
 

 

 

  
 

  

 Contents

 Home

 cover story

 aceh today

 arts

 business weekly

 cartoon

 economy & business

 indicator

 interview

 law

 letters

 literature

 national

 opinion

 sidelines

 previous edition

  No. 46/VI/July 18 - 24, 2006

Cover Story

Ariel Heryanto
Senior Lecturer and head of the Indonesia Program, University of Melbourne

THE meaning of ‘citizenship’ in this republic has been made sweeter through the
enactment of laws in parliament. Decades of discrimination against two groups
of people in particular, has been lifted, although not completely. They are two
members of the minority: the ethnic Chinese, and women.

The parliamentarians are to be commended for their hard work, particularly
representatives from the two minority groups. This is indeed a great phase—
though certainly not the last—of making all citizens equal before the law.

Our next task should take place outside of parliament, and that is to turn the
new law into norms, values, habit, language and daily behavior. This is infinitely
more difficult than enacting the law itself, which has been described, by its
formulators, as ‘revolutionary.’

Among many Indonesians, the letters WNI (an abbreviation of citizen of
Indonesia) had meant ‘ethnic Chinese citizen.’ In fact, it was once even longer:
WNI of Chinese descent. Eventually it was shortened to ‘ethnic WNI’ and later, it
became just ‘WNI.’

There are two reasons why ‘WNI,’ which came to refer to ethnic Chinese, should
not be underestimated. First, the habit did not develop spontaneously, but
originated and cultivated from official yet insane discriminatory policies of the
New Order regime.

Secondly, referring to ‘nonpribumi’ (non-native) as ‘WNI’ unintentionally serves to
inculcate in people’s minds that the majority of Indonesians are not equal
‘citizens.’ This sounds strange.

The rationale probably comes from the following: to Indonesians in general,
citizenship is something that is ‘unnatural,’ a legal status that exists only because
it is produced, in this case, by a legal body that is monopolistic and vested with
total authority—and that is the state.

Most Indonesians feel they ‘own’ Indonesia not because it’s the result of a state
and bureaucratic process. That right is obtained from birth to death, biologically,
inherited, natural or God’s will. Translated into the language of the New Order, it
reads: they are the ‘pribumi.’ They are the ‘original’ Indonesians.

This concerns a broader question, and that is, what is ‘national citizen?’ The
early Indonesian national revolutionaries had the same vision as the modern
academics who studied history and how world civilizations came into being. They
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say, the birth of the ‘nation-states’ was not a natural phenomenon or by the
Grace of God, but a result of conscious legal and political decisions of the
educated class, who were later supported by the general population. The nation
and the state exist through a modern process of bureaucracy. Nation is
understood as a huge project, supported freely and voluntarily by various groups
of people from different skin color, gender and descent, who agreed to be
equal.

Within such an understanding, there are no ‘original’ citizens, no more is there an
‘original’ state. They are all results of brilliant ‘manufacturing’ and ‘engineering.’
Hence the citizenship status of each person can be temporary (not fated to be
complete and fatal), and can, at any time, be duplicated, replaced or asked for.

The new Citizenship Law has changed the meaning of citizenship and classified
all ethnic minority groups as ‘original Indonesians.’ The objective is
commendable: to establish equality, justice and friendship. A number of the
formulators claim to have de-colonized Indonesian law. Unfortunately, the
language used to explain this noble objective is confusing, outdated and too
colonial.

‘Original Indonesia’ is a terminology that is self-contradictory, like ‘old baby,’
‘drenched dry,’ or ‘silent explosion.’ If something is said to be Indonesian, it is
unlikely to be original; and something that is original is unlikely to be Indonesian.

It would be more appropriate if the good intention is understood and explained
as follows: we are equal because we are all equally not originally Indonesian. In
the new vision of modern nationhood we are all non-native, we are migrants.
Nations, which from the beginning became aware and accepted this reality,
without regret, with pride and grown to great heights are Canada, the United
States, Australia and Singapore.

Concretely and historically, a number of nations of this world always made
exceptions of fusion and diversity, differences in ethnicity, tradition, religion and
language. Indonesia is included in this category, as aptly described by the late
Pramoedya A. Toer in his quartet of stories.

Both the word ‘republic’ and ‘Indonesia’ derived from European languages. The
three issues contained in the 1928 Youth Pledge (Soempah Pemoeda) are
products of the Dutch colonial culture. The Youth Pledge itself was born of a
congress discussing theories in the Dutch language. Our daily clothing, the music
we heard, the films we watched were certainly ‘not originally Indonesian.’ The
food and beverage consumed by Indonesians come from all over the place;
Javanese gudeg and jamu, Chinese bakso and capcay, Indian martabak, Italian
pizza, Japanese tempura and Italian cappuccino. How can one say a person is
of this or that blood, or of one particular ethnic group?

Ethnicity has never been seen as biological, let alone a blood issue. So ethnicity
was never the business of doctors or biology. Ethnicity became a political
stamp, created by government officials supported by a number of academics to
classify citizens and legalize the inequitable division of rights and prosperity.

In this modern age, there are no longer ‘original’ communities in the sense of
being born, growing up and dying in an isolated community devoid of outside
influence. Native and original beings perhaps exist only in fiction, like dinosaurs in
Jurassic Park.

So, it is truly confusing—and even demeaning—if there are tendencies towards
categorizing people as ‘original.’ It would truly be going backwards from the
1930s. It would even be more confusing if such laws are seen to be
revolutionary.
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During the 1930s, when Indonesian citizenship was just a wish, Sutan Takdir
Alisjahbana stressed succinctly that Indonesia is not an extension or a total sum
of Java, Sumatra, Bali, Kalimantan and so forth. Indonesia is a project to
produce a modern figure, in the European way of thinking. The cross-ethnicity
idea was clearly revolutionary. This contradicted the prevailing European ethnic
community which was allowed by the Dutch colonial government to divide the
local populace according to ethnic descent as ‘original’ or ‘native,’ ‘foreign
Easterners’ and ‘Europeans.’

The notion submitted by Alisjahbana was messed up by myths promoted by
Sukarno of Indonesia being colonized by the Dutch for 350 years, as if Indonesia
existed before the 20th century. In fact, the only land colonized by the Dutch for
hundreds of years was only Java. Under the militaristic New Order regime, the
myth of Indonesia as ‘the inheritor of noble people’ was widely promoted. Some
of this thinking still remains among us who were brainwashed in the schools and
the media under their administration.

Benedict Anderson is known specifically for his theory on the origins of nations
of the world. According to him, national movements were often initiated by
migrants. Not coincidentally, he said, the first group to explicitly declare itself as
an Indonesian national organization was the Perhimpoenan Indonesia (Indonesia
Association), founded in 1922 by Indonesian expatriates in Rotterdam.

The only person to hold the title ‘Father of the Nation’ in the Chinese Republic
was Sun Yat-sen, a migrant or Hoakiao from Hawaii. Jose Rizal, who was
declared ‘Father of the Nation’ and ‘First Filipino’ by the Philippines, had a
European-sounding name. The statue of Rizal at Manila’s Luneta Park,
designated as a national monument, shows Rizal holding two of the most famous
books he wrote, Noli Me Tangere and Filibusterismo. According to Vincente
Rafael, a student of Anderson, the two novels were written by Rizal when he
was studying in Europe. A major part of the first novel was written in Paris, and
later printed in Berlin in 1887. The second novel was written in London, Paris,
Brussels, before being published in the Belgian town of Ghent in 1891. Most
Filipinos never read these novels in their original language, Spanish.

In the name of ‘nationalism,’ contra-revolutionary and anti-modern forces are
busy trying to purify race, traditions, culture, language and ethnicity. The result is
not only racism and fascism, but a series of repressive measures against
sexuality and marriages of female citizens. Their marriages to foreign men were
seen as threats to purity, identity and the nation’s dignity. Since then, the
second-class citizen category was born—Ethnic Chinese Females. Their fate
was no better than other ‘ethnic citizens.’
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