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Abstract 

 

Red Nanyang: Chinese-Language Literature of Indonesia, 1945-1965  

David Borgonjon 

This dissertation is the first full-length study of Chinese-language literature of Indonesia 

(yinhua literature) from 1945 to 1965. I demonstrate the existence of a flourishing print culture 

that became turned increasingly to the left during the anticolonial interregnum between the 

censorship of Dutch colonialism and the language ban of the New Order. I argue that this 

literature was deeply embedded within the framework of Sino-Indonesian friendship in ways 

which both enabled and constrained it. My approach emphasizes the complex interplay of the 

international and the interethnic, and the strong pull that the ideal of communication across 

linguistic and social barriers exerted on this literature. Making extensive use of archives, rare 

books, and periodical sources from multiple languages and countries, I show how internationalist 

anticolonialism facilitated the transition from colonial subjecthood to postcolonial citizenship. 

Complicating the assumption that the Chinese-literate left was primarily interested in events in 

the ñhomeland,ò I show how progressive culture pushed yinhua intellectuals to reorient their 

focus to Indonesian social life. The first section surveys the historical development of yinhua 

literature and its substrate print culture, emphasizing the formative role of the linguistic context. 

The second section reexamines the writing of communist writer Baren ֲ and his peers in 

relation to the Indonesian revolution and Afro-Asian translation. The third section delves into 

Guided Democracy literature through the exploration of two fraught social relations: 

capital/labor and teacher/student. A number of appendices provide information about Chinese-

language print materials related to Indonesia.  
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Note on Language 

It is difficult to remain consistent when working with multiple languages at a historical 

moment where they are still in the process of standardization. In general, I default to pinyin and 

simplified script for Chinese references unless there is an established alternate usage. I have 

generally applied the ñperfectedò (EYD) orthography for Indonesian references, except for titles 

and personal names. Extensive glossaries are provided at the end.  
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Introduction 

Arriving in Indonesia 

Fifteen years after he first set foot in Southeast Asia, the communist writer Baren ֲ 

reminisced on the task that faced him and his antifascist comrades after their flight from 

Singapore on the eve of the Japanese invasion:  

The hope of returning [to China] was gone, and we had to make long-term plans. For this 
we needed to do two things. Firstly, find a way to ensure our economic survival, and 
conceal ourselves. Secondly, learn Indonesian, not only to help with concealment, but 
also to prepare for the coming Indonesian revolution. I thought that only having done 
both these things, could we participate in a limited way in the local anti-fascist struggle. 
To "hide" within the struggle of the masses, this is the duty of the revolutionary [ñò
ᴧ ԈҬ̆ ᵬҹѿҩ ᴋⱵ].1  

These two tasks, of securing survival and learning Indonesian, are really one: immersion within 

the anticolonial currents gathering in this part of the world. This essay, ñPelabuhan,ò (; 

1958) was one of a suite of texts generally referred to as the Notes from the Land Below the 

Winds ( Ҋӊ ). I discuss these in detail in a later chapter, but for now, this text is our 

departure point for a reflection on the nature of Chinese-language literature in Indonesia. 

In the first part, the narration weaves between Barenôs arrival in a small river port on the 

mouth of the Siak river, just called ñHarborò or ñPelabuhan,ò2 and the traces of the celebrated 

writer Yu Dafu . The older writer, with whom Baren had collaborated on the last-ditch 

mobilization against fascism in Singapore, had preceded him in the flight into Sumatra. Stories 

filter back about Yuôs botched attempt to disguise himself as a petty trader, even though he ñstill 

couldn't speak any Indonesian, and only knew a few numbers like satu (one), dua (two), and tiga 

(three)."3 Eventually, they would all rendezvous in the town of Payakumbuh in West Sumatra, 

where Yu would play the part of a distillery owner, with the other antifascist exiles as his 

employees. At the end of the war, he was disappeared for his knowledge of war crimes, spawning 

a cottage industry of speculation and scholarship.4 Elsewhere, Baren eulogized Yu like so:    

Itôs not that we shouldnôt, but that we neednôt walk [his path]. All wrong turns are 
markers for the right way. We have our own right way [é] So letôs leap right over his 
path!  

We donôt need to mourn Dafu.5 
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Indeed, it is tempting to overinterpret Yuôs fate as a kind of allegory about the fate of May Fourth 

literature in Southeast Asia, and others have done just that.6 We are engaged here, however, in 

narrating a beginning rather than an ending.  

In the second part of the essay, the narration slows from summary to scene. The narrator 

settles down for the night in the home of a patriotic Chinese merchant, where they encounter an 

Indonesian youth, a cloth peddler also staying the nightð"so thin, so brown-black [̆

]. Two deep black eyes, emitting emerald light, watching you, scalding my heart like a 

flame.ò7 They converse, with the help of a Chinese youth that I will refer to as the interpreter, a 

relative of a friend escorting the narrator on the westward journey. He professes envious 

admiration of the rich Chinese who "know how to do business," and bemoans his poor 

compatriots who are "foolish," telling stories about how merchants exploit illiterate peasants by 

ensnaring them in debt, often falsifying accounts, then foreclosing on their land or buying up 

produce below costs. The dramatic irony here is that this praise is, to a communist, damning 

indeed. The narrator silences his own anticolonial, anticapitalist convictions, in order to maintain 

his own disguise as a petty trader. That night, he is unable to sleep due to an "indescribable 

feeling of discomfort [Ҍ ].ò8  

Let us now hone in on the narration of this encounter that is not quite a dialogue. What is 

the nature of the discomfort it leaves behind? What is it that prevents free intercourse between 

the narrator and this youth, or in Barenôs own words, ñwhat is the thing that has severed our 

human affection [ָӇқ ױ ֲ ԅ ]?ò9 The immediate answers are 

the language barrier and political repression. Yet as significant as these are, they can and will be 

overcome: the Japanese occupation will end in 1945, and over the next two decades leftist 

intellectuals would dedicate considerable energy to translation and language education. The real 

divide is social, that legacy of colonialism, a regional variant of what W.E.B. Du Bois termed the 

ñcolor line.ò10  

At this time, a man like Baren in insular Southeast Asia would likely be greeted by Malay 

speakers with the conventional expression, ñMau ke mana, taukeh? (Where to, taukeh? ̆
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?)ò He noted with some unease that the term taukeh (also romanized towkay, or toujia), a 

loanword that originally referred to wealthy merchants, had become generalized to refer 

respectfully to any Chinese man.11 This situation exemplifies what Althusser called 

