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Abstract 
This study  explores the complex interplay between ethnicity, citizenship, and 

national identity in Indonesia, particularly focusing on the Chinese -Indonesian 

community. This research critically examines the historical and ongoing struggles for 

recognition and rights of the Chinese-Indonesian minority, particularly in relation 

to constitutional debates surrounding citizenship and identity. The study investigates 

the ways in which the Chinese -Indonesian community, often marginalized and 

subjected to discriminatory policies, has navigated the evolving definitions of 

national belonging in Indonesia's post-independence period. Drawing on primary 

sources such as constitutional documents, legislative debates, and testimonies from 

Chinese-Indonesian individuals, the research highlights the fluctuating status of this 

community from Indonesia’s early years as a republic to its modern-day democracy. 

The study emphasizes the centrality of constitutional reform in shaping the 

community's legal rights, particularly the struggle for equality and protection from 
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discrimination in the face of political shifts and societal prejudice. This research 

makes a vital contribution to understanding the tensions between ethnicity, 

citizenship, and national identity in a multiethnic society like Indonesia. It provides 

insights into how legal frameworks and political debates have influenced the 

integration of ethnic minorities, particularly the Chinese-Indonesian group, into the 

broader national narrative. Additionally, it underscores the urgency of addressing 

historical injustices and promoting inclusive citizenship, particularly through 

ongoing debates on equality, recognition, and human rights in contemporary 

Indonesia. This work is crucial for informing future discussions on multiculturalism, 

citizenship, and identity in Indonesia and beyond. 
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Introduction  

 

The presence of the Chinese-Indonesian community in the Indonesian archipelago 

predates the establishment of the modern nation-state, extending back to early 

maritime trade networks that connected southern China with Southeast Asia. 

Chinese migrants settled in port cities across Java, Sumatra, and other islands, 

forming mercantile communities that played crucial roles in regional commerce 

(Reid, 2010). During the Dutch colonial period, these communities were 

institutionalized within a racially stratified legal order that categorized populations 

into Europeans, Foreign Orientals, and Natives. The Chinese were classified as 

“Foreign Orientals,” a designation that simultaneously granted economic 

opportunities and entrenched social segregation (Suryadinata, 1997 ). This 

intermediary position fostered both economic prominence and vulnerability, as 

colonial policies reinforced ethnic boundaries and limited political integration. 

Following independence, the ambiguous status of Chinese -Indonesians 

persisted within evolving conceptions of national identity. While many individuals 

identified strongly with Indonesia and contributed to its economic and cultural 

development, suspicions regarding dual loyalty and foreign allegiance shaped public 

discourse, particularly during periods of political instability. The tension between 

ethnic identity and citizenship became especially pronounced under the New Order 
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regime of Suharto, when assimilationist policies curtailed the public expression of 

Chinese language, culture, and religious traditions (Hoon, 2008). Regulations 

restricted Chinese cultural celebrations and mandated the adoption of Indonesian-

sounding names, reflecting an official strategy of depoliticized integration. Such 

measures exemplified the broader struggle to reconcile ethnic diversity with a 

cohesive national narrative grounded in Pancasila. 

The relationship between ethnic identity and citizenship in Indonesia has thus 

been historically contingent, shaped by colonial classification, nationalist 

consolidation, and authoritarian governance. For Chinese-Indonesians, citizenship 

has not been merely a legal status but a contested terrain in which belonging, loyalty, 

and recognition are continuously negotiated. The complexity of this relationship 

underscores the importance of examining how constitutional frameworks and 

political ideologies have structured the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion within 

the Indonesian state. 

Despite significant scholarly attention to ethnic relations in Indonesia, there 

remains a need for a comprehensive analysis of the Chinese-Indonesian community’s 

struggles for citizenship rights within shifting constitutional and political contexts. 

Existing literature has documented episodes of discrimination and violence, 

including the anti-Chinese riots of May 1998, yet less emphasis has been placed on 

tracing the long-term legal evolution that has shaped the community’s status (Purdey, 

2006). The interplay between formal constitutional guarantees and administrative 

practices has produced a complex pattern of recognition and marginalization that 

warrants systematic examination. 

Legal and constitutional reforms, particularly in the post-Reformasi era, have 

substantially altered the framework governing citizenship and minority rights. The 

abolition of discriminatory regulations, the recognition of Confucianism as an 

official religion, and the removal of restrictions on cultural expression represent 

significant milestones (Suryadinata, 2003). However, the extent to which these 

reforms have translated into substantive equality remains contested. Persistent 

stereotypes and socio-political prejudice continue to influence perceptions of 

Chinese-Indonesians, revealing the gap between normative legal reform and lived 

experience. 

Moreover, historical exclusion has shaped evolving notions of national identity. 

Debates surrounding indigeneity ( pribumi) and non -indigeneity have long 

influenced access to political office, economic opportunity, and social legitimacy. 
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These debates highlight the fluid yet contested character of Indonesian nationalism, 

which simultaneously espouses unity in diversity and grapples with anxieties over 

cultural cohesion. The research problem, therefore, lies in understanding how 

constitutional transformation intersects with enduring societal attitudes to shape the 

contemporary status of Chinese-Indonesians. 

This study is guided by three interrelated research questions. First, how has the 

Chinese-Indonesian community navigated debates on citizenship and identity in 

Indonesia? Addressing this question requires analyzing both state policies and 

community responses, including strategies of assimilation, cultural revival, and 

political participation. The community’s navigation of identity has not been 

monolithic; rather, it reflects diverse generational, socioeconomic, and regional 

experiences (Hoon, 2008). Examining these variations reveals the multiplicity of 

pathways through which belonging has been articulated. 

Second, how have constitutional reforms shaped the legal rights and 

recognition of Chinese-Indonesians? From early citizenship laws that complicated 

nationality claims to post-1998 amendments emphasizing equality before the law, 

constitutional change has redefined formal membership in the polity. Analyzing 

legislative reforms, judicial decisions, and administrative regulations provides insight 

into how the state has recalibrated its approach to ethnic diversity. This inquiry 

situates Chinese -Indonesian citi zenship within broader debates about 

democratization and legal pluralism in Indonesia. 

