people are knowledgeable 
about the conditions and consequences of their actions in their daily lives. 
Although people are not entirely free to choose their own actions—in other 
words, people do not have complete free will—they have agency. Therefore, 
Giddens sees social structures as both the medium and the outcome of 
actors’ actions.

As human beings, we do make choices, and we do not simply respond pas-
sively to events around us. The way forward in bridging the gap between 
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‘structural’ and ‘action’ approaches is to recognize that we actively make 
and remake social structure during the course of our everyday activities. 
(Giddens 1989, 705, emphasis in the original)

Habitus, according to Bourdieu (1990a, 131), is a system of acquired dis-
positions through which people deal with the social world. Bourdieu (1990b) 
also notes that ‘as an acquired system of generative schemes, the habitus 
makes possible the free production of all the thoughts, perceptions and 
actions inherent in the condition of production’ (55). In other words, habitus 
is an orientation to individual action. The concept of field complements 
the idea of habitus. A field is a relatively autonomous arena within which 
people act strategically, depending on their habitus, to enhance their capital. 
Examples of fields include politics, religion, and philosophy (Bourdieu 1993, 
72–74). Bourdieu considers the habitus the union of structures and agency: 
‘habitus operates as a structuring structure able to selectively perceive and to 
transform the objective structure [field] according to its own structure while, 
at the same time, being re-structured, transformed in its makeup by the 
pressure of the objective structure’ (Bourdieu 2005, 46–47). In other words, 
habitus shapes the objective structure (field) but at the same time it is also 
shaped by the objective structure. This concept is parallel to Giddens’s struc-
ture-agency theory. One of the significant strengths of Bourdieu’s notion 
of habitus lies in its consideration of actors’ social positions in the study of 
habitus; this is never discussed in Giddens’s theory. Bourdieu (1984, 114; 
1998, 6–8) argues that a person’s habitus is structured by his or her position 
within a social space, which is determined by his or her sociological charac-
teristics in the form of volume and kinds of economic, cultural, and social 
capital possessed. Economic capital refers to material resources that can be 
turned into money or property rights. Cultural capital refers to non-material 
goods such as types of knowledge, skills and expertise, educational creden-
tials, and aesthetic preferences acquired through upbringing and education 
that can be converted into economic capital. Social capital refers to networks 
of contacts that can be used to maintain or advance one’s social position 
(Bourdieu 1986).

According to Bourdieu (1993, 73), actors who are well endowed with 
capital and therefore enjoy privileged positions in a particular field tend to 
defend the status quo of the field in order to safeguard their capital, whereas 
those least endowed with capital and therefore occupy less advantaged posi-
tions within the field are inclined to challenge the status quo of the field 
via subversion strategies in order to enhance their capital and improve 
their social positions. This argument offers a valid explanation of why 
some Chinese businesspeople in the opening story of this chapter chose to 
support the mayoral candidate who could promise them business favours 
if elected and not Tan, who was committed to end all sorts of corruption 



Contemplating the Role of the Ethnic Chinese	 5

and bureaucratic abuse. However, Bourdieu’s argument cannot explain why, 
on the other hand, some actors who possess a lot of capital within a field 
choose to challenge the status quo through certain subversion strategies. 
For instance, in the 2010 mayoral election in Medan, there were also some 
wealthy Chinese businesspeople who decided to support Tan, even though 
he made no promises of political favours to anyone who supported him (I 
will elaborate more on this in Chapter 6). I argue that Giddens’s emphasis on 
actors’ free will within the constraints imposed by social structures is useful 
in explaining such actions:

Although .  .  . [social structures] might constrain what we do, they do not 
determine what we do. I could choose to live without using money, should 
I be firmly resolved to do so, even if it might prove very difficult to eke out 
an existence from day to day . . . The fact that I use the monetary system con-
tributes in a minor, yet necessary, way to the very existence of that system. 
If everyone, or even the majority of people, at some point decided to avoid 
using money, the monetary system would dissolve. (Giddens 1989, 705)

Although the example used in Giddens’s quotes is extreme and unimag-
inable in the present day, it clearly shows that Giddens sees social structures 
as being both constraining and enabling to human actions. Social structures 
may constrain human actions but at the same time they also enable social 
actors to challenge the status quo. In other words, social actors have a choice 
to defend or challenge the status quo.

Hence, this is the theoretical framework for this study: social structures 
constrain and enable the actors’ actions. The actors’ actions are always 
oriented by their habitus, which is dependent on the volume and kinds of 
capital possessed. Those who are well endowed with capital in a social struc-
ture tend to defend the status quo of the structure in order to safeguard their 
capital and positions, whereas those least endowed with capital within the 
structure are inclined to challenge it via subversion strategies. However, the 
actors’ actions are also dependent on their free will within the constraints 
imposed by the social structure. They have a choice to defend or challenge 
the status quo of the social structure.

The Chinese Indonesians are an ethnic minority who play a crucial role 
in the Indonesian economy, but at the same time are still perceived by the 
indigenous majority as ‘outsiders’. While anti-Chinese sentiments among 
non-Chinese and the corrupt bureaucracy in the post–New Order era have 
constrained the Chinese from enjoying full civil rights and equality, these 
factors do not determine the Chinese people’s reactions. Chinese Indonesians 
have reacted to such circumstances in different ways. In the opening story of 
this chapter, for instance, Sofyan Tan chose to initiate and engage in endeav-
ours that sought to alter indigenous Indonesians’ perceptions of the Chinese. 
He also ran for the mayorship and was committed to eliminating corruption 
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and bureaucratic abuse. On the other hand, many wealthy Chinese busi-
nesspeople in Medan decided to support another candidate who could 
promise them business favours should he get elected. I argue that the 
position of Chinese Indonesians as a whole is increasingly ambivalent and 
more complex in the post–New Order era because Chinese Indonesians 
like Sofyan Tan who have been relentlessly working to rectify the racial 
stereotypes of Chinese among pribumi are fewer than those who continue 
to reinforce such stereotypes. It can be said that Chinese Indonesians like 
Tan are ‘a minority within a minority’. Thus following Giddens’s structure-
agency theory and Bourdieu’s notion of habitus and field, this study consid-
ers Chinese Indonesians as social actors who, by taking actions within the 
constraints imposed by social structures on the one hand perpetuate their 
ambivalent position, but on the other hand may attempt to rectify it.