"interpellation," wherein the individual is transformed into a subject through being ñhailed,ò for 

example, by the police saying, "hey, you!ò12 The narrator must assent to this hailing by the racial 

ideology of colonialism, in which to be Chinese is to be bourgeois, and to be otherwise is to risk 

exposure and execution. The absent figure of the Chinese merchant, both real and imagined, 

determines the encounterðthe entrepreneurial youth aspires to be like one but cannot, while the 

communist refugee must pass as one but does not want to. For the narrator, he represents an 

escape route, a means of survival, at the cost of the foreclosure of solidarity. This figure is really 

a relation, of course, whose other term is the Indonesian peasant: the narrator then relays the 

youthôs despair about his countrymenôs ignorance, who "don't know how to count, using their 

fingers for numbers under ten; for numbers above ten, they have to arrange matchsticks."13 Here 

is the persistent trope of native ignorance and its complement, foreign cunningðor more 

precisely, of innumeracy and numeracy14ðwhose colonial genealogy has been traced by Syed 

Hussein Alatas.15  

The objection to this discourse is also a (soon-to-be) familiar one. After the description of 

the exploitative actions of Chinese merchants in the Sumatran interior, the narrator pours forth 

his objections. Not to the youth, but to the reader:  

As I listened, my heart grew heavy. I knew that the Chinese who open shops in the 
countryside were mostly exiled laborers. Under the policies of colonialism, they also are 
exploited and oppressed. Who can find another way of life, caught in the economic net of 
capitalism? Could he see this truth or not? He continued, saying that now the Dutch have 
been chased off, the Japanese have come. For a time, the Japanese incited Indonesians to 
loot Chinese shops. But now, the Japanese want to calm the market, and do business, so 
they rely on you Chinese again!ðFrom this we can see that Chinese merchants are also 
subject to the laws of imperialism's economic robbery. And in any case, in Indonesia, 
they are mostly Chinese workers!16  

A confusion of voices, stances, and tones is condensed into this one passage. This passage begins 

and ends with a direct address to the reader (ñAs I listenedéò), before shifting to reported 

speech (ñHe continuedéò) and then to free indirect discourse: ñéso they rely on you Chinese 
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again!ò Here, the ñyou Chinese (ᵰױ ᶸ)ò is diegetically addressed to the narrator, but because 

it is not marked as reported speech, it also extends the accusation to the reader. The narratorôs 

refutation is not set in quotation marks, but rather interrupts the youthôs accusations, where the 

long dash both distinguishes and blends the two voices: ñé so they rely on you Chinese 

again!ðFrom this we can seeé [ᵰױ ᶸ ˻ðð ].ò This invocation of the 

working-class majority recurs with the regularity of an axiom in Chinese leftist discourse in this 

period. True in the general sense that very few were actually wealthy, though not in the stricter 

sense of the predominance of wage labor, this argument also avoids confronting the racialized 

structure of the colonial economy, which does/would not disappear with political independence. 

This rebuttal, no matter how earnest it is, is made suspect by the narrative situation itself. Forced 

by the pressing poverty of the Indonesian countryside to seek alternate livelihood, the youth 

works for, and is exploited by, the merchant. Meanwhile, the narrator is an honored guest, 

supported by a coethnic who wishes to express his patriotism, likely with funds that ultimately 

derive from the commercial exploitation of the Indonesian peasantry. All this is legible within the 

text, hence its ambivalence.  

This rebuttal cannot be uttered, and so is expressed as internal monologue. We as readers 

must substitute for the youth in the text. That vast difference between what the narrator wants to 

say and what he can say is driven home when this monologue is interrupted by the question, 

"Are you in business as well?" It is the interpreter now who rushes to respond, fretting the 

narrator will blow their cover: "Yesé Just like you, we're here to buy some cloth to peddle." The 

narrator assents: ñóMhm [],ô I could only make a wordless response.ò17 This mumble is the 

only thing the narrator actually utters in the entire text.   

Using the notion of a ñstructure of address,ò we can elaborate the dynamics of this 

discursive situation even further.18 The closing passages of ñPelabuhanò resemble the literary 

device known as an apostrophe, in which a speaker addresses someone or something that cannot 

respond, and we can provisionally term it ñapostrophic discourse.ò While the addressee is 

typically an absent person, a personified abstraction or an inanimate objectðthe skull of Yorick 
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in Hamlet is a famous exampleðin this case the apostrophic situation is produced by a 

multilayered linguistic, political, and social divide. It is not, of course, that the message cannot 

be expressed at all, but only that it cannot be delivered to its intended destination. Compare this 

form of address to free indirect discourse, in which reported speech or thought blends into the 

narrator's direct speech, credited by many literary theorists with producing the interiority effect 

of the realist novel.19 Free indirect discourse blurs two levels of narration which are typically 

distinguished: the actual narrator of the text, and the represented character within it. What I am 

calling apostrophic discourse instead involves a differentiation of two addressees which normally 

coincide: the actual reader of the text, and the intended recipient of the message within the text. 

In other words, we are dealing with the ñyouò rather than the ñIò side of discourse. (Note that 

although apostrophic discourse often does use the grammatical second person, it doesnôt need to, 

as in the penultimate line of ñPelabuhanò: "I hope he has a joyful dream, a dream of 

liberation!"20)  

The structure of address here is, then, triangular. Following narratological usage, we can 

label these three positions: narrator, reader, and addressee.21 As the other Notes from the Land 

Below the Winds (discussed in Chapter 3) make clear, the implied readership here is the 

progressive Chinese youth of Southeast Asia.22 That means that this metatextual triangle is 

modeled textually in the conversation between the narrator, the interpreter, and the youth, with 

the second term mediating between the other two. The rhetorical effect is twofold. The 

immediate effect is to elicit discomfort through the emphasis on complicity, through the 

focalization of the antagonism between the Chinese merchant that the reader is ethnically 

identified with and the Indonesian masses with whom the reader solidaristically identifies.23 Yet 

there is also a latent effect, since the text also provides an opportunity to relieve this discomfort: 

the reader must deliver the message to the addressee. The reader here doesn't just receive the 

message intended for the addressee, but is entrusted with it, a steward, a courier, a forwarding 

address. In other words, Baren's essays are calibrated to produce within readers a desire to 

communicate. To realize this desire, to complete the delivery of the message, requires exiting 
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Chinese literature and entering Indonesian history. It should come as no surprise that this 

rhetorical effect was not so different from the progressive strategy that Baren helped shape 

during his years in North Sumatra, which prioritized the building of interethnic solidarity with 

Indonesians through the cultivation of young cadre.  