Third, in what ways have political shifts and societal prejudice affected the status 

of Chinese -Indonesians in contemporary Indonesia? Political transitions— from 

Guided Democracy to the New Order and subsequently to Reformasi —have 

influenced public discour se on ethnicity and loyalty. Societal prejudice, often 

amplified during economic crises, has intersected with political rhetoric to shape 

patterns of exclusion and inclusion (Purdey, 2006). By integrating legal analysis with 

sociopolitical context, the study seeks to illuminate how identity and rights are co-

constructed within a dynamic national framework. 

The primary objective of this study is to explore the legal and constitutional 

evolution of Chinese-Indonesian rights from independence to the present. This 

entails examining citizenship laws, presidential decrees, constitutional amendments, 

and judicial interpretations that have defined the parameters of belonging. Through 

this analysis, the study aims to identify patterns of continuity and rupture in the 

state’s treatment of ethnic minorities. 
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A second objective is to assess the role of political debates in defining national 

identity and belonging. Public discourse surrounding assimilation, multiculturalism, 

and indigeneity has significantly influenced legislative outcomes and societal 

attitudes. By situating constitutional reform within broader political narratives, the 

research highlights how identity politics shape legal frameworks and vice versa. This 

approach underscores the reciprocal relationship between law and social imagination 

in post-colonial nation-building. 

The third objective is to examine how Chinese-Indonesian identity has evolved 

in relation to citizenship and ethnicity. The post -Reformasi revival of Chinese 

cultural expression, including public celebration of Lunar New Year and the 

reestablishment of Chinese-language media, signals a reconfiguration of identity 

politics (Suryadinata, 2003). Investigating these developments elucidates how 

communities renegotiate self-understanding when legal constraints are lifted. 

Collectively, these objectives aim to pro vide a multidimensional account of 

citizenship as both a juridical and sociocultural construct. 

This study contributes to scholarly understanding of the intersection between 

ethnicity, citizenship, and national identity in Indonesia. By foregrounding the 

Chinese-Indonesian experience, it illuminates broader questions regarding how post-

colonial states reconcile pluralism with unity. The analysis demonstrates that 

citizenship is not merely a legal status conferred by constitutional text but a lived 

reality shaped by historical memory, political power, and societal perception. 

The findings hold relevance for comparative debates on multiculturalism and 

minority recognition. Indonesia’s trajectory— from colonial racial stratification to 

authoritarian assimilation and subsequent democratic reform —offers valuable 

insights into the ch allenges of integrating ethnic minorities within evolving 

constitutional frameworks. Lessons drawn from this case may inform policy 

discussions in other plural societies grappling with issues of identity and belonging. 

Finally, the study underscores the complexity of nation-building in contexts 

marked by historical exclusion. The Chinese-Indonesian community’s navigation of 

identity and rights exemplifies the dynamic interplay between law, politics, and 

culture in shapin g citizenship. By situating these experiences within broader 

theoretical debates, the research enhances understanding of how post-colonial states 

negotiate diversity while striving to maintain social cohesion and democratic 

legitimacy. 

 



 
INDONESIA DISCOURSE 1(1) 2024: 159-186 

 
 
 
 
 
 

164 

Historical Context of the Chinese-Indonesian 
Community  

 

A. Early Chinese Immigration to Indonesia 
 

Chinese migration to the Indonesian archipelago formed part of broader patterns of 

mobility across Southeast Asia, driven by trade, labor demand, and socio-political 

upheaval in southern China. From at least the Tang and Song dynasties onward, 

Chinese merchants participated in maritime trade networks linking coastal China 

with port polities in Java, Sumatra, and the Malay Peninsula (Reid, 2010). These 

early migrants established commercial enclaves in strategic trading hubs, often 

intermarrying with local populations and forming hybrid Peranakan communities 

that blended Chinese and indigenous cultural elements. Migration intensified during 

the Ming and Qing periods, particularly in response to economic pressures and 

political instability in Fujian and Guangdo ng provinces. The resulting diaspora 

communities maintained transregional ties while gradually embedding themselves 

within local societies. 

During the expansion of European colonialism in Southeast Asia, Chinese 

migrants assumed increasingly specialized economic roles. In the territories that 

would become Indonesia, Chinese traders, tax farmers, artisans, and laborers became 

integral to colonial economic structures. Under the administration of the Dutch East 

India Company (VOC), Chinese intermediaries facilitated revenue collection, 

managed plantations, and operated urban markets (Suryadinata, 1997). Their 

economic prominence often positioned them as indispensable to colonial governance 

yet socially distinct from both European rulers and indigenous populations. This 

intermediary status laid the groundwork for complex interethnic relations 

characterized by cooperation, competition, and periodic tension. 

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed further waves of 

migration, including contract laborers recruited for mining and plantation work. 

These migrants, often referred to as Totok Chinese, maintained stronger linguistic 

and cultural ties to  China than the locally acculturated Peranakan communities 

(Reid, 2010). The coexistence of these subgroups introduced internal diversity within 

the Chinese-Indonesian population itself, complicating later debates about identity 

and assimilation. Thus, ear ly migration patterns established not only the 



 
INDONESIA DISCOURSE 1(1) 2024: 159-186 

 
 
 
 
 
 

165 

demographic foundations of the community but also the socio -economic and 

cultural heterogeneity that would shape its subsequent historical trajectory. 

 

B. Colonial Period and Ethnic Segregation 
 

The Dutch colonial state formalized ethnic differentiation through a rigid system of 

legal classification that stratified society into Europeans, Foreign Orientals, and 

Natives. Chinese residents were categorized as “Foreign Orientals,” a status that 

conferred certain economic privileges while excluding them from political equality 

(Suryadinata, 1997). This system institutionalized segregation in residential patterns, 

legal codes, and educational opportunities, embedding ethnic distinctions within the 

colonial administrative apparatus. Chinese communities were often confined to 

designated quarters in urban centers, reinforcing spatial and social separation from 

indigenous populations. 

Colonial authorities relied on Chinese elites, such as the Kapitan Cina, to 

administer community affairs and mediate between colonial officials and local 

residents. While this arrangement provided limited self-governance, it also reinforced 

perceptions of Chinese communities as collaborators within the colonial economy. 