1.1  Rethinking the Position of Ethnic Chinese Indonesians

According to Benedict Anderson (1998), who studied ethnicity in Southeast 
Asia from the perspective of constructivism, the ‘separateness’ of the 
Chinese from the indigenous majority in Indonesia is actually a result of 
Dutch colonial rule. In order to prevent the Chinese and indigenous people 
from combining forces to challenge them, the Dutch implemented a divide-
and-rule policy that separated the Chinese from the indigenous population 
in the aspects of ‘legal status, required costuming and barbering, residence, 
possibility of travel, and so on’ (321). Furthermore, very few Chinese in 
Indonesia believe in Islam, which is the religious belief of most indigenous 
people (Ong 2008). Consequently, the Chinese became increasingly detached 
from the indigenous population.

In contrast with the Dutch, Spanish and American colonial authorities 
in the pre-independence Philippines and kings in Thailand encouraged the 
assimilation and intermarriage of the Chinese into indigenous societies. In 
addition, the Chinese minorities and the majority of indigenous populations 
in the Philippines and Thailand shared the same religious beliefs.1 Thus, 
the Chinese in both countries have generally been well assimilated into 
indigenous populations and play an essential role not only in the economic 
development of their countries, but also in politics (Sidel 2008, 131; Skinner 
1957; 1996; Akira 2008; Wickberg 1965; Carino 2004). There have been politi-
cians with some Chinese ancestry who became members of parliament or 
prime ministers in Thailand or presidents in the Philippines (McCargo and 
Pathmanand 2005, 4; Suryadinata 1993a, 298–300; Hau 2014).

1.	 Most of the Chinese in Thailand and the Philippines are respectively Buddhists and Roman 
Catholics.
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In British Malaya (present-day Peninsular Malaysia), the colonial regime 
also introduced a divide-and-rule policy by encouraging the Malays, who 
formed the largest indigenous group, to remain in rural areas as peasants 
or to join the civil service, while the other two significant ethnic minority 
groups, i.e., the Chinese and Indians, were encouraged to work on tin mines 
and the plantation sector respectively (Dhillon 2009, 66–67; Liew 2003, 
88). Moreover, just like their counterparts in Indonesia, very few Chinese 
in Malaya believe in Islam, which is the religious belief of the Malays (Tan 
2000). Therefore, the Chinese in Malaya and later Malaysia are also generally 
perceived as an alien minority group by the indigenous majority and have 
been encountering various entry barriers into the civil service and public 
universities as well as in business activities, especially after the implementa-
tion in 1970 of the New Economic Policy (NEP), an affirmative action pro-
gramme in favour of the indigenous majority (Thock 2005; Lee and Heng 
2000, 208–9).2

However, the proportion of ethnic Chinese in Malaysia has always 
been much larger than that of their counterparts in Indonesia.3 Moreover, 
massive anti-Chinese violence has been fairly minimal in Malaysia and post-
independence governments have never implemented assimilation policies 
to curtail Chinese culture, as happened during the New Order regime in 
Indonesia.4 Therefore, most Chinese in Malaysia still maintain Chinese lan-
guages and many Chinese customs. In addition, the Chinese in Malaysia 
have always been actively involved in politics. Since independence, there 
have been several Chinese members of parliament and a few cabinet min-
isters, deputy ministers, and state chief ministers (ketua menteri negeri) 
(Suryadinata 1993a, 300–303; Lee and Heng 2000; Cao 2005).5

Hence, it can be said that in comparison with ethnic Chinese in other 
Southeast Asian countries such as Thailand, the Philippines, and Malaysia, 
the social and political positions of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia are relatively 
vulnerable. It is therefore not surprising that research on ethnic Chinese in 

2.	 The NEP was formulated after the breakout of interethnic riots between Chinese and Malays 
(the largest indigenous ethnic group in Malaysia) on May 13, 1969. For the background and 
factors behind the riots, see Kua (2007) and Comber (2009a).

3.	 When Malaya first achieved independence in 1957, the Chinese constituted 37.17% of the 
total population (Phang 2000, 96, Table 4.1). In 1970 (seven years after the formation of 
Malaysia, which comprised Malaya, Sabah, and Sarawak), their share of the total population 
had declined to 35.51% (Phang 2000, 96, Table 4.1). Due to the slow-down in the population 
growth rate of the Chinese, their proportion further declined to 24.6% in 2010 (Department 
of Statistics Malaysia 2010). In Indonesia, the Chinese constituted about 2.03% of the total 
population in 1930 and their proportion declined to 1.2% in both 2000 and 2010 (Ananta, 
Arifin, and Bakhtiar 2008, 20, 23, Table 2.1; Ananta et al. 2013, 14, Table 2).

4.	 The inter-ethnic riots between Chinese and Malays on May 13, 1969 represent the only 
incident of mass violence against the Chinese in Malaysia since independence. 

5.	 However, to date, no Chinese Malaysian has ever become prime minister or deputy prime 
minister of Malaysia.
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Indonesia over the last few decades has generally been sympathetic; aca-
demics tend to focus on their marginalised position, their experiences of 
being discriminated against as a minority, and their experiences as victims 
of ethnic violence.

However, I suggest that leading scholarly works in this field of study 
portray Chinese Indonesians as passive and powerless actors, as victims of 
prejudice and discrimination, unable to take independent action. The long 
history of anti-Chinese sentiments in Indonesia and the long-standing dis-
criminatory policies of Suharto’s authoritarian regime against the Chinese 
are key reasons for this tendency in the field of study. For examples, Leo 
Suryadinata’s (1992) and Charles A. Coppel’s (1983) studies focus on how 
the discriminatory policies of the pre–New Order and New Order regimes 
marginalised the Chinese minority politically, socially, and economically. 
They attribute the reasons behind such policies to the jealousy of pribumi 
against the Chinese, who play a dominant role in the Indonesian economy, 
and the perceptions that the Indonesian nation includes only indigenous 
Indonesian people. The Chinese minority is perceived as an alien minority; 
other minorities considered external to the Indonesian nation, such as Arabs 
and Indians, do not encounter as much suspicion or hostility from indig-
enous Indonesians because their numbers are relatively small compared to 
the Chinese.6 Hence, they are considered too few to cause political and social 
instability. In addition, unlike the Arabs, who are almost exclusively Muslim, 
very few Chinese are Muslim.7 Therefore, the Chinese do not tend to be asso-
ciated with Islam; this tends to give them a double-minority status in the 
world’s largest Muslim-majority nation.8

6.	 In 2000, it was estimated that Chinese Indonesians constituted about 1.2% of the total 
Indonesian population (Ananta, Arifin, and Bakhtiar 2008, 23, Table 2.1). At the same time, 
Arabs and Indians formed 0.043% and 0.017% respectively of the total Indonesian popula-
tion (Ananta, Arifin, and Bakhtiar 2008, 29). The figures, which are the latest data on the 
percentage of ethnic Chinese, Arabs, and Indians in the total Indonesian population, were 
calculated directly from the raw data of the 2000 population census, as the census includes 
only quantitative information on these ethnic minorities in some provinces. See also Ananta, 
Arifin, and Bakhtiar (2008, 21).

7.	 In 2000, 98.27% of Arab Indonesians were Muslim. Conversely, only 5.41% of Chinese 
Indonesians were Muslim (Ananta, Arifin, and Bakhtiar 2008, 30, Table 2.3).

8.	 In 2000, Muslims constituted 88.22% of the population in Indonesia, while Christians and 
Buddhists were 8.92% and 0.84% respectively (Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003, 104, 
Table 4.1.1). Of the Chinese population, 35.09% were Christians and 53.82% Buddhists 
(Ananta, Arifin, and Bakhtiar 2008, 30, Table 2.3). In 2010, the percentages of Muslims 
and Buddhists had slightly decreased to 87.54 and 0.71 respectively, while Christians had 
increased to 9.87%. Of the Chinese, 42.80% were Christians and 49.06% Buddhists (Ananta 
et al. 2013, 21, Table 3). The figures for 2010 are the latest official figures on the religious 
composition of Indonesia and of Chinese Indonesians. However, to date, the official figures 
on Arab and Indian Indonesian populations as well as the religious composition of both 
ethnic groups in 2010 are not available.
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Mona Lohanda (2002), in her study of the Chinese in colonial Java, 
argues that despite having lived in Java for generations the Chinese minority 
was still perceived as an outsider group that had ties with an external power, 
that is, the land of their ancestors. They were consequently marginalised 
politically by Dutch colonial rulers and excluded by indigenous Indonesian 
nationalists from the Indonesian nationalist movement. A recent study by 
Nobuto Yamamoto (2011) points out that, although peranakan Chinese9 jour-
nalists of Sino-Malay newspapers had played a pivotal role in the develop-
ment of the Indonesian nationalist movement during the 1920s and 1930s, 
they were excluded from formal indigenous politics. No Indonesian political 
parties (with the exception of the Indonesian Communist Party, PKI) accepted 
ethnic Chinese as members. Consequently, peranakan Chinese journalists 
were left out from accounts of Indonesian national history. In a similar way, 
Helen Pausacker (2005) examines the historical and contemporary involve-
ment of the peranakan Chinese in Javanese wayang (shadow puppetry). The 
contributions of the Chinese politically and culturally, according to both 
authors, have been lost from the collective memory due to political factors 
and racism.

J. A. C. Mackie (1976) and Jemma Purdey (2005; 2006) look into events 
of violence against the ethnic Chinese and argue that the Chinese are always 
made scapegoats during economic crisis and political turbulence because 
of anti-Chinese sentiments among pribumi. In his study on the identity of 
ethnic Chinese in post-Suharto Jakarta, Hoon Chang-Yau (2008) points out 
that, although the relatively open and liberal environment after the over-
throw of the New Order regime has allowed the Chinese openly to express 
their identity and organise themselves, they continue to occupy a vulner-
able position in Indonesian society, as anti-Chinese sentiments are still alive 
among the pribumi. The Chinese have yet to be fully accepted by their pribumi 
counterparts, since many pribumi still have stereotypes of the Chinese based 
on essentialist assumptions of race, origin, and class. Chinese Indonesians are 
perceived as foreign descendants because they still practise Chinese culture 
that is different from indigenous cultures in the country. Moreover, they are 
still perceived by many pribumi as economically strong but exclusive and 
selfish (125–45). Thung Ju Lan (2009), in her article on the direct participation 
of Chinese Indonesians in electoral politics, makes a similar argument that 
not many Chinese electoral candidates have been elected into local, regional, 
or national parliaments because indigenous Indonesians have generally not 
yet been willing to accept Chinese Indonesians’ role in formal politics.

9.	 Peranakan Chinese are acculturated Chinese who have little or no command of Chinese 
languages or dialects and practise culture and customs that are neither purely Chinese nor 
purely indigenous Indonesian. I will elaborate more on the origins of peranakan Chinese in 
Section 1.2 and Chapter 2.
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The connection between violence and the unacceptability of the Chinese 
in formal politics is made explicit in Hui Yew-Foong’s (2011) ethno-historical 
study of the Chinese communities in West Kalimantan and their plight as 
political orphans. Hui reveals that the Chinese were seen as ‘signifiers of 
wealth’ (277) by the indigenous population and that they experienced har-
assment and extortion from local indigenous gangsters from time to time 
(275–76). During the 1999 anti-Madurese violence perpetrated by the indig-
enous Malays and Dayaks in Sambas District, West Kalimantan, the Chinese, 
although not targeted, nevertheless closed their shops; some placed food, 
drinks, and other supplies outside their doors for the Malays and Dayaks in 
order to safeguard their property from being looted (274–77).

According to Hui, the position of the Chinese in the province remains 
ambivalent even after the opening up of political space in the post–New 
Order era. The political freedom and political achievement of the Chinese 
in post–New Order West Kalimantan have been met with a backlash from 
local indigenous communities. In November 2007, a Chinese, Christiandy 
Sanjaya (黃漢山), paired with a Dayak, was elected as deputy governor of 
West Kalimantan during the gubernatorial election of November 2007. The 
Malays, another major indigenous group in West Kalimantan, were upset as 
‘they had been denied representation in the highest offices of the province’ 
(299). In early December 2007, a dispute between a Chinese and a Malay over 
a purported accident in Pontianak turned violent; rioters attacked and van-
dalised properties owned by ethnic Chinese. Hui suggests that the riots may 
be traced back to the gubernatorial election that saw the victory of a Chinese 
candidate. Some Malays ‘are willing to resort to violence to express their dis-
pleasure with the Chinese for gaining political ascendance at their expense’ 
(Hui 2011, 303). Later, nine Chinese community leaders in Pontianak issued 
a public apology in local newspapers to the Malay community. Hui saw the 
issuance of the public apology as an act to ‘appease the injured Malay com-
munity’ (302), which had experienced electoral defeat.

Although these works have documented important events and attitudes 
towards the Chinese in Indonesian history, they still ascribe a largely passive 
and powerless role to Chinese Indonesians. They scarcely touch on the active 
human agency of Chinese Indonesians in creating, deploying, or shaping 
their position in Indonesian society. Mary F. Somers’s PhD thesis (1965) on 
peranakan Chinese politics in the 1950s and Leo Suryadinata’s work (1981) 
on peranakan Chinese politics from the 1910s to the early 1940s are two of 
the few scholarly works that focus on the active role of Chinese Indonesians 
in shaping their political fortunes. To my knowledge, Marleen Dieleman 
and colleagues’ edited volume (2011) is the first scholarly work that claims 
to adopt Giddens’s structure-agency theory in examining how Chinese 
Indonesians have demonstrated active agency in shaping their destinies 
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and crucial social trends in the country during periods of crisis and regime 
change. The work covers the role of Chinese Indonesians in dealing with 
issues of assimilation, identity, and civil rights. The contributors have made 
a compelling case that Chinese Indonesians have not merely been passive 
and powerless bystanders and victims in Indonesian history, but also active 
agents of change during periods of crisis. The paper by Patricia Tjiook-Liem, 
for example, examines the experience in early twentieth-century Batavia 
(present-day Jakarta) of a simple Chinese shopkeeper, Loe Joe Djin, who was 
found guilty of being an accessory to theft. During the Dutch colonial era, 
Europeans in the Indies were subject to a different legal system from that 
governing indigenous people and other Asians. The sentences inflicted on 
Asians were often arbitrary and harsher than those imposed upon Europeans; 
at the same time, appeal was impossible. Insisting he was innocent and that 
the sentence was unjust, Loe upon his release complained by telegram to the 
Chinese minister of foreign affairs in Beijing and to the Chinese ambassador 
in The Hague. His appeal prompted the Chinese government to pressure the 
Dutch to treat the Chinese as equals of the Europeans in the criminal admin-
istration of justice under Dutch law. Subsequently the system was changed; 
in minor criminal cases, Europeans and Asians were equated without dis-
tinction.10 Tjiook-Liem’s work demonstrates that Loe was not a passive and 
powerless victim of injustice. He displayed active agency in fighting against 
the unjust legal system and his action triggered a legal reform in the Indies.

There are some political economists who portray wealthy Chinese busi-
nesspeople as active agents of capitalism in New Order Indonesia. Richard 
Robison (1986; 1992) and Jamie Mackie (2003) depict how the highly pat-
rimonial New Order regime co-opted a few ethnic Chinese capitalists into 
networks of patronage in which pribumi politico-bureaucrats had dominant 
power. Although the Chinese capitalists were economically powerful, their 
marginalised ethnicity made them politically impotent and rendered them 
what Christian Chua (2008, following Riggs 1964, 189–93; 1966, 249–54) refers 
to as a ‘pariah business class’. Riggs created the concept of ‘pariah entre-
preneurship’ to refer to Chinese businesspeople in his research in Thailand; 
these businesspeople were politically vulnerable and had to depend on polit-
ico-bureaucrats for patronage and privileged access to facilities. In return, 
the businesspeople contributed unofficial funds to the personal income of 
their protectors and patrons. Chua suggests that, in Suharto’s New Order, 
the Chinese played a similar game; in order to gain patronage and privileged 
access to licenses, contracts, and state bank credit, they established patron-
client relations with politico-bureaucrats. This shows that Chinese capitalists 

10.	 However, for serious criminal cases, Europeans and indigenous people as well as other 
Asians were still subject to different legal systems until the end of the Dutch colonial period 
(Fasseur 1994, 42–43).
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played a significant role in forming the political-business oligarchy in New 
Order Indonesia.

In his work, Chua explores in detail the active role played by Chinese 
Indonesian big business in shaping its position and reinforcing stereotypes 
about the Chinese in the post–New Order era. His works (2005; 2008; 2009) 
examine the impact of political democratisation in post-Suharto Indonesia on 
Chinese Indonesian conglomerates and how these conglomerates managed 
to resist, influence, and even mould political reforms. All his works point out 
that, although the collapse of the New Order regime put an end to the highly 
centralised, predatory patronage networks that secured the dominance of 
Chinese conglomerates in the private sector, Chinese conglomerates were 
able to react and adapt to the post-authoritarian environment in six ways. 
First, in the process of bank restructuring carried out by the new govern-
ment, Chinese tycoons tried to buy back their assets on sale through third 
parties or offshore companies. They did not encounter much competition 
since external investors were not enthusiastic about taking over the assets, 
due to the inscrutability of the actual composition of the companies and 
to the generally muddy business environment in Indonesia. Second, some 
Chinese business elites tried to infiltrate the new regulatory institutions by 
bringing in and supporting close or bribable people in order to influence the 
composition, orientation, and arbitration of the institutions. Third, Chinese 
tycoons established political connections with new and potential power-
holders such as opposition leaders by contributing money to their political 
activities. Fourth, Chinese conglomerates resorted to financial coercion to 
keep the media favourable to them. Their tactics included bribes, lawsuits, 
intimidation of journalists, threats to withdraw advertising, and takeovers 
of media that were critical to Chinese big business. Fifth, Chinese tycoons 
bribed the new politico-bureaucrats to expedite the facilitation of business 
opportunities. Sixth, some Chinese big businesspeople hired thugs in the 
provinces outside Jakarta to intimidate local populations and politicians and 
subordinated them to private interests. Chua’s works show that Chinese 
conglomerates were able to survive in democratised Indonesia by resorting 
to various extra-legal tactics, because political democratisation in the post-
Suharto era has yet to lead to the emergence of good governance emphasis-
ing transparency and the rule of law, although there is an increasing effort 
to enforce the rule of law. By actively adopting these corrupt tactics, Chinese 
tycoons played a crucial role in shaping and perpetuating the new corrupt, 
predatory political-business system. At the same time, the ongoing wealth 
accumulation, exploitation, and corruption by Chinese tycoons has rein-
forced stereotypes of the Chinese as corrupt and opportunistic. As Jemma 
Purdey (2009) in her review of Chua’s work (2008) rightly puts it,
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Chua’s Chinese conglomerates play a very large and largely detrimental 
part (as they did during the New Order) in rendering futile any efforts to 
remove [the boundaries between ethnic Chinese and pribumi Indonesians] 
and alter the nation’s perceptions of the “ethnic Chinese”. (113)

Tsai Yen-Ling’s work (2008; 2011) on Chinese exclusivity and the asym-
metrical relationship between ethnic Chinese and pribumi is another body 
of scholarly work that focuses on the active role of Chinese Indonesians in 
reproducing and perpetuating their ambivalent position in post-Suharto 
Indonesia. Based on her field research in Medan and Jakarta, Tsai notes that, 
after the anti-Chinese violence in May 1998, many Chinese thought that they 
could no longer depend on the state’s security apparatus. Thus, they chose 
to live in gated communities which were significantly more expensive than 
non-gated communities.11 Security guards, mostly pribumi, are employed 
to ensure the safety of the communities. Tsai points out that the more the 
Chinese choose to protect themselves by living in gated communities, the 
more they reinforce the pribumi perception of the Chinese as an exclusive 
ethnic minority. In addition, the more the Chinese rely on pribumi security 
guards for safety and protection, the more they reproduce the stereotypes of 
Chinese as wealthy and as the perfect target of extortion.

Scholarly works on ethnic Chinese Indonesians show that the historical 
development of ethnic relations and various policies of the different govern-
ments in Indonesia have constrained what Chinese have been able to do, 
but at the same time it is possible to see that the Chinese themselves have 
contributed to creating and reproducing their ambivalent position. This will 
be further explored in the chapters to come. At the same time, the changing 
political climate has both opened up possibilities and made the situation 
more complex for the ethnic Chinese. As will be explored further in the next 
chapters, I suggest that the Indonesian case can contribute to a more general 
understanding of the relationship between democratisation and ethnic 
minorities.

1.2  Scope of Research

What is the relationship between democratisation and ethnic minorities? It is 
hoped that this study will open up further questions about what the democ-
ratisation process means to minority populations, particularly when those 
minorities have the ambivalent position of being marginalised at the same 
time as having economic power—as stated above, a ‘pariah class’. This study 
looks into the increasingly ambivalent position of Chinese Indonesians in 

11.	 It should be noted that gated communities are not entirely new—they already existed before 
May 1998—but class-based residential patterns have certainly intensified after the May 1998 
riots.
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post-Suharto Medan and Surabaya by looking at the interconnectedness of 
business, electoral politics, and the revitalisation of the socio-cultural life of 
the Chinese in the post-Suharto era. Medan and Surabaya were selected as 
field sites for this study as both cities are economically and politically sig-
nificant but also have some interesting contrasts in regard to their Chinese 
populations. These cities are the capitals of North Sumatra and East Java 
respectively, ‘the sites of vibrant urban and industrial centers’ (Hadiz 2004, 
623). Medan is a historically important centre of plantation, manufacturing, 
and trade, while Surabaya is a vital port city which functions as a gateway 
to eastern Indonesia (Buiskool 2004, 1; Hadiz 2004, 623). According to City 
Population, an online atlas, Medan and Surabaya were the fifth- and second-
largest cities in the country respectively in 2010 (2012).12 Both cities have a 
significant Chinese Indonesian population; according to the Indonesian 
Population Census of 2010, the concentration of the Chinese Indonesian 
population was 9.7% in Medan and 5.3% in Surabaya (cited in Fossati [2016, 
8, Table 2]), figures which are much higher than the percentage (1.2%) of 
Chinese Indonesians in the total population of Indonesia (Ananta, Arifin and 
Bakhtiar 2008, 27, Table 2.2).

Medan and Surabaya are also, however, quite different in terms of their 
ethnic Chinese communities. It is widely observed that ethnic Chinese in 
Medan are less indigenised (at least in terms of their daily language use)—
in other words, they are more totok compared to their counterparts in Java, 
where Surabaya is situated (Mabbett and Mabbett 1972, 9). The term ‘totok’ 
originally meant pure-blood Chinese who migrated to Indonesia more 
recently than the peranakan, i.e., acculturated Chinese who have little or no 
command of Chinese languages or dialects and who practise culture and 
customs that are neither purely Chinese nor purely indigenous Indonesian. 
Some peranakan Chinese are descendants of intermarriage between Chinese 
male immigrants and local indigenous women before mass Chinese immi-
gration to Indonesia occurred in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
The totok-peranakan distinction began to emerge after mass Chinese immi-
gration to Indonesia took place at the second half of the nineteenth century. 
In the 1950s and 1960s, the term ‘totok’ was used to refer to Chinese 
Indonesians who had a China-oriented upbringing and who had command 
of some Chinese languages or dialects (Suryadinata 1992, 2; Hoon 2008, 
4–5, 190–91).13 Edward Aspinall and colleagues (2011) highlight that the 
Chinese population in Medan ‘is recognized as having a distinctive culture 
that largely survived the ban on public expressions of Chinese language and 
culture under the New Order government’ (32). They also point out that 

12.	 The data in City Population is based on the Indonesian Population Census of 2010, which is 
the most recent census of Indonesia.

13.	 I will elaborate more on the origins of totok and peranakan Chinese in Chapter 2.
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most Chinese Indonesians in the city are Buddhists and they speak in their 
daily life Hokkien, a Chinese dialect originating from the southern part of 
Fujian Province in southern China (Aspinall, Dettman, and Warburton 2011, 
32). According to surveys conducted by M. Rajab Lubis and Peter D. Weldon 
on languages usually spoken at home by ethnic Chinese in Medan and 
Surabaya respectively, 73% of ethnic Chinese respondents in Medan spoke 
a Chinese language at home, but only 22% of their counterparts in Surabaya 
use a Chinese language at home (Lubis 1995, 76; Weldon 1978, 270, Table 11). 
According to another survey conducted by RM. H. Subanindyo Hadiluwih 
on languages usually spoken by Chinese Indonesians in Medan, 51.92% 
of Chinese Indonesians in the city spoke a Chinese dialect (read Hokkien) 
in their workplace, 57.69% spoke a Chinese dialect with friends, and up to 
90.38% spoke Hokkien or another Chinese language at home (Hadiluwih 
1994, 97–98).

During my fieldwork in Medan, I also observed that most Chinese in 
Medan, including those who are very young, spoke Hokkien. There are also 
some Chinese who can speak Mandarin as well. This marks a sharp contrast 
to their Chinese counterparts in several places in Java such as Jakarta and 
Surabaya. I visited the Chinatowns in Jakarta (Glodok) and Surabaya 
(Kembang Jepun); the common language of communication in both places 
was Indonesian instead of Mandarin or any other Chinese language. The 
cultural differences between Chinese in Medan and Surabaya are probably 
due to two factors. The first factor has much to do with the inter-ethnic rela-
tionships between Chinese and indigenous Indonesians in these two cities. 
According to Judith Nagata (2003, 275), Medan has a long history of tensions 
between local Chinese and indigenous groups. The use of Chinese languages 
among Chinese in Medan creates a gulf between them and the indigenous 
Indonesians. The Chinese are also considered wealthier and often encounter 
opposition and antagonism from indigenous Indonesians, as in the words of 
an ethnic Chinese stuffed-toy distributor in Medan:

Many pribumi still think that ethnic Chinese are rich because they have 
stolen much wealth from pribumi. Some pribumi children even throw stones 
at any Chinese who pass in front of their houses because they are taught 
by their parents that the Chinese are bad. Many local Muslim pribumi often 
target ethnic Chinese as their scapegoat. If all Chinese have disappeared, 
I believe those Muslims would target local Batak Christians because of 
their different religious background. .  .  . I believe the stereotype of ethnic 
Chinese among pribumi will only disappear considerably after the older and 
middle generations of pribumi have passed away. (Interview with Susanto in 
Mandarin, August 4, 2010)

In fact, Medan was the site of the first violence against Chinese in 
May 1998 (Purdey 2006, 114). The situation is quite different in Surabaya; 
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according to an article in Gatra magazine (Trihusodo and Herawati 1998) and 
also mentioned in an interview with Dédé Oetomo (溫忠孝) (interview in 
English, December 24, 2010), an ethnic Chinese social activist in Surabaya, 
the Chinese in Surabaya generally maintain good relationships with indig-
enous Indonesians and did not encounter massive riots in May 1998. It was 
also alleged that the local ethnic Chinese business community in Surabaya 
was able to guarantee relative peace in the city by paying generously for 
local military protection, in contrast to many other major cities in Java such 
as Jakarta and Solo, where troops mysteriously disappeared when the anti-
Chinese riots broke out (Dick 2003, 475). According to one informant in 
Surabaya, although initially violence against the Chinese did occur in the 
far north of the city where Chinatown is situated, it was immediately sup-
pressed by the local armed forces and did not spread to other parts of the 
city (interview with Susana, in Mandarin, January 14, 2011).14

The second factor is that Medan is very near to Malaysia (particularly 
Penang and Kedah) and Singapore, two neighbouring countries with ethnic 
Chinese communities that still maintain Chinese languages and many 
Chinese customs. Many Chinese in Medan have relatives or close friends 
in Malaysia and Singapore. The interaction between Chinese in Medan and 
those of Malaysia and Singapore exposes the former to cultural influence 
from the latter. As Cao Yunhua (2010) notes,

Medan is near to Singapore, Penang, and Kuala Lumpur. It is separated only 
by the Straits of Melaka from these cities. It only takes 40 to 50 minutes to 
travel from Medan to these cities by flight. Such convenience in transpor-
tation has enabled the Chinese in Medan to have frequent interaction and 
to establish close relationships with the Chinese in Singapore, Penang and 
Kuala Lumpur. . . . In recent years, the Chinese in Medan like to send their 
children to these three cities to study. After graduation, many of them stay 
and work in these cities. (77, my translation from Chinese original)

1.3  Methods of Research

The original objective of my research was to analyse the political economy 
of ethnic Chinese businesses in Medan and Surabaya since the advent of 
democratisation and decentralisation in Indonesia. I intended to explore how 
ethnic Chinese businesspeople had adapted to the democratic environment 
that had emerged since 1998. Specifically, I intended to discover the issues 
involved in interactions between businesspeople and local government and 
political parties, and how these might have evolved in the decade since the 

14.	 For a detailed analysis of the different magnitudes of violence experienced by local Chinese 
communities in Medan, Surabaya, Solo, and Yogyakarta and the reasons behind the differ-
ence, see Panggabean and Smith (2011).
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implementation of decentralisation as part of the democratisation process. I 
found this specific focus to be difficult for several reasons.

The first reason was due to problems in obtaining data that were essen-
tial for that specific research. The information on patrimonial relationships 
between Chinese businesspeople and power-holders was very essential; 
however, during my fieldwork in Indonesia, most of the businesspeople I 
interviewed were reluctant to talk about these relationships. Additionally, 
some Chinese businesspeople who were close to power-holders were unwill-
ing to be interviewed and such information was generally not covered in the 
media. Therefore, to get such information I had to rely on other informants 
who knew those businesspeople or had some knowledge of patrimonial 
relationships involving Chinese businesspeople. In addition, I could not 
obtain more concrete information on local regulations concerning business 
activities, also essential to my research, due to problems of accessing the 
local bureaucracy. The local regulations are also not entirely available on the 
Internet. Therefore, I needed to rely on the media and individual interviews 
to get more information on local regulations. The data on patrimonial rela-
tionships involving Chinese businesspeople and local regulations concern-
ing business activities that I received from individual interviews and the 
media were not sufficient in and of themselves for a book.

On the other hand, there has been a lack of in-depth research on Chinese 
Indonesian civil society groups and the participation of Chinese Indonesians 
in electoral politics in post-Suharto Medan and Surabaya. According to 
my review of literature on ethnic Chinese Indonesians, there was (and still 
is) no scholarly work that has discussed the role of Chinese Indonesians 
in both of these aspects in detail. However, I believe that it is essential to 
understand the role of Chinese Indonesians with regard to politics and civil 
society in order to get a better picture of their position in the post-Suharto 
era. As it turns out, my informants in Medan and Surabaya were willing to 
share more information on these issues than they were about my original 
research topic. In addition, as I mentioned earlier, most scholarly works on 
Chinese Indonesians have ascribed a largely passive and powerless role to 
this minority in Indonesian history. These works do not give due credit to 
the active agency of Chinese Indonesians in creating, deploying, or shaping 
their position in Indonesian society. Therefore, I decided to focus on the 
active agency of Chinese Indonesians in responding to democratisation and 
shaping the democratisation process as well as their position in Indonesian 
society since the end of the Suharto regime, and to focus on the aspects of 
business, civil society, and politics since they are clearly interconnected in 
terms of the role Chinese Indonesians have been playing in the post-Suharto 
era.
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The methods used in this research are library research, in-depth, semi-
structured individual interviews, as well as participant observation. The 
fieldwork was conducted in Jakarta (June 2010 and May 2011), Medan (July 
2010 to December 2010), and Surabaya (December 2010 to May 2011). Library 
research was conducted by consulting both primary and secondary sources. 
The primary sources include statistical reports published by the Central 
Statistics Agency (BPS, Badan Pusat Statistik), news magazines published 
in Indonesia, and newspapers, both at national and local levels. The second-
ary sources include books, journals, and academic writings regarding the 
background of Chinese Indonesian communities in Medan and Surabaya; 
the changing political landscape in post-Suharto Indonesia; decentralisation 
policies; the associational life and the participation of Chinese Indonesians 
in formal politics in post-Suharto Medan and Surabaya; Chinese-language 
newspapers established in Medan and Surabaya since the end of the New 
Order; and local Chinese business in Medan and Surabaya since the advent 
of democratisation and regional decentralisation. I also interviewed in both 
cities Chinese Indonesian businesspeople, leaders of local major ethnic 
Chinese organisations, persons in charge or staff of local Chinese-language 
newspapers, journalists, politicians, academics, and NGO activists (see 
Appendix I for a complete list of informants).15 The interviews were con-
ducted in Mandarin, Hokkien, Indonesian, or English. All names of inform-
ants used in this study, except for public figures, are pseudonyms. In 
addition, I conducted participant observation to look into the ‘Chineseness’ 
of ethnic Chinese in Medan and Surabaya during my interactions with 
Chinese families in Medan and Surabaya.

1.4  Outline for the Book

I have divided the book into two parts. In the first part, I examine the con-
struction of the Chinese minority in Indonesia as a type of ‘pariah class’ and 
query what effect democratisation has had on this construction. I do this 
through two chapters: Chapter 2, which explores the origins of the ambiva-
lent position of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia, and Chapter 3, which looks at 
the marginalised position of ethnic minority ‘pariah classes’ and their role in 
democratisation processes. In this part, I suggest that the ambivalent position 
of the Chinese is not due only to the policies of colonial and post-colonial 
regimes and to prejudice among indigenous Indonesians, but also to the 
actions of the Chinese themselves. At the same time, I question the concepts 
of democracy, the democratisation process in post-Suharto Indonesia, its 

15.	 I also conducted online follow-up interviews with one of my informants after my fieldwork 
in order to gather further relevant information.
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impact on the state and society, and the role of Chinese Indonesians in the 
democratisation process.

The second part, which consists of Chapters 4, 5, and 6, showcases 
how the ambivalence of democratisation in post-Suharto Indonesia and the 
response of Chinese Indonesians to such ambivalence have created an even 
more paradoxical position for the Chinese.

The freedom for cultural expression opened up in the reformasi era has 
led to the emergence of two different Chinese ethnic and cultural identities. 
One emphasises the revival of Chinese culture and the bolstering of Chinese 
ethnic identity, another focuses on the integration of Chinese Indonesians 
into the wider Indonesian society. In Chapter 4, I look into the sociologi-
cal factors behind the emergence of these two different Chinese ethnic and 
cultural identities, and examine how these two identities are manifested in 
two different approaches towards opening up the Chinese socio-cultural 
sphere in post-Suharto Medan and Surabaya. Chinese Indonesians who 
strongly support Chinese ethnic and cultural identities have made use of 
the more liberal environment to establish Chinese-based organisations 
and Chinese-language newspapers. In general, these organisations and 
newspapers have made use of intra-ethnic linkages to safeguard Chinese 
ethnic and cultural identities, thus contributing to multiculturalism in 
post-Suharto Indonesia. The rise of China as an economic power has also 
prompted leaders of some Chinese organisations to utilise their intra-ethnic 
linkages and social networks in China to assist local governments in estab-
lishing cultural and business connections with China. Many indigenous 
Indonesians, however, perceive that the active role of Chinese organisa-
tions in promoting Chinese culture indicates an insistence upon separate-
ness—this is one thing that has made the Chinese targets of dislike. At the 
same time, there are Chinese Indonesians who favour the integration of the 
Chinese into the wider Indonesian society and who have established non-
ethnic-based socio-cultural organisations to promote cross-ethnic under-
standing and solidarity. On the whole, however, the socio-cultural activities 
and endeavours of Chinese organisations and Chinese-language newspa-
pers have reproduced and perpetuated stereotypes of the Chinese as insular, 
exclusive, opportunistic, and oriented towards China instead of Indonesia. I 
suggest that the education system of Indonesia could promote more people, 
including Chinese Indonesians, to become actively involved in cross-ethnic 
endeavours if schools introduce programmes and activities that promote 
inter-ethnic understanding and solidarity.

The corrupt and muddy business environment of the post–New Order 
era has influenced the ways Chinese Indonesian businesspeople in Medan 
and Surabaya gain and safeguard their business interests, as well as deal 
with illegal practices by government officials, police, and preman (gangsters/
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thugs). In Chapter 5, I examine, against the background of these struc-
tural conditions, how Chinese Indonesian businesspeople tend to resort to 
various illegal or semi-legal means, such as giving in to the illegal requests 
of government officials, police, and preman; establishing collusion with local 
power-holders, heads of security forces, and youth/crime organisations; as 
well as exerting financial coercion on critical media to gain and protect their 
business and personal interests. These business practices in turn perpetu-
ate and reproduce the corrupt and muddy business environment, as well 
as the predatory political-business system. They also reproduce and rein-
force stereotypes of the Chinese as wealthy, corrupt, and opportunistic, the 
perfect targets of extortion. Although there are also Chinese businesspeo-
ple who refuse to be victims of extortion and choose to fight against these 
illegal practices, such businesspeople are rare. If one wishes to see more 
Chinese Indonesian businesspeople who refuse to be extorted and do not 
get involved in illegal and semi-legal practices, a better-enforced rule of law 
must be in place.

Chapter 6 focuses on the involvement of Chinese Indonesians in electoral 
politics in post-Suharto Medan and Surabaya and how this intersects with 
their stereotypical position as businesspeople. On the one hand, the opening 
up of a democratic environment in post-Suharto Indonesia has prompted 
many Chinese Indonesians to get involved in electoral politics. Some of 
them become electoral candidates in order to push for reform and positive 
changes in Indonesia and reject approaches of support for their campaigns in 
return for political and business favours. On the other hand, there are those 
who become actively involved in politics with the aim of gaining politi-
cal protection for their business instead of fighting for the interests of the 
general public. Ironically, they often have a higher chance of getting elected, 
because of the increased cost of campaigning in direct elections introduced 
during the democratisation process. Their own wealth, or the willingness to 
accept support from corrupt businesspeople, often Chinese, ensures enough 
funds to obtain party support and to bribe voters. In this way, Chinese busi-
nesspeople continue to establish corrupt and patrimonial relationships with 
aspiring politicians in exchange for political favours for their business. In 
addition, some Chinese who strongly support the re-emergence of cultural 
expression and Chinese ethnic identity are reluctant to support some reform-
minded Chinese politicians, whom they deem as not ‘Chinese’ enough and 
not close to the Chinese community. This has led to the marginalisation of 
genuinely reform-minded politicians such as Sofyan Tan. It has also perpetu-
ated the predatory characteristics of Indonesia’s new democracy and rein-
forced stereotypes of the Chinese as corrupt and opportunistic.

The seventh chapter provides an analysis and summary of the active role 
of ethnic Chinese in reproducing and perpetuating their ambivalent position 
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as well as in shaping Indonesia’s political, business, and socio-cultural envi-
ronment in the post-Suharto era. I also suggest that studying the Chinese in 
Indonesia may direct us to rethink the effect of democratisation on ethnic 
minorities and the role that those minorities may have in how transforma-
tive democratisation can be both for their situation and the betterment of 
the wider society. I conclude that effective enforcement of the rule of law as 
well as an education system that promotes inter-ethnic understanding and 
solidarity could promote more open- and reform-minded people, including 
those from resented, economically dominant minorities, such as the Chinese 
in Indonesia.



My stories of the various individuals who live and work in post-Suharto 
Medan and Surabaya have attempted to illustrate the paradoxes of democra-
tisation for ethnic minorities. As mentioned in Chapter 1, many scholars have 
reservations about considering democracy as a political system that neces-
sarily guarantees minority rights. Some argue that democratisation tends to 
bring a backlash against minorities, especially those who play a dominant 
role in the economy. Some opine that democratisation may marginalise or 
even eliminate the culture of minorities. However, this study shows that such 
views appear to be too simplistic. As I discussed in the previous chapters, 
in the case of Indonesia, the Chinese minority has enjoyed certain positive 
outcomes of democratisation since the unravelling of the authoritarian 
regime. Most significantly, anti-Chinese violence has declined considerably 
and many discriminatory measures against the Chinese have been removed. 
The Chinese are allowed openly to express and celebrate their ethnic and 
cultural identities by establishing Chinese organisations and Chinese-
language presses. They are also free to become involved in electoral politics 
and to run for public office. On the other hand, the Chinese minority is still 
perceived by many indigenous Indonesians as a wealthy, selfish, exclusive, 
corrupt, and opportunistic alien minority. They remain the perfect target of 
extortion and corruption by government officials, police, and preman. The 
increasing visibility of the Chinese in the socio-cultural sphere and politics 
has also resulted in suspicion and anger from indigenous Indonesians. 
From the perspective of constructivism, proposed by Anderson (1998), this 
is the outcome of the divide-and-rule policy of the Dutch colonial period 
and the stigmatisation of Chinese Indonesians as an economically dominant 
minority group by post-independence regimes, especially during Suharto’s 
rule. Therefore, it is more accurate to say that the situation of the Chinese 
minority has become increasingly ambivalent and more complex since the 
advent of democratisation in Indonesia.

7
Conclusion
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This study has shown that the situation of minorities in a newly democ-
ratised society depends largely on how democratised the society has become, 
how well established the rule of law, and how the minorities respond to and 
shape the democratisation process. According to the typologies of Diamond 
(1999) and Haynes (2001), minority rights are only fully guaranteed under a 
‘liberal’ or ‘full’ democracy that promotes individual freedom, public par-
ticipation in the political process, and the rule and accountability of public 
officials to ordinary people. This means that if a society has not yet devel-
oped into a ‘liberal’ or ‘full’ democracy, the interests of minorities are not 
necessarily guaranteed. To date, Indonesia has not become a ‘liberal’ or ‘full’ 
democracy that truly safeguards the interests of minorities. On the one hand, 
a relatively democratic and liberal political environment has emerged; but 
on the other hand, the new political parties and institutions have generally 
been captured by old as well as some new predatory interests. Moreover, 
corruption and internal mismanagement have continued to plague state 
institutions.

In the foregoing, I have explored and shown, through a combination 
of Anthony Giddens’s structure-agency theory as well as Pierre Bourdieu’s 
notion of habitus and field, that Chinese Indonesians are by no means 
merely passive bystanders of the (incomplete) democratisation process 
in Indonesia and powerless victims of their increasingly ambivalent and 
complex position. Although the Chinese are constrained by various condi-
tions, they have also played an active and dynamic role in responding to 
and shaping the new political, business, and socio-cultural environment in 
post-Suharto Indonesia. In the aspects of business and politics, due to the 
hassle of fighting back and also the fact that they have enough economic 
capital to pay bribes and extortion money, most Chinese prefer to give in to 
the illegal requests of government officials, police, and preman in order to 
prevent any further problems. Some Chinese businesspeople have willingly 
resorted to illegal practices to further their business interests. Some make use 
of their social capital to establish corrupt and patrimonial relationships with 
power-holders, heads of security forces, aspiring politicians, and youth/
crime organisations who can promise them protection and other benefits for 
their business. Some become involved in politics and run for public office 
with the aim of gaining political protection for their business instead of 
fighting for the interests of the general public. In the socio-cultural aspect, 
due to their strong ethnic identity and their well-established social networks 
in China, many Chinese Indonesian organisation leaders strongly support 
not only Chinese cultural identity, but also continuing ties to China. All 
these factors have kept alive the general perception of Chinese Indonesians 
as corrupt, collusive, opportunistic, insular, and oriented toward China. At 
the same time, there are also Chinese Indonesians such as Sofyan Tan who 
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focus on the integration of Chinese Indonesians into the wider Indonesian 
society. They work relentlessly to rectify the negative perceptions of Chinese 
among indigenous Indonesians. They play an active role in initiating and 
engaging in cross-ethnic endeavours that promote inter-ethnic solidarity 
and understanding. However, these Chinese are fewer in number than those 
who continue to reinforce such negative perceptions. Moreover, they are 
often perceived as culturally not ‘Chinese’ enough by some Chinese with a 
strong ethnic identity, and therefore become a target of dislike among those 
Chinese. In this way, Chinese Indonesians as a whole have played a part in 
shaping the incomplete democratisation process as well as their increasingly 
ambivalent and more complex position in post-Suharto Indonesia.

It is hoped that the case studies in this book constitute a cutting-edge 
representation of Chinese Indonesian communities in the urban centres of 
post-Suharto Indonesia, primarily Medan and Surabaya, since both cities are 
large and have a relatively high percentage of ethnic Chinese. The dynamics 
of Chinese Indonesian communities in post-Suharto urban Indonesia is 
therefore apparent in this study.

In broader theoretical terms, this study argues that, in order to have 
a better understanding of the relationship between democratisation and 
minority rights, one cannot ignore the agency of the minorities themselves. 
The situation of minorities in a newly democratised society depends not 
only on the historical development of ethnic relations and the various 
policies of governments, but also how the minorities themselves respond to 
the democratisation process. With regard to the position of resented, eco-
nomically dominant minorities, such as the Chinese in Indonesia, this study 
suggests it is only possible to see a significant improvement in their position 
if the majority of the minority plays an active role in fighting against corrupt 
practices in state institutions, initiating and engaging in cross-ethnic initia-
tives that seek to alter the negative perceptions against them, and support-
ing genuinely reform-minded politicians regardless of their ethnic identity. 
Otherwise, their position will only become increasingly ambivalent and 
more complex under democratisation.

To encourage more people from the resented, economically dominant 
minorities to refuse to be extorted, to refrain from engaging in illegal and 
semi-legal business practices, to actively engage in cross-ethnic endeavours, 
as well as to participate as reformers in politics, effective enforcement of the 
rule of law is certainly a prerequisite. In addition, the experience of YPSIM, 
the private school founded by Sofyan Tan that promotes integration among 
students from various ethnic-religious background (mentioned in Chapter 
4), indicates that the education system could also promote more open- and 
reform-minded people if schools introduce programmes and activities that 
promote inter-ethnic understanding and solidarity. This would certainly 
bring a significant positive impact on democratisation in society.
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