We can see that ñPelabuhanò looks forward to a utopian moment when the narrator and 

the addressee can converse directly and sincerely across ethnolinguistic difference, having 

dismantled ñthat thing that has severed our human affection.ò24 (Put differently, it is the moment 

when the readership of ñPelabuhanò is Indonesian.) At that moment, apostrophic discourse 

collapses into direct discourse. The triangle becomes a line. In this sense, the discursive situation 

described here is not just apostrophic, but also prolepticðit projects forward to a time when the 

distance that it mediates disappears, and hence its own conditions of existence. The conversation 

in that post-revolutionary future will revolve not around the economic intercourse that 

characterized the colonial relation (Yu Dafuôs satu, dua, tiga), but around cultural exchange and 

political education. From the perspective of 1958, the catastrophe of 1965 could not have been 

expected, and indeed, there was reason to be optimistic in comparison to 1941. The original 

postscript to this essay makes explicit note of Jakartaôs successful campaign against a CIA-

backed insurgency: ñrecorded [] on the day I received news of the Indonesian Armyôs 

recapture of Payakumbuh.ò25 

  

Yinhua Literature  

Barenôs essay is one staging of the encounter between the left-wing Chinese writing and 

the racialized realities of Southeast Asia. It surfaces many of the issues that, in retrospect, can be 

seen as central for the body of writing that I call yinhua  literature during the Cold War. I 

define yinhua literature as literature (a) in Chinese (b) of Indonesiaðor in Chinese, yinni huawen 

wenxue .26 This dissertation is the first dedicated full-length study of this literature 

during its golden age from the Indonesian declaration of independence in 1945 to the right-wing 

military coup of 1965, when the public use of the Chinese language was effectively banned. In 
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these two decades, hundreds of thousands of people attended school and read newspapers in the 

language, and not a few of them also tried their hand at writing stories, poems, essays and 

criticism. Then and now, one of this print cultureôs most distinctive features was its left-leaning 

bent, and I pay special attention to this: indeed, one of my core contentions is that the 

development of a localized minority identity was intertwined with the espousal of a socialist and 

anticolonial internationalism. My goal is not only to recover some of the depth and breadth of 

this forgotten literature, but also to supply a political and aesthetic framework through which to 

appreciate it. At the same time, I also hope to contribute to the reconstruction of the historical 

geography that I refer to as the ñRed Nanyang.ò The term ñNanyangò (, lit. ñSouth Seasò) 

entered common usage in the early 20th century as a geonym for the archipelago of Chinese 

settlement in Southeast Asia centered on Singapore. While it often evokes discourses of 

exoticism and primitivism, my intent is to instead draw attention to it as a constitutively 

transnational site of radical politics.  

The origins of yinhua literature lie in the wave of institution-building accompanying the 

cultural nationalist movement of the early 20th century, when reformers founded schools and 

newspapers to encourage fluency in the ñnational language ( )ò that was in the early stages 

of standardization.27 By the 1930s a modest literary culture had developed within the 

supplements of newspapers such as Xin Bao  (ñNew Newspaperò). Some exceptional 

writers such as Zheng Tufei  and Heiying  even wrote stories that were published in 

China while they were studying there. Yet the growth of a local scene was hamstrung by a 

notoriously strict regime of colonial censorship which construed all forms of nationalism as 

extremism and tried to limit international intellectual exchange.28 This regime was dismantled, 

along with the rest of Dutch rule, by the Pacific War.  

The postwar weakness of the colonial order permitted the revolutionary networks of 

ñunderground Asiaò to take their struggle out into the open, most notably in the Indonesian 

independence struggle.29 Buoyed by antifascist credentials, the leftðincluding Communist Party 

of China (CPC) intellectuals such as Baren ֲ and Hu Yuzhi ӊðestablished footholds in 
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communal institutions and sometimes started new ones, such as the newspaper Seng Hwo Pao 

( ), later the quasi-official voice the PRC. The alliance between a radical underground 

pursuing a united front strategy and a patriotic mainstream politicized by the war formed the 

basis for the progressive culture of the next decades, one which granted literature a central role in 

political education and self-transformation. The polarizing competition between partisans of the 

Communist Party of China (CPC) and the Nationalist Party of China (Guomindang; GMD) was 

not conducive to creative expression, however, and the handful of literary journals founded in 

postwar Jakarta mostly did not survive past 1949.  

It was only after the Afro-Asian Conference of 1955 that, with the opening of a spate of 

literary supplements in major newspapers, artistic conditions improved. Poets such as Li Qing 

 and Shaping  sought to integrate the conventions of the socialist ode with local subject 

matter, while fiction reached a new level with the publication of the screen-novel Love and Hate 

on Tin Island ( ֿ ) by Li Xu  and Li Ren ֲ. Of special importance here is the 

appearance of the magazine Chiao Hsing Weekly ( ℮), officially affiliated to the 

predominantly-Chinese mass organization Baperki and secretly linked to the Communist Party of 

Malaya (CPM), which promoted an increasingly popular form of left-wing localismðculturally 

this program was expressed in the introduction into Chinese of progressive Indonesian literature 

by translators such as Chen Zhanhu  (aka Shannu ꜜ).  

The transition from parliamentary to guided democracy under military law at the end of 

the decade was rocked with crises, including the mass eviction of rural Chinese known as the 

PP10 crisis and a series of publishing bans and school closures. Despite these challenges, the 

overall leftward shift in Indonesian politics at this time ultimately helped to consolidate leftist 

hegemony within yinhua print cultureðwhich is part of the reason it was dismantled so 

completely during the subsequent anticommunist crackdown. In fact, yinhua literature was in the 

middle of an unprecedented renaissance in 1965 that has largely escaped scholarly attention, with 

new organizations such as the Zamrud Cultural Foundation publishing dozens of original books a 

year and cultivating a new generation, including the critic Huang Yurong and the short 
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story writer Xu Qiongling . Thus, although yinhua literature certainly never achieved the 

breadth and depth of its neighbor in what was then British Malaya, a paucity of scholarship 

should not be taken as evidence of the absence of a meaningful literary tradition, but rather as a 

symptom of the intensity of its suppression after 1965. Literary activity did not cease after this 

point, of course, but hereafter it was either tightly restricted or forced underground, until the 

revival of the late 20th century, which I leave for other scholars to narrate.  