Economic roles in tax farming and commercial monopolies, though lucrative, 

rendered the Chinese population vulnerable to resentment from indigenous groups 

who associated them with exploitati ve colonial structures (Reid, 2010). Such 

perceptions were exacerbated by periodic economic crises, during which anti -

Chinese sentiment occasionally erupted into violence. 

The colonial period also witnessed the emergence of modern Chinese political 

consciousness. Reformist and nationalist movements in China influenced overseas 

communities, fostering debates over allegiance, citizenship, and cultural 

preservation. Chinese-language schools and newspapers proliferated, strengthening 

transnational networks while simultaneously deepening colonial anxieties about 

loyalty (Suryadinata, 2003). These developments complicated the already ambiguous 

position of Chinese-Indonesians: they were economically embedded in the colony 

yet politically marginalized and culturally distinct. The institutionalization of ethnic 

boundaries during this era profoundly shaped post -colonial debates about 

integration, citizenship, and national identity. 
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C.  The Post-Independence Period and National Identity Formation 
 

The proclamation of Indonesian independence in 1945 initiated a transformative 

phase in which notions of citizenship and national identity were renegotiated. 

Indonesian nationalism, articulated through the ideology of Pancasila, aspired to 

transcend ethnic divisions by emphasizing shared commitment to a sovereign state. 

However, the legacy of colonial ethnic stratification complicated the integration of 

minority communities, including Chinese -Indonesians, into the new national 

framework (Reid, 2010). Early citizenship laws required proof of allegiance and, in 

some cases, the renunciation of foreign nationality, generating uncertainty for 

segments of the Chinese population with transnational ties. 

Debates over assimilation versus multicultural recognition intensified during 

the 1950s and 1960s. Political leaders grappled with whether ethnic Chinese should 

be encouraged to maintain distinct cultural identities or to adopt more explicitly 

Indonesian markers of belonging. The turbulence of Guided Democracy and the 

geopolitical tensions of the Cold War heightened suspicions toward Chinese 

communities, particularly in light of diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic 

of China (Suryadinata, 2003). These suspicions culminated in increasingly restrictive 

measures during the subsequent New Order regime, when public expressions of 

Chinese culture were curtailed in the name of national unity. 

Nation-building efforts in post -colonial Indonesia thus oscillated between 

inclusive rhetoric and exclusionary practice. While constitutional principles affirmed 

equality before the law, administrative policies often differentiated between pribumi 

(indigenous) and non -pribumi populations, reinforcing symbolic hierarchies of 

belonging. The integration of ethnic groups into the national project was uneven, 

reflecting broader anxieties about cohesion in a diverse archipelago. For Chinese-

Indonesians, the post-independence period marked a critical juncture in which 

citizenship became both a legal entitlement and a contested identity. Understanding 

this historical evolution is essential for analyzing contemporary debates about 

minority rights and the meaning of Indonesian-ness in a plural society. 
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Constitutional Debates on Citizenship and Identity  
 

A. The 1945 Constitution and Citizenship Issues 
 

The promulgation of the 1945 Constitution marked a foundational moment in 

defining the parameters of Indonesian citizenship and national identity. Drafted in 

the context of anti-colonial struggle, the Constitution articulated a vision of unity 

grounded in Pancasila, yet it offered limited specificity regarding the incorporation 

of ethnically diverse communities into the national framework. Article 26 

distinguished between “citizens of Indonesia” and “residents,” leaving the criteria for 

citizenship to subsequent legislation. In practice, this ambiguity disproportionately 

affected ethnic minorities whose status had been shaped by colonial legal pluralism, 

particularly Chinese-Indonesians categorized previously as “Foreign Orientals” 

(Suryadinata, 1997). The e arly post-independence period thus revealed tensions 

between inclusive constitutional rhetoric and the administrative challenges of 

redefining belonging in a post-colonial polity. 

Initial citizenship legislation, including the 1946 Citizenship Law and 

subsequent regulatory frameworks, required formal declarations of allegiance and, in 

certain cases, the renunciation of foreign nationality. These requirements were 

complicated by the dual nationality treaty signed between Indonesia and the People’s 

Republic of China in 1955, which sought to clarify the status of overseas Chinese 

but generated administrative and political controversy (Mozingo, 1976). The 

constitutional framework, while proclaiming equality before the law, struggled to 

reconcile nationalist aspirations with the legacies of colonial classification and 

transnational ties. As Reid (2010) argues, post-colonial nationalism in Southeast Asia 

often relied upon selective narratives of indigeneity, shaping the contours of formal 

inclusion and symbolic exclusion. 

The definitional challenge of citizenship in 1945 Indonesia thus extended 

beyond legal technicalities to encompass broader anxieties about sovereignty, loyalty, 

and cohesion. Debates over whether Chinese-Indonesians constituted an integral 

component of the nascent nation or an economically dominant minority with 

ambiguous allegiance underscored the fragility of early national identity formation 

(Coppel, 2002). In this formative constitutional moment, citizenship emerged as 
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both a juridical status and a political instrument through which the boundaries of 

the Indonesian nation were negotiated. 

 

B. The 1950s and the Struggle for Equality 
 

The 1950s represented a critical decade in the struggle for equality, as parliamentary 

democracy fostered vibrant yet polarized debates on ethnic integration. Competing 

political ideologies—nationalism, Islamism, socialism, and communism—shaped 

divergent perspectives on the status of Chinese-Indonesians. While some nationalist 

leaders advocated assimilation to consolidate unity, others defended cultural 

pluralism within the framework of Pancasila (Feith, 1962). The result was a 

fragmented policy environment in which legal equality coexisted with economic 

restrictions and social suspicion. 

The 1958 Citizenship Law attempted to clarify nationality status but remained 

entangled in political tensions. Anti -Chinese regulations, particularly in the 

economic sphere, such as the 1959 Presidential Regulation No. 10 restricting rural 

retail trade, reflected growing populist and protectionist sentiments (Suryadinata, 

2003). These measures disproportionately affected Chinese entrepreneurs and 

signaled the persistence of structural discrimination despite constitutional 

guarantees. At the same time, segments of the Chinese -Indonesian community 

engaged actively in civic life, forming political organizations and participating in 

parliamentary debates (Coppel, 2002). 

Ideological polarization during Guided Democracy further complicated the 

pursuit of equality. President Sukarno’s alignment with leftist forces and diplomatic 

engagement with Beijing intensified suspicions toward Chinese communities, 

particularly amid Cold War rivalries (Mozingo, 1976). The conflation of ethnicity 

with political allegiance contributed to a climate in which citizenship rights were 

contingent upon perceived loyalty. Thus, the 1950s struggle for equality exposed the 

vulnerability of minority r ights within fluctuating ideological landscapes, 

highlighting the contingent nature of constitutional inclusion. 
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C.  The New Order (1966–1998) and Chinese-Indonesian 

Marginalization 
 

The consolidation of the New Order regime under Suharto inaugurated a period of 

systematic marginalization of Chinese-Indonesians, justified in the name of political 

stability and national unity. Following the anti-communist purges of 1965–1966, 

the regime associated Chinese identity with alleged communist sympathies, thereby 

legitimizing restrictive assimilationist policies (Cribb, 2001). Presidential Instruction 

No. 14/1967 curtailed public expressions of Chinese culture, religion, and language, 

effectively erasing visible markers of ethnic distinctiveness (Hoon, 2008). 

The New Order’s approach combined economic pragmatism with cultural 

repression. While select Chinese-Indonesian conglomerates were integrated into 

state-sponsored capitalism, the broader community faced stringent controls over 

media, education, and religious practice (Chua, 2008). The requirement to adopt 

Indonesian-sounding names symbolized the regime’s assimilationist ethos, framing 

cultural conformity as a prerequisite for acceptance. Constitutional discourse during 

this period emphasized developmentalism and order, sidelining substantive debates 

about minority rights. 

Despite these constraints, Chinese -Indonesians navigated the political 

landscape through strategies of accommodation and economic participation. Yet the 

persistence of discriminatory regulations, including the use of special identification 

codes, reinforced perceptions of conditional citizenship (Coppel, 2002). The 

eruption of anti-Chinese violence during the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997–1998 

exposed the fragility of this arrangement, revealing deep-seated societal resentments 

that state repression had suppressed but not resolved (Purdey, 2006). The New Order 

era thus exemplifies how constitutional silence and authoritarian governance can 

institutionalize marginalization under the guise of national cohesion. 

 

D.  Post-Reformation Indonesia and Citizenship Rights 
 

The 1998 Reformasi movement marked a transformative juncture in Indonesian 

constitutionalism, initiating democratization and the reconfiguration of minority 

rights. The resignation of Suharto opened space for revisiting discriminatory 

legislation and restoring civil liberties. Subsequent constitutional amendments 
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between 1999 and 2002 strengthened protections for human rights and equality 

before the law, embedding these principles more firmly within Indonesia’s 

constitutional architecture (Butt & Lindsey, 2012). 

One of the most significant developments was the revocation of assimilationist 

regulations and the recognition of Confucianism as an official religion under 

President Abdurrahman Wahid. Lunar New Year was designated a national holiday, 

and restrictions on Chinese-language media were lifted (Suryadinata, 2003). The 

2006 Citizenship Law further clarified nationality status, reducing bureaucratic 

obstacles and affirming equal rights irrespective of ethnicity (Crouch, 2014). These 

reforms signaled a shift towar d multicultural recognition and constitutional 

inclusivity. 

Nevertheless, the democratization process has not eliminated societal prejudice. 

Episodes of identity-based mobilization and politicization of ethnicity indicate that 

formal legal reform does not automatically translate into social acceptance (Aspinall, 

2010). Scholars such as Menchik (2016) argue that Indonesia’s model of “tolerance 

without liberalism” reflects a communitarian framework that balances pluralism with 

moral consensus. Within this context, Chinese-Indonesians have experienced greater 

visibility and political participation, yet remain attentive to the persistence of 

populist rhetoric. 

The post -1998 trajectory illustrates the dynamic interplay between 

constitutional reform and evolving conceptions of national identity. While the state 

has increasingly embraced inclusive citizenship, the negotiation of belonging 

continues to unfold within  democratic contestation. The Chinese -Indonesian 

experience thus offers a critical lens through which to examine how post -

authoritarian societies recalibrate legal frameworks to address historical exclusion 

while confronting enduring societal complexities. 

 

Discriminatory Policies and the Struggle for Equality  
 

A. Ethnic Discrimination and Societal Prejudice 
 

Ethnic discrimination against Chinese-Indonesians has manifested in both formal 

state policies and informal societal practices, shaping patterns of exclusion across 

multiple sectors of public life. During the colonial era, legal segregation 
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institutionalized ethnic hierarchy; however, discriminatory practices persisted well 

into the post -independence period. Under the New Order regime of Suharto, 

administrative measures such as mandatory identification codes and restrictions on 

cultural expression reinforced the perception of Chinese-Indonesians as perpetual 

outsiders (Coppel, 2002; Hoon, 2008). Although these policies were justified as 

mechanisms for promoting national unity, they effectively entrenched ethnic 

boundaries within the bureaucratic apparatus. 

In education, restrictions on Chinese-language schools and curricula limited 

opportunities for cultural preservation and constrained intellectual autonomy. The 

closure of Chinese-medium institutions in the late 1960s, coupled with prohibitions 

on the publi c display of Chinese characters, symbolized broader efforts to erase 

visible markers of ethnic identity (Suryadinata, 2003). In employment, particularly 

within the civil service and military, informal barriers curtailed access to state 

positions, reinforcing perceptions that Chinese-Indonesians were confined to the 

private economic sphere. Political representation was similarly circumscribed, as 

overt expressions of Chinese identity were discouraged and participation often 

required assimilationist conformity (Tan, 2008). 

Public sentiment toward Chinese-Indonesians has fluctuated across historical 

periods, often intensifying during moments of economic crisis or political transition. 

The May 1998 riots, occurring amid the Asian Financial Crisis, illustrated how 

economic grievances could be refracted through ethnic stereotypes, resulting in 

targeted violence and social trauma (Purdey, 2006). Such episodes reveal the 

enduring potency of narratives portraying Chinese-Indonesians as economically 

dominant yet socially alien. Even after democratization, sporadic instances of 

ethnicized rhetoric in political campaigns indicate that prejudice has not been 

entirely eradicated (Aspinall, 2010). The persistence of societal suspicion underscores 

the complex interplay between formal equality and social acceptance. 

 

B. Socioeconomic Challenges and Marginalization 
 

Socioeconomic marginalization of Chinese -Indonesians presents a paradoxical 

dynamic. On the one hand, segments of the community have achieved significant 

economic success, particularly in commerce and industry. On the other hand, this 

visibility has often rendered them scapegoats during periods of national hardship. 
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The New Order’s developmentalist policies fostered close alliances between the 

regime and select Chinese -Indonesian conglomerates, embedding them within 

structures of oligarchic capitalism (Winters, 2011; Chua, 2008). While these 

alliances facilitated economic growth, they also reinforced public perceptions of 

ethnic economic monopolization, obscuring the socioeconomic diversity within the 

broader community. 

Legal and administrative barriers historically limited full integration into public 

institutions. The requirement of special citizenship documentation, such as the 

SBKRI (Certificate of Indonesian Citizenship), imposed disproportionate 

bureaucratic burdens on Chinese-Indonesians until its abolition in the Reformasi era 

(Crouch, 2014). These obstacles not only impeded access to public services but also 

symbolized conditional belonging. Moreover, economic regulations in earlier 

decades, including restrictions on rural trade, disrupted livelihoods and deepened 

socioeconomic insecurity (Suryadinata, 2003). 

Despite these challenges, Chinese-Indonesians have contributed substantially 

to Indonesia’s economic modernization, participating in manufacturing, finance, and 

small-scale enterprise. Yet socioeconomic integration cannot be equated solely with 

economic participation. Structural inequalities in political access and lingering social 

prejudice continue to shape lived experiences. As Van Klinken (2007) observes, 

democratization has reduced overt state discrimination but has not fully dismantled 

localized networks of exclusion. Socioeconomic marginalization, therefore, must be 

understood as a multidimensional phenomenon encompassing legal, political, and 

cultural dimensions rather than merely income disparities. 

 

C.  Political Mobilization and Civil Rights Movements 
 

The struggle for equality has also been advanced through political mobilization and 

civil society activism. During the late New Order and especially after 1998, Chinese-

Indonesian advocacy groups emerged to challenge discriminatory regulations and 

promote cultural recognition. Organizations such as INTI (Perhimpunan Indonesia 

Tionghoa) and other community associations have engaged in dialogue with 

policymakers, emphasizing constitutional guarantees of equality and human rights 

(Hoon, 2008). These initiatives reflect a strategic shift from quiet accommodation to 

more assertive participation in public discourse. 
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The intersection of ethnic advocacy and broader democratic movements proved 

particularly significant during the Reformasi period. Chinese-Indonesian activists 

collaborated with pro-democracy coalitions to demand transparency, legal reform, 

and the repeal of discriminatory laws (Aspinall, 2010). This alignment with national 

reform agendas reframed minority rights not as sectarian demands but as integral 

components of democratic consolidation. The recognition of Confucianism as an 

official religion and the re vocation of assimilationist decrees under President 

Abdurrahman Wahid exemplify the tangible outcomes of such mobilization 

(Suryadinata, 2003). 

Nevertheless, political mobilization has required careful navigation of identity 

politics within Indonesia’s communitarian framework. Menchik (2016) argues that 

Indonesia’s model of pluralism emphasizes harmony and consensus, sometimes 

constraining overt r ights-based advocacy. Chinese-Indonesian movements have 

therefore often adopted inclusive rhetoric that situates equality within the broader 

narrative of national unity. By framing their demands as consistent with Pancasila 

and constitutional principles, these groups have sought to balance assertiveness with 

social cohesion. The ongoing evolution of civil rights activism demonstrates that the 

quest for equality is neither linear nor complete, but rather an adaptive process 

shaped by political opportunity structures and shifting societal norms. 

 

Navigating Chinese-Indonesian Identity 
 

A. The Evolving Notion of Chinese-Indonesian Identity 
 

The identity of Chinese -Indonesians has historically been shaped by a tension 

between maintaining ethnic distinctiveness and asserting national belonging. Under 

colonial rule, Chinese communities were categorized as “Foreign Orientals,” a legal 

distinction that institutionalized their otherness while allowing limited economic 

opportunity (Suryadinata, 1997). Post -independence nationalism further 

complicated this dynamic: while the 1945 Constitution enshrined principles of 

equality, public and administrative perceptions of Chinese-Indonesians as culturally 

or economically distinct created a persistent sense of conditional belonging (Coppel, 

2002). This ambivalence has rendered identity fluid, as Chinese -Indonesians 

negotiate between ethnic heritage and legal-national inclusion. 
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Legal frameworks and political shifts have influenced the construction of 

Chinese-Indonesian identity. During the New Order regime, assimilationist 

policies— including mandates to adopt Indonesian-sounding names and restrictions 

on Chinese-language publications—actively reshaped public expressions of identity 

(Hoon, 2008). Simultaneously, selective economic privileges allowed prominent 

Chinese-Indonesians to maintain social visibility, creating a dual reality in which 

legal compliance coexisted with cultural marginalization. These historical pressures 

contributed to an evolving understanding of identity as both situational and 

relational, contingent on social, political, and legal contexts (Suryadinata, 2003). 

Academic analyses emphasize that Chinese -Indonesian identity is not 

monolithic. Peranakan and Totok subgroups, regional differences, and socio -

economic variations all influence how individuals experience belonging (Reid, 

2010). While some prioritize integration into the Indonesian national framework, 

others assert cultural distinction through religious practice, linguistic retention, or 

community networks. This multiplicity underscores the dynamic interplay between 

ethnic heritage and national identity, highlighting the adaptive strategies employed 

by minority communities navigating complex citizenship regimes. 

 

B. Cultural Assimilation vs. Cultural Preservation 
 

A central tension in identity formation is the negotiation between cultural 

assimilation and preservation. Language, religion, and ritual practices have 

historically served as primary markers of Chinese identity. Under the New Order, 

restrictions on public expression of Chinese cultural heritage—such as prohibitions 

on Chinese-language schools, newspapers, and religious observances— forced many 

to prioritize assimilation in order to access education, employment, and legal 

recognition (Hoon, 2008; Suryadinata, 2003). Compliance often meant suppressing 

outward expressions of ethnicity, while privately maintaining cultural practices 

within familial or community settings. 

Religion has played a key role in cultural preservation. Confucianism, 

Buddhism, and Christianity have been central to Chinese-Indonesian communal 

life, providing both moral frameworks and venues for maintaining cultural 

continuity (Coppel, 2002). Followin g the post -Reformasi recognition of 

Confucianism as an official religion, public rituals and festivals became more visible, 
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reflecting a renewed capacity for cultural assertion (Suryadinata, 2003). The interplay 

of religious identity and national belonging illustrates the dual strategies of cultural 

preservation and social integration, revealing the ways in which minority 

communities navigate legal and social constraints while asserting continuity. 

Language retention also represents a critical site of identity negotiation. While 

younger generations increasingly adopt Bahasa Indonesia as their primary language, 

many families preserve Chinese dialects such as Hokkien or Mandarin within 

domestic and com munity spheres (Tan, 2008). The selective transmission of 

language exemplifies the balancing act between integration and cultural fidelity. This 

dual approach fosters resilience in identity, allowing Chinese -Indonesians to 

participate fully in national life while maintaining connections to heritage. 

 

C.  Generational Shifts in Identity 
 

Globalization and transnationalism have introduced new dimensions to Chinese-

Indonesian identity. Increased access to international media, education abroad, and 

digital communication has expanded exposure to Chinese culture beyond Indonesia, 

facilitating a hybridized identity that incorporates both local and global elements 

(Hoon, 2008). Young Chinese -Indonesians often negotiate multiple layers of 

belonging, identifying simultaneously with their ethnic heritage, the Indonesian 

nation, and a broader transnational Chinese diaspora. 

Generational shifts are evident in attitudes toward citizenship and national 

belonging. While older generations often emphasized caution and assimilation in 

response to historical discrimination, younger cohorts exhibit greater confidence in 

expressing ethnic identity alongside Indonesian citizenship (Menchik, 2016). Civic 

participation, entrepreneurship, and cultural activism increasingly reflect this dual 

orientation, demonstrating an evolving conceptualization of belonging that is 

inclusive yet anchored in heritage. 

Social mobility, urbanization, and digital connectivity further shape these 

generational transformations. In urban centers like Jakarta, Surabaya, and Medan, 

younger Chinese-Indonesians encounter diverse peers, facilitating cross-cultural 

engagement and hybrid identities (Tan, 2008). The negotiation of identity thus 

becomes contextually grounded, reflecting both macro-level structural conditions—

legal frameworks, political opportunities, societal attitudes —and micro -level 
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experiences in everyday life. This generational evolution signals the continuing 

fluidity of Chinese-Indonesian identity, highlighting its adaptability in the face of 

historical marginalization and contemporary globalization. 

 

The Role of Legal and Political Reforms 
 

A. The 2000s and the Legal Recognition of Chinese-Indonesians 
 

The early 2000s marked a transformative period for Chinese-Indonesians as the post-

Reformasi era brought legal reforms aimed at correcting historical injustices. One of 

the most significant milestones was the formal revocation of the SBKRI (Certificate 

of Indonesian Citizenship) requirement, which had long constrained Chinese -

Indonesians’ access to public services, employment, and education (Suryadinata, 

2003; Crouch, 2014). The 2006 Citizenship Law further clarified rights and status, 

reinforcing the princ iple that nationality should not be contingent on ethnic 

background (Butt & Lindsey, 2012). These reforms were not only legal adjustments 

but also symbolic recognition of the community’s inclusion within the Indonesian 

polity. 

Civil society organizations and legal advocacy played a crucial role in facilitating 

these reforms. Groups such as INTI (Perhimpunan Indonesia Tionghoa) and other 

ethnic advocacy networks lobbied policymakers, highlighting constitutional 

guarantees of equality and mobilizing public support for inclusive legislation (Hoon, 

2008). Legal scholars also contributed by framing reform debates in terms of 

universal human rights and Pancasila principles, emphasizing alignment between 

minority rights and national val ues (Coppel, 2002). This period illustrates the 

dynamic interplay between civil society activism, judicial reasoning, and policy 

reform, demonstrating how sustained advocacy can transform formal legal 

frameworks. 

Despite these advances, implementation of legal reforms remained uneven 

across regions. Bureaucratic inertia and local prejudice sometimes hindered the 

practical realization of citizenship rights, indicating that formal recognition alone 

does not guarantee  social acceptance (Aspinall, 2010; Menchik, 2016). 

Consequently, Chinese-Indonesians navigated a dual landscape of legal affirmation 
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and continuing social vigilance, illustrating the complex trajectory of minority 

integration in post-authoritarian contexts. 

 

B. Reforms in Religious and Cultural Rights 
 

Legal reforms also extended to the domain of religious and cultural expression. The 

recognition of Confucianism as an official religion under President Abdurrahman 

Wahid enabled Chinese -Indonesians to openly practice religious rituals and 

participate in public ceremonies without fear of legal repercussions (Suryadinata, 

2003). Lunar New Year was officially acknowledged as a national holiday, reflecting 

a broader state effort to integrate Chinese cultural practices into Indonesia’s 

pluralistic narrative. These changes not only enhanced legal protection but also 

served symbolic purposes, signaling public recognition of ethnic diversity as integral 

to national identity. 

Cultural reforms extended beyond religious recognition. Media restrictions, 

once strictly enforced under the New Order, were relaxed, allowing Chinese -

language newspapers, television programming, and educational materials to circulate 

legally (Hoon, 2008). Community festivals, performances, and heritage preservation 

initiatives gained public visibility, promoting cultural continuity and social 

integration simultaneously. These reforms facilitated a renewed sense of belonging, 

as Chinese-Indonesians could assert cultural identity while participating fully in 

national life (Suryadinata, 2017). 

Importantly, the legal accommodation of cultural and religious rights 

intersected with broader democratization trends. The decentralization of governance 

following Reformasi allowed local governments to play a more active role in 

promoting cultural recognition, reflecting the synergy between national policy 

reform and regional implementation (Van Klinken, 2007). This multi-level approach 

underscores the role of both top-down legal reform and grassroots cultural activism 

in shaping the public status of minority communities. 

 

C.  Political Representation and Minority Rights 
 

Political representation emerged as a critical arena for the institutionalization of 

minority rights. Post -1998 electoral reforms facilitated greater participation by 
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Chinese-Indonesians in political processes, both as voters and candidates (Aspinall, 

2010). While historical marginalization had limited Chinese-Indonesians’ access to 

political office, the democratization process enabled new avenues for engagement, 

including representation in local legislatures and participation in national party 

politics. This visibility has contributed to shaping citizenship debates and promoting 

policy responsiveness to minority concerns. 

Political parties, particularly those aligned with reformist or pluralist agendas, 

have provided platforms for Chinese-Indonesian participation, enabling advocacy for 

inclusive legislation and protections against discrimination (Hoon, 2008). The active 

engagement of Chinese-Indonesians in electoral politics demonstrates how civic 

involvement reinforces the legitimacy of formal legal rights, ensuring that 

recognition is complemented by practical influence in governance. 

Nevertheless, participation is mediated by persistent societal attitudes and 

political pragmatism. Chinese -Indonesians must navigate both ethnicized 

perceptions and the broader communitarian framework of Indonesian politics, 

which emphasizes consensus and harmony (Menchik, 2016). While formal 

representation has improved, political integration remains an ongoing process, 

contingent on negotiation between community aspirations, societal acceptance, and 

institutional opportunities. The post-2000s reforms collectively illustrate how legal 

recognition, cultural rights, and political participation intersect to redefine 

citizenship and strengthen the position of Chinese-Indonesians in contemporary 

Indonesia. 

 

Case Studies of Chinese-Indonesian Experiences and 
the Impact on Various Aspects 

 

A. The 1965 Anti-Communist Purge and its Impact on Chinese-

Indonesians 
 

The 1965 anti-communist purge in Indonesia, following the alleged coup attempt 

by the 30 September Movement, had profound and long -lasting effects on the 

Chinese-Indonesian community. The political upheaval, combined with Suharto’s 

subsequent New Order consolidation, led to widespread persecution of individuals 

suspected of communist affiliations, a category disproportionately applied to 
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Chinese-Indonesians due to historical associations with the Indonesian Communist 

Party (PKI) and the ethnic community’s transnational connections (Cribb, 2001; 

Mozingo, 1976). Families were displaced, property confiscated, and individuals were 

detained without trial or executed. This period created a climate of fear that 

reinforced marginalization and social invisibility among Chinese-Indonesians. 

The social and psychological impact of the 1965 purge extended far beyond 

immediate violence. Survivors and their descendants faced generational trauma, 

manifested in heightened social caution, reluctance to assert ethnic identity, and the 

internalization of stigmatization (Purdey, 2006). Many Chinese -Indonesians 

strategically pursued assimilation, adopting Indonesian-sounding names, restricting 

the public use of Chinese languages, and avoiding visible cultural expression (Hoon, 

2008). The events of 1965 thus entrenched a dual identity: legally Indonesian but 

socially and culturally circumscribed, highlighting the complex relationship between 

political violence and minority identity formation. 

Economically, the purge disrupted Chinese-Indonesian entrepreneurship and 

commercial networks. Businesses were expropriated, often transferred to indigenous 

Indonesians aligned with the New Order regime, reinforcing perceptions of Chinese 

economic dominance while simultaneously weakening community resilience (Chua, 

2008). These disruptions exacerbated inequalities and reshaped patterns of urban 

settlement, forcing communities into discrete neighborhoods and limiting access to 

broader socio-political networks. The 1965 purge demonstrates how political crises 

can entrench systemic discrimination, with long -term implications for social 

cohesion and ethnic identity. 

 

B. The Post-1998 Period and the Rise of Chinese-Indonesian 

Political Agency 
 

The fall of Suharto in 1998 and the advent of Reformasi catalyzed a new era for 

Chinese-Indonesians, characterized by increased political participation and social 

activism. Freed from the New Order’s restrictive assimilation policies, Chinese -

Indonesians began asserting visibility through cultural expression, civil society 

engagement, and political advocacy (Suryadinata, 2003). Organizations such as 

INTI (Perhimpunan Indonesia Tionghoa) and youth -led associations promoted 
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dialogue with policymakers, campaigned for the recognition of Confucianism, and 

advocated for the protection of minority rights (Hoon, 2008). 

This period also witnessed a shift in political agency, as Chinese-Indonesians 

entered municipal and national politics, contributed to policy debates, and 

collaborated with broader democratic coalitions (Aspinall, 2010). Electoral 

participation increased both as candidates and voters, reflecting an expanded role in 

shaping national discourse on citizenship, minority rights, and ethnic integration 

(Menchik, 2016). The increased visibility of the community was accompanied by a 

growing capacity to influence public policy, marking a reversal from the historical 

marginalization experienced under both colonial and New Order regimes. 

Social activism extended beyond politics into initiatives aimed at reconciliation 

and the repair of communal relations. Programs focusing on education, cultural 

preservation, and interethnic dialogue sought to address historical grievances while 

promoting inclusive narratives of Indonesian identity (Suryadinata, 2017). These 

efforts demonstrate how minority communities can leverage periods of political 

transition to transform social and cultural constraints into opportunities for 

empowerment and civic contribution. 

 

C.  The Impact on Legal, Social, and Political Aspects 
 

Legal and constitutional reforms post-1998 have provided Chinese-Indonesians with 

formal recognition and protection, particularly through the repeal of the SBKRI 

requirement, recognition of Confucianism, and clarification of citizenship rights 

(Butt & Lind sey, 2012). These reforms facilitated access to public services, education, 

and political participation, allowing Chinese-Indonesians to assert their rights and 

visibility within the national framework. Nevertheless, challenges remain, as 

bureaucratic inconsistencies and residual societal prejudice continue to limit the full 

realization of equality (Crouch, 2014). 

Socially, Chinese -Indonesian identity functions both as a source of 

marginalization and empowerment. While ethnicity has historically been used to 

justify exclusion and violence, contemporary cultural pride, economic influence, and 

civic activism have turn ed identity into a platform for advocacy and social 

engagement (Hoon, 2008; Suryadinata, 2017). Cultural festivals, language 
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preservation, and community institutions reinforce cohesion while signaling active 

participation in Indonesia’s pluralistic society. 

Politically, the trajectory of Chinese -Indonesians illustrates the interplay 

between structural reform and agency. Participation in local governance, electoral 

politics, and advocacy coalitions demonstrates that legal recognition alone is 

insufficient; proactive engagement is necessary to shape the public understanding of 

citizenship and belonging (Aspinall, 2010; Menchik, 2016). Despite these advances, 

integration remains an ongoing process, particularly in regions where historical 

prejudice persists, highlighting the continuing negotiation of identity, citizenship, 

and equality in contemporary Indonesia. 

The Chinese-Indonesian case exemplifies the complex relationship between 

historical trauma, legal reform, and the development of minority agency. It 

underscores the importance of sustained advocacy, institutional reform, and cultural 

affirmation in addressing structural inequalities while fostering inclusive citizenship. 

 

Conclusion  
 

A. Summary of Key Findings 
 

This study demonstrates the intricate relationship between ethnicity, citizenship, and 

national identity in the context of Chinese-Indonesians. Historically, the community 

navigated a continuum of marginalization, discrimination, and conditional 

belonging shaped by colonial policies, post -independence nation-building, and 

authoritarian New Order regimes (Coppel, 2002; Hoon, 2008). Legal and 

administrative frameworks, such as the SBKRI requirement and assimilationist 

mandates, reinforced exclusion and limited public participation, while societal 

prejudice and economic stereotyping further constrained integration (Suryadinata, 

2003; Purdey, 2006). The post-1998 Reformasi period marked a critical juncture, 

characterized by legal reforms, recognition of Confucianism, and expanded political 

opportunities that collectively transformed the status of Chinese-Indonesians. These 

reforms, coupled with active civil society engagement, facilitated a more inclusive 

conceptualization of citizenship, illustrating the interplay between legal recognition 

and social agency (Butt & Lindsey, 2012; Menchik, 2016). 
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The study also highlights the fluidity of Chinese-Indonesian identity, shaped by 

historical trauma, generational shifts, and transnational influences. While older 

generations emphasized cautious assimilation, younger Chinese -Indonesians 

increasingly balance ethnic heritage with active participation in the Indonesian 

polity, leveraging cultural expression, civic engagement, and economic contribution 

to assert belonging (Hoon, 2008; Suryadinata, 2017). This evolving identity 

underscores the adaptive strategies that minority communities employ to navigate 

structural constraints and assert agency within a pluralistic yet historically 

hierarchical society. 

 

B. Theoretical Contributions 
 

From a theoretical perspective, this research contributes to the broader study of 

citizenship, minority rights, and national identity in post -colonial societies. It 

demonstrates that ethnicity operates both as a source of marginalization and a 

platform for empowerment, offering nuanced insights into how identity intersects 

with legal frameworks, political structures, and social norms (Chua, 2008; Crouch, 

2014). By situating Chinese-Indonesians within the broader narrative of Indonesian 

state-building, this study illustrates how minority inclusion and exclusion are not 

solely determined by legal statutes but are deeply embedded in historical, cultural, 

and political contexts (Reid, 2010). 

The findings also advance theoretical understandings of state -minority 

relations, emphasizing that citizenship is a dynamic construct shaped by policy, 

political opportunity, and social negotiation. In post -colonial and transitional 

contexts, legal reforms must be complemented by societal recognition and political 

participation to achieve substantive equality (Aspinall, 2010; Van Klinken, 2007). 

This perspective contributes to comparative debates on minority integration, 

demonstrating the interdependence of law, politics, and identity in shaping inclusive 

nationhood. 

 

C.  Policy Implications 
 

The study offers several policy implications for promoting ethnic equality and 

inclusion. First, sustained legal reforms are necessary to address residual 
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administrative barriers and ensure uniform implementation across regions. Policies 

must reinforce constitutional guarantees of equality, access to education, and 

participation in public institutions (Butt & Lindsey, 2012). Second, fostering 

multiculturalism requires both symbolic recognition and practical support for 

cultural and religious expression, such as public holidays, language education, and 

media representation (Suryadinata, 2017). 

Third, political engagement and representation should be encouraged, 

including initiatives to increase minority participation in electoral politics and civil 

society networks. Chinese-Indonesians’ historical marginalization illustrates the 

importance of linking legal recognition with active political agency, ensuring that 

citizenship rights translate into tangible social and political influence (Menchik, 

2016). Finally, programs promoting historical awareness and reconciliation, 

particularly regarding the 1 965 anti -communist purge and subsequent 

discrimination, are essential to redress historical injustices and foster social cohesion 

(Purdey, 2006). 

 

D.  9Limitations and Future Research 
 

This study has several limitations. Access to primary sources, particularly archival 

materials and first-hand interviews, was constrained by historical censorship, limited 

documentation, and regional variability in records. Consequently, some narratives 

may underrepresent local variations in Chinese -Indonesian experiences. 

Additionally, the focus on legal, political, and socio-cultural dimensions may have 

limited exploration of micro-level everyday experiences within communities. 

Future research could expand comparative analyses with other minority 

communities in Southeast Asia, such as the Indian or Malay diasporas, to examine 

similarities and divergences in citizenship trajectories and state-minority relations 

(Reid, 1988; Tan, 2 008). Longitudinal studies exploring generational shifts, 

transnational influences, and the role of globalization on ethnic identity would 

further enrich understanding of minority integration. Research on interethnic 

dialogue, reconciliation initiatives, and their effectiveness in fostering social cohesion 

could also provide practical insights for policymakers and civil society actors. By 

addressing these gaps, future scholarship can continue to illuminate the complex 
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dynamics of ethnicity, citizenship, and national identity in post -colonial plural 

societies. 
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