 

The Discourse of Friendship 

It is a useful simplification to think of this cultural production in terms of the encounter 

of Chinese literature with Indonesian history, keeping in mind that both of these terms are 

contested and overlapping. We are then led to pose questions such as: How could the imperative 

to ñgo down to the masses,ò so common within the revolutionary literature of the Yan'an 

tradition, be put into practice for an ethnolinguistic minority? To what extent could the tropes 

and genres developed in China be adapted to local realities without distorting them? How should 

linguistic difference, including both Chinese and non-Chinese languages, be representedðand 

could Indonesian writers also serve as a literary model? What was the relevance of categories 

such as ñsocialist realismò and ñrevolutionary romanticismò for a country acknowledged to be at 

a different stage of the struggle for socialism? How could the imperative to represent proletarian 

perspectives be reconciled with a social composition that predominantly non-proletarian? Was 

the intended readership of this literature limited to the minority, or should it seek a larger one in 

China, despite the distance, or in Indonesia, presumably in translation?  

The predominant genres in this period were the free verse poem and the (very) short 

story. The brevity of these forms reflected not just the primary venue for writers, single-page 

newspaper supplements, but also the amateur background of most writers. Although yinhua 

writers were avid consumers of international and especially socialist literature, the level of 

literary theory and criticism was generally rudimentary until 1962, when critics such as Huang 

Yurong began to actively foster public debate. It is generally assumed that the consumption of 
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PRC culture fostered strong diasporic attachments, and it certainly played a role in the ñreturnò 

migration of many students in the early 1950s. However, I show that socialist literature, 

especially later on, also encouraged and enabled forms of localization. This is visible in, for 

example, the way that the injunction to realism demanded of writers that they observe and 

analyze their own social realities in new ways. We also observe the increasing prevalence of 

Indonesian subjects within the conventional genre of the revolutionary ode: October 1 is replaced 

by August 17, Taiwan by West Irian, and Mao by Sukarno. This shift can also be interpreted in 

terms of yinhua literatureôs convergence with the progressive Indonesian writing associated with 

the Peopleôs Institute for Culture (Lekra), which was also influenced by Chinese literary theory. 

These examples further demonstrate the misleading nature of the binary of ñChina-orientedò and 

ñlocal-orientedò that I am seeking to overturn.   

I propose to examine this literature through the interpretive framework of ñSino-

Indonesian friendship.ò I argue that this discourse, or rather, this project, has a powerful shaping 

influence on this literature. (Notably, whether this phrase refers to ñfriendship between Chinese 

and Indonesianò or ñfriendship between China and Indonesiaò is ambiguous, reflecting the real 

interlocking of interethnic and international relations.) While this phrase has the ring of an empty 

slogan today, in the decade before and after the Bandung Conference, it was a real if 

contradictory project, a goal not a given, one that cannot be said to have failed so much as 

suffered defeat. Most of the writers, translators, editors and critics examined here saw themselves 

as directly contributing to this project. We can posit at least two related assumptions that this 

framework entails, keeping in mind that they were contradictory and that writers were able to 

subvert them. (1) Chinese and Indonesian individuals are interpreted in terms of the collectivities 

they belong to; and (2) Chinese-Indonesian friendship should be represented, and conversely 

enmity should not be.   

The first assumption is in some sense characteristic of most minority literatures. It 

involves the compulsory insertion of every character within an identity grid. Thus, it is usually 

known whether a character in yinhua fiction is Chinese or Indonesianðany ambiguities become 
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central to the narrative tension. Furthermore, these characters and their relations cannot but be 

read in relation to the identities they represent/possess, and this secondary, figurative reading 

may even overpower the primary, literal reading. Thus, a particular interaction between a 

Chinese and an Indonesian character almost always demands to be interpreted in terms of the 

general relationship between Chinese and Indonesians, and/or between China and Indonesia. 

(The relationship between these two dimensions, the interethnic and the international, introduces 

a further complication.) Crucially, such an interpretive frame is not imposed by the author but by 

the social context. It is the reflection of the kind of interpretive practice that turns a traffic 

accident involving a businessman and a military officer into a race riot, as happened in the ñHan-

Harjono affair" of 1956.30 These metonymies, if we can call them that, determine the process of 

reading, and authors may manipulate them in complex ways: disguises, mistaken identities, 

mixed-race characters, inversions of stereotypes, and revelations of true parentage are just some 

of the devices that might be employed. Furthermore, the frame extends beyond characters to the 

(implied) author and (implied) reader as well, as my discussion of the structure of address in 

ñPelabuhanò shows.  

The second assumption concerns the regulating power of the call to solidarity, which can 

be alternately pleading and demanding, inspiring and unconvincing. We see this first and 

foremost in the tactful avoidance of representations of Sino-Indonesian antagonism, which made 

a direct engagement with the colonial legacies of racialized inequality and communal segregation 

difficult. Because every Chinese/Indonesian is a representative of all Chinese/Indonesians, 

representations of individual altercations cannot but be inflated into allegories of structural 

antagonism. Like all repressions, though, this antagonism doesnôt disappear, leaving traces in the 

repetitive declarations of friendship, the invention of substitute antagonists, the unconvincing 

idealization of protagonists, and narrative detours, to name a few. It is not just antagonism that 

must be suppressed, however, but also its amorous opposite. Thus, the required representation of 

friendship must be unambiguous, and may even be passionate, yet it oversteps this limit at great 

risk. This literature, then, draws from the intensity of love and desire while also disavowing it, 
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sometimes representing it but never consummating it. While this tension sometimes manifests in 

homosocial relationships that verge on queer, it appears most frequently in the handling of 

relationships between men and women. ñFriendshipò then specifies a relatively narrow band of 

proper relations which should not be overstepped in either direction.  

 

The United Front 

The word ñleftò and its variants are vague, and here they are usefully so. The left as I 

refer to it here, in its Cold War usage, encompassed multiple tendencies from anticolonial 

nationalism to orthodox communism, even as it excludes anti-communist left tendencies such as 

social democrats and anarchists. It is, as Michael Denning writes in his study of popular front 

literature in the USA, a ñhistorical bloc.ò31 What this print culture shared was less a political 

program than by a ñcommon senseò that included: a belief in the promise of socialist 

development, and the leading economic role of the state, with a corresponding rejection of 

unfettered capitalism; a deep anticolonial commitment, which entailed support for national 

liberation movements and the socialist bloc in opposition to US-led imperialism; a strong 

egalitarian bent, expressed in support for equality of the sexes, the rights of young people, and 

the an antipathy to open racism (including Chinese chauvinism); confidence in the power of 

rationality, expressed in an embrace of science and the rejection of superstition, and sometimes 

religion in general; and faith in the ennobling powers of education and culture, especially 

literature. All this coexisted with but was not at all reducible to support for the Peopleôs Republic 

of China and an attachment to communal institutions. Several contradictions between theory and 

practice must be noted: the dominance of men within the upper leadership of all institutions 

despite the commitment to sexual equality; a complacency about Chinese-Indonesian economic 

inequality despite stated anti-racism; and, relatedly, a minimization of class struggle within the 

community despite a theoretical commitment to revolutionary change.  

The short-lived hegemony of the diasporic left in yinhua print culture was enabled by 

unique historical conditions. The most important was the existence of a left-leaning, non-
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communist government with friendly relations with the PRC.32 Comparison to other Chinese 

communities in other parts of Southeast Asia is suggestive: in Malaya and Thailand, the left was 

significant but always in the role of the underground opposition, while in the Philippines, the 

right established supremacy so rapidly that the sinophone left never even got a foothold.33 On the 

other hand, the socialist governments of Vietnam and Cambodia, once they had consolidated 

power, moved quickly to shut down the local Chinese-language press and community 

organizations.34 (If we must search for an analogy, perhaps Myanmar, which also had a left-

leaning government with a revolutionary inheritance, would be closest.35) These friendly 

international relations were linked to a "moderate" foreign policy of the PRC at this time: by 

discouraging involvement in local politics and encouraging adoption of local citizenship, it 

probably moderated both the popular and elite appeal of antisinicism. Finally, the existence of 

the Indonesian left as a viable partner was only possible due to the equally "moderate" attitude of 

the PKI. While it was ruthless in its criticism of the feudal and imperialist classes, its belief in the 

necessity of a national bourgeoisie that was inclusive of immigrants at the current stage of 

Indonesian development made it a suitable partner for the immigrant left.36  

The breadth and fragility of the diasporic left were related: they were both reflections of 

the United Front, which was not just a political strategy but a social practice, almost a 

worldview. Strictly speaking, the United Front refers to a strategy of cross-class collaboration in 

opposition to a greater threat such as fascism or imperialism. It is, vulgarly speaking, a ñright-

wingò approach (of the left), since it subordinates, or rather, defers, social conflict until after 

some desired political resolution. This deferral is one of the reasons ethnic Chinese capitalists to 

commit were able to commit so enthusiastically to PRC, since class struggle was simply not on 

the cards for them. It papered over the cracks between committed revolutionaries and simple 

patriots. It moderated the distinctions between creole (local-born), immigrant (locally resident), 

and what we might call ñexpatriates.ò And it goes without saying that the United Front as a 

general political philosophy was also the default mode of imagining interethnic, interracial and 

international solidarity. In some sense, the discourse of friendship derived its structural 
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importance from the United Front as a general political philosophy, filling in those everpresent 

gaps in material which could threaten to derail the shared project.  

My emphasis on political ideology here is meant as a corrective to an ethnicizing account 

that seems to me to sometimes posit its assumptions as conclusions. It is also, I believe, merited: 

in the intensely polarized environment of Cold War Indonesia, people were often likelier to 

socialize across ethnic and linguistic lines than across political lines. I am also motivated by a 

partisan belief that ñthe time has not yet come for objectivity on this page of our history.ò37 In 

this vein I am inspired by the work of scholars who are seeking to restore to the history of 

communist movements in Southeast Asia something of its fullness and potentiality,38 and grateful 

to those veteran revolutionaries who committed their memories to writing while they could.39 

Objectivity, too, is on my side here: as stated by Leo Suryadinata, an aspiring writer in Jakarta 

before he became an authority on Chinese-Indonesian history, the leftist writers were both better 

and more numerous.40 This focus accurately reflects a polarized society in which political 

orientation was often more important a marker of identity than ethnicity, language, or nationality; 

it permits us to unfold the alliances between the yinhua left and its allies, whether thatôs 

peranakan leftist activists, represented by Baperki, or leftist Indonesian culture workers, 

represented by Lekra. The strength of this multiethnic and multilingual left is, furthermore, what 

makes Indonesia such a compelling case study.  

Although diasporic communism was also strong in places such as Thailand and Malaya, 

it was persecuted rather than condoned by the stateðIndonesia, in contrast, was one of the few 

places in the region where it was legal and legitimate to be a communist, and this is what makes 

it a uniquely valuable case study. Hopefully future research will expand on the cultural 

counteroffensive of pro-GMD intellectuals,41 or the even more neglected history of non-

communist left which opposed both Beijing and Taiwan.42 Such research might also shed light on 

the trajectory of other literary modes such as classical verse or modernist style that are neglected 

here. Relatedly, the genealogy of Indonesian antisinicism(s) cannot be treated in depth in this 
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study, despite its importance and the relative paucity of research on it as an intellectual tradition 

with an institutional basis.43   

My focus on the left is also the reason for the centrality I accord to Baren, the communist 

writer who organized in the antifascist underground and later the democracy movement in North 

Sumatra from 1942 to 1947, and returned to Indonesia from 1950 to 1952 as the first 

ambassador. Following the conventions of mahua literary history, I describe Baren and his peers 

as ñsouthboundò (Ҋ/ ) writers and intellectuals, which acknowledges their recent arrival 

in Southeast Asia, both central and marginal to an emergent sub-national literature.44 Two full 

chapters are devoted primarily to him, and he is both a subject of this study and one of its 

interlocutorsðit seems to me that in some ways his Indonesian works foresaw many of the 

recurrent problems that later writers would face in the attempt to imagine Sino-Indonesian 

friendship, and often in a sharper resolution, and even where his formal solutions falter, or his 

political diagnoses err, they do so in ways that are highly informative. Although his significance 

in Indonesian history as an activist, propagandist and diplomat is clear, to the extent that there is 

a canon of yinhua literature, his place in it as a writer is ambiguous. After his recall in 1952 for 

ñviolating diplomatic protocolò one finds in the yinhua press a kind of conspiracy of silence.45 

Indeed, it was only with the publication of Liu Hongôs China and the Shaping of Indonesia, that 

he began to receive serious scholarly attention outside of China. I hope that one of my 

contributions has been to illuminate the links between his political and cultural activities, and 

perhaps to make a case for his inclusion within the unstable canon of Chinese diasporic 

literature.  

 

Chinese-Indonesian Studies 

While scholars have occasionally made good use of yinhua literature (or cultural 

production more generally), and even noted its historical and ideological importance in the 

Chinese-speaking community,46 only a handful of works have been written from a humanist 

perspective that makes use of techniques of close reading or addresses problems of literary form. 
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The only book-length study in English to examine yinhua literatureôs formal aspects is Josh 

Stenbergôs Minority Stages, which is primarily focused on genres and practices of performance.47 

Scholarship in Chinese is more extensive, but not much. In the 2000s, Yang Yi completed the 

first full-length academic treatment of the subject, establishing a basic periodization and 

enumerating the major figures; around the same time a number of theses and encyclopedia 

entries were also written on the subject.48 Not long after, Wang Lieyao and Yan Minôs The 

Prisonerôs Dance (2007), focusing primarily on post-1965 literature, identified many recurrent 

themes of yinhua literature, including linguistic anxiety, .49 In terms of overall breadth, there is 

also the excellent overview of yinhua literature in Ma Fengôs lamentably hard-to-find 

postdoctoral thesis in Chinese, Identity in Indonesian-Chinese Fiction (2018). Based on an 

exhaustive survey of secondary scholarship and published yinhua literature, examines themes of 

ñcultural, ethnic and nationalò identity, it also emphasizes post-1965 fiction.50 Most of this small 

literature is based on reading the minority of yinhua works that were published as books abroad, 

and on the memoirs of writers such as Lin Wanli, Li Qing, Shaping, Zou Fangjin and Chen 

Shaoxin.51 My dissertation then is the first to make extensive use of the literary supplements and 

journals themselves, in combination with books published in Indonesia prior to 1965. 

My work, then, fills in a vital gap in Chinese-Indonesian studies, a tradition that it may be 

useful to review briefly.52 While the earliest researchers in this tradition are likely the colonial 

sinologists and peranakan journalists, the institutional origin of Anglophone scholarship today is 

in the postwar discipline of area studies, which took a keen interest in both Southeast Asia and 

the Chinese diaspora. The first English-language work emphasized questions of acculturation 

and assimilation, assuming that localization would inoculate the diaspora from the communist 

virusðI examine some of its legacy below in my discussion of the word ñtotok.ò53 Some of 

these lines of inquiry were pursued further in Indonesia, with an emphasis on the peranakan 

community of Java.54 Conversely, in the PRC, scholarship was oriented towards guiding state 

policy, or even for use in propaganda.55 After Opening and Reform, Indonesian returnee scholars, 
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drawing on their extensive library holdings, easy access to interview subjects, and translations of 

US scholarship, published authoritative reference histories.56  

It was only after the Cold War that Anglophone scholars begin to write from a more 

nuanced, ñinternalò perspective, making polyphonic use of Chinese-language sources. It is this 

body of scholarship that my work contributes to most directly. Twang Peck Yangôs 

underappreciated The Chinese Business Elite in Indonesia and the Transition to Independence, 

1940-1950, which traced the rise of a new stratum of merchants during the revolution in detail, 

represented an ambitious attempt to think through the intricate historical relations of race and 

class.57 Tsai Yen-ling, drawing on Filomeno Aguilarôs critical work on citizenship, explored the 

discursive and material processes of ñracial formation,ò through a case study of the material and 

discursive life of property confiscated from Chinese-medium schools.58 The work of these two 

underappreciated scholars moved beyond stereotyping and generalizations to offer fresh 

perspectives on the articulation of race and class which is central to the ñChinese question.ò The 

rewards of suspending these top-down categories was demonstrated in Hui Yew-foongôs 

historical anthropology of West Kalimantan Chinese subjectivity, Strangers at Home. Around the 

same time, scholars also began revising the history of Sino-Indonesian relations, first in Liu 

Hongôs groundbreaking book on the potency of the ñChina metaphorò during the Sukarno era, 

which drew attention to a shared anticolonial imaginary that had been erased. 59 This was 

followed by Taomo Zhouôs recent Migration in the Time of Revolution, which illuminated the 

contest for influence between the PRC and ROC, while also showing how diasporic agency 

interacted with diplomatic relations.  

My most important source has been the Chinese-language periodicals and newspapers 

that survive an archipelago of university libraries and personal collections across the world. This 

dispersion is a part of the history narrated here: US universities gathered them for intelligence, 

diasporic returnees carried them to China in trunks, and the Indonesian state mostly neglected 

them as alien. At times the search for old pieces of paper has felt nearly ethnographic, especially 

where it has led me to those rare private libraries in the suburbs of Jakarta, Surabaya or Bandung 
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where some unburnt books still survived. I have also drawn from the considerable body of 

ñmemory literatureò that has emerged since the end of the Cold War, including memoirs, 

biographies, material from reunions, republications of documents, and non-professional 

scholarship, requires special discussionðthe work of Li Zhuohui in Jakarta60 and of the Life 

Cultural Foundation (ᴪ) merits special mention.61 Where possible, I have also 

conducted interviews with survivors of that yinhua print culture, and these did not just illuminate 

certain key details for me, but also impressed on me the real intensity of feelings that had been 

buried for decades. Occasionally, I have also found documents or their traces within the official 

archives of the Dutch and Indonesian state, usually as evidence.  

 

Yinhua, Totok, Sinophone 

The term yinhua abbreviates the Mandarin for ñIndonesian-Chinese,ò and can be 

expanded many ways, reflecting a history that co-implicates race, nationality and language.: the 

crucial term hua, ñChinese,ò could refer to script (), language (), nationality (ᶸ), 

ethnicity (ֲ), descent ()é though, importantly, not the country China (Ҭ ) itself. Its 

decisive advantage is endonymy: it has been used since at least the late 1940s as a self-descriptor 

in Chinese writing in Indonesia.62 The modifier ñof Indonesiaò is more flexible than strict criteria 

such as place of publication or citizenship of author, as is demanded for an era when 

contemporary ideas of nationality were still in flux. Note that this usage includes texts by writers 

who are not considered Chinese-Indonesian (such as Baren), insofar as they reflect an 

engagement with Indonesia.63 In preserving this term untranslated, I eschew two alternatives that 

each carry their own disciplinary burdens: totok, from Indonesian history, and ñSinophone,ò from 

Chinese literature.   

The term totok, and its complement peranakan, at one level simply refer to ñnew 

immigrantsò and ñlocally-born,ò entered widespread academic usage after G.W. Skinner elevated 

the totok-peranakan distinction from a descriptive to an analytic tool.64 While people may have 

used peranakan (and its synonym baba) to describe themselves, and there is no doubt that a 
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distinctive creole community developed in colonial Java, the converse is less true.65 Definitions 

typically resort to the heuristic of ñorientation,ò and use totok to refer to those ñprimarily 

oriented towards their country of origin, in this case, China.ò66 This identity is ñnot merely an 

accident of birth in China or Indonesia, but related to a complex of cultural factors including 

language, descent, education, and so on."67 While historians have outgrown many of the Cold 

War assumptions of US area studies, this heuristic lives on as a practical means to categorize 

midcentury Chinese-Indonesians, including (with some reservations) in the work of eminent 

historians such as Guo-Quan Seng and Taomo Zhou.68 This points to a real social distinction, one 

that more or less corresponds to other oppositions such as xinke ( ) vs. qiaosheng (ᴜ ), or 

between huaqiao and huaren. The issue is not its existence but the manner in which it is applied 

as an explanatory device. My issue here is with the underlying figure of a continuum of 

Chineseness, which remains intact despite Siew-Min Saiôs criticism of what she has called 

ñspectrum-think.ò69 According to Sai:  

In Chinese Indonesian studies, the paired terms "locally oriented" and "China-oriented" 
suppress and entrench at the same time a bifurcated nation-state framework that treats the 
study of Chinese communities in Indonesiaé as an "academic loyalty test."70 

Without denying the significance of these social distinctions, it is still apposite to point to the 

disciplinary history behind their elevation to analytic importance. Bluntly, the academic 

popularization of these terms derive from an attempt to answer the question: ñWhat kind of 

person becomes communist anyway (and how do we prevent it)?ò The most influential scholars 

of Chinese diaspora in this era, including G.W. Skinner and Wang Gung-wu, sought to 

understand the correlation between degrees of Chineseness and communism.71 Yet at times their 

work slid from correlation to causation, and ultimately facilitated the reduction of politics to 

culture, beliefs to identity, and in this instance, communism to Chineseness. Without denying the 

connection between speaking Chinese and reading Lenin, or the divide between later and earlier 

arrivals, or the insights of the ñCornell School,ò we must acknowledge that Chinese identity 

became an object of academic interest while the US was fighting wars of containment on the 
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territory of the diaspora in Southeast Asia. In some sense, by resurfacing this occluded political 

content more directly, I think we will be able to grapple with it more honestly.  

Recently, Sinophone Studies has encouraged a revived interest in literature written in 

Chinese outside China, with its call to decenter China and Chineseness by turning to the 

ñmargins of China and Chineseness.ò72 What exactly this entails, and debates have sometimes 

been acrid.73 While some have argued for excluding the Han majority of the PRC, others have 

advocated for including all Chinese-language cultural production that demonstrates hybridity and 

fluidity.74 The case of yinhua literature shows how studying the Chinese diaspora and 

decentering of China are not necessarily compatible commitments, and may even be 

contradictory: the PRC occupied a prominent place, both materially and symbolically, in yinhua 

literature, that any responsible reading practice must account for. As Josh Stenberg notes, what 

he terms ñlong-distance cultural nationalismò is actually more prevalent than the hybrid or 

localized modes that Sinophone studies privileges.75 The point however is not to ñrecenterò 

China, but to understand that the overreliance on the figure of center versus margin has displaced 

the opposition between left and right. Is it not possible that the PRCôs appearance in yinhua 

literature, and in Cold War Asia more generally, expresses not an attachment to China but the 

appeal of a ñpeopleôs republicò? Here, I agree with Flair Donglai Shiôs critique of the reductive 

identification of the (Han population of the) PRC with the ñcenterò (the PRC did not even 

receive international recognition until 1971!), as well as the lack of self-reflection on the very 

non-marginal position of Anglophone academia.76  

Although Indonesia has always contained one of the largest Chinese populations in 

Southeast Asia,77 it occupies a strange position within Sinophone studies. Virtually no 

Indonesians or Indonesianists participate in these debates, and no yinhua cultural production is 

cited, 78 yet the ñfigureò of Indonesia appears often, especially as a cypher for outbreaks of anti-

Chinese violence that are more often referenced than examined. A notable exception is Ien Ang, 

an Australian scholar of Chinese-Indonesian descent raised in the Netherlands, whose ambivalent 

reflections on her emigration from Indonesia and her interpellation as Chinese have been a 
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touchstone for early formulations of Sinophone studies.79 It is ironically telling of Indonesiaôs 

place in Sinophone (lit. ñChinese-speakingò) studies that one of her most-cited essays is entitled 

ñOn Not Speaking Chinese.ò Similarly, even as Brian Bernards omits Indonesian writers from 

his wide-ranging Writing the South Seas, he also dedicates a chapter to the disavowals and 

misrecognitions of Indonesia within Singaporean/Malaysian literature.80 Indonesia is the setting 

of the best-known work of all three of the most celebrated Taiwan-based mahua writers, Ng Kim 

Chew, Chang Kuei-hsing, and Li Yongping.81 Always object, never subject. This can only 

partially be explained by the suppression of yinhua cultural production from 1965, and its 

consequent weakness even after the revival of the 1990s. Indeed, it is a weakness that is shared 

by research from mainland China which, revising earlier accounts of the dissemination of 

Chinese literature into Southeast Asia, has sought to critique the representation of Southeast 

Asia(ns) within Chinese literature, often drawing explicitly on postcolonial theory.82 That is, 

because Indonesia is seen as one site among many locales in Southeast Asia (where the 

paradigmatic site is Malaya), its historical specificity is underappreciated. The issue here is not 

just one of epistemic justice, though thatôs also important. Rather, in neglecting this history, a 

vital dimension of modern Southeast Asia is missed, which we can refer to as the Indonesian 

Revolution.  

 

Bandungôs Two Faces 

The formative period for the emergence of modern Chinese-language literature outside of 

China is the Cold War. Studying this period involves delaminating many layers of forgetting, 

erasure, and distortion under the combined influence of Western counterinsurgency, Chinese 

chauvinism, and Southeast Asian assimilationism.83 My research joins a growing body of work 

including Jeremy Taylor and Lanjun Xuôs edited collection, Chineseness and the Cold War, 

which persuasively makes use of the idea of the ñcultural Cold Warò; Wai-siam Heeôs 

Remapping the Sinophone, which establishes an alternative genealogy for ñthe Sinophoneò 

through the recovery of a forgotten body of Malayan filmmaking; and Jin Jinôs The Cold War 
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and Sinophone Studies, which studies writers from across the left-right divide without erasing it. 

Much of the recent research focuses on mahua (Malayan-Chinese) literature on account of its 

size and sophistication,84 and show how characteristics of Sinophone Malaysian literature in 

Taiwan like modernist style and political cynicism, which influenced many of Sinophone studiesô 

earliest formulations, are relatively recent developments.85 Indeed, these characteristics are best 

understood as reactions against the realist, revolutionary mainstream of the pre-1965 generation 

of mahua literature.86 It has also become clear now that the discourse of localism is communist 

in origin: both the ethnonym ñmahuaò and the literary concept of ñmahua specificity (

)ò were developed and promoted by the Communist Party of Malaya.87  

The understudied Indonesian case confirms many of these initial findings, but also 

permits new comparison to be drawn along the lines not of Chineseness but of anticolonialism. 

In recent years, the study of what Rossen Djagalov has termed the ñThird World Republic of 

Lettersò has experienced a small boom.88 The Afro-Asian Conference of 1955 is one of the 

cardinal points of this research, and historians have done much in recent years to demythologize 

Bandung.89 The PRCôs leading role in this network, including in the Afro-Asian Writerôs Bureau, 

has shattered liberal stereotypes about the socialist period as one of cultural isolation.90 A number 

of excellent studies on cultural exchange between the PRC and other parts of the world, 

including India, Cuba, the Arab world, and the African continent, have been published.91 (And of 

course, Indonesia.92) Yet this format of research runs the risk of conceptually reproducing the 

kinds of bilateral interstate relations that it studies, or to put it another way, of getting trapped in 

conferences and delegations.93 It seems to me that it is here that the study of transnational 

communities can enrich our understanding of the deep social roots of the Afro-Asian literary 

project.  

Yinhua literatureôs physical location within one of the main sponsors of the movement, 

and its linguistic links to another, makes it an especially instructive case study. Despite the 

anticolonial commitments and transnational methods of Sinophone studies, however, there has 

been little overlap with the study of Third World literature, South-South exchange, and the Afro-
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Asian project. (What exceptions there are focus on anticommunist or Anglophone writers.94) The 

sinophone community provided housing, interpreters and translators, security detail, and 

transportation to the PRC delegation.95 Yinhua writers panegyrized the conference as a miracle 

of communication, where delegates of diverse religions, nationalities, and colors could ñspeak 

the same message in one voice from different mouths [ѿ ].ò96 They dedicated 

poems to Djamila Bouhired and Ho Chi Minh,97 made pilgrimages to the site of the conference, 

the Gedung Merdeka (ñIndependence Buildingò),98 covered post-Bandung gatherings like the 

Afro-Asian Film Festival with enthusiasm, 99 and even published their own anthologies of Afro-

Asian literature in translation.100 

The yinhua case also highlights a different dimension of Bandung vis-̈-vis modern 

nationality law. Despite its symbolic significance, the conference had only one immediate and 

concrete achievement: the signing of the Sino-Indonesian Dual Nationality Treaty.101 This was 

featured prominently the conference publication, the Bandung Bulletin, as a demonstration of the 

Five Principles of Coexistence in action.102 In essence, this treaty stated that dual nationalsðin 

this case, primarily Indonesia-born ethnic Chineseðshould choose to retain one nationality and 

abandon the other within two years. The tortuousness of its implementation,103 and the 

diplomatic goals which it only partially achieved,104 both matter less than the regional 

transformation in the concept of nationality that it signaled. Abandoning the rigid jus sanguinis 

principle of the previous regimes for a more territorially-based interpretation, the PRC actively 

encouraged adoption of local nationality and integration into local society.105 Furthermore, this 

treaty led directly to the present nationality laws of both Indonesia and the PRC, and arguably 

most of Southeast Asia.106 It enthroned the principle of single nationality,107 accelerating the 

division of the transnational populations that had developed in the colonial era into discrete and 

mutually exclusive nationalities. In the yinhua as in the mahua case, then, the terms of 

localization, or to put it another way, of the problematization of Chineseness, were set by the 

dynamics of mid-century anticolonialism.108 We can further propose that the two faces of the 

conferenceðthe establishment of international solidarity and the division of transnational 
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populationsðare one moment within the consolidation of the postwar world order as an order of 

nation-states.  

 

Language and Print 

The belt of Chinese settlement in Indonesia, which runs in an arc whose center in 

Singapore along the seaboards of Sumatra, Java, and Kalimantan, is an example of what Orsini, 

Laachir and Marzagora, in their critique of prevailing approaches to world literature, term a 

ñsignificant geography,ò which permits a more ñgroundup and located approachò to world 

literature.109 Like the rest of the archipelago, the cities of this arc were thoroughly 

multilingual110ð in Medan, for example, there lived communities of speakers of Javanese, 

Acehnese, Karo, Simalungun, Tamil, Japanese, Gayo, Minangkabau, Hokkien, Hakka, 

Cantonese, Teochew, Malay, English, Mandarin, Dutch, German, could all be heardé From this 

mosaic Indonesian emerged as the official language of unity, from roots in the Malay of Dutch 

administration, the Malay of the courts of the Malacca Straits, and the Malay of the urban 

Chinatowns.111 Although most Chinese in Java spoke a Hokkien-inflected Malay, in the early 

20th century cultural reformers began to promote Chinese as a ñnational language ()ò 

through the Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan Ҭ ᴪ  schools.112 A spike in immigration in the 1920s 

and 1930sðwhich included a small but significant cohort of leftist educatorsðand ñresinifyingò 

policies during the Japanese occupation meant that on the eve of independence a majority of 

Chinese children attended Chinese-medium schools.113 This generation of locally-born, Chinese-

educated youth (sometimes referred to as ñtotokizedò peranakans) formed the social basis of 

yinhua print culture.  

So how many readers of Chinese were there in independent Indonesia? It is not 

particularly easy to estimate the size of the Chinese-language community, let alone to 

disaggregate by topolect or literacy. Estimates of the Chinese population of Indonesia around 

1960 are estimated at around 2-2.5 million,114 of whom approximately half were Chinese 

nationals and half were Indonesian nationals.115 The 1920 census, which collected information 



25 

on home language, recorded that of the half of ethnic Chinese who resided in Java and Madura, 

approximately 30% of ethnic Chinese in Java and Madura; the figure for the other half in the 

Outer Islands, approximately 90%.116 Extrapolating these numbers to the postwar era would 

require accounting for the countervailing processes of language shift towards Indonesian and the 

rise in attendance in Chinese-medium schools.117 In the mid-1950s, there were over a quarter of a 

million students in these schools.118 A lower bound for the Chinese-literate population can be set 

at 110k, the total circulation of the Chinese-language daily newspapers in 1955, and was surely 

considerably higher given that each newspaper would have reached multiple readers.119 Given 

these numbers, a total readership in the area of half a million does not seem far-fetchedðsmall in 

comparison to the populations of either China or Indonesia, but also not insignificant.  

Despite sharing the same multilingual environment, the kind of language used in the 

yinhua press was opposite in style to that used in the Sino-Malay pressðwhile the latter has been 

celebrated for its inventiveness and self-conscious hybridity,120 the former sought to match the 

evolving national standard in China as closely as possible. This did not reflect a difference in the 

ñpurityò of speaking habitsðeven highly-educated speakers of Mandarin ñmixedò features of 

other languages into their speech often121ðbut rather in the relationship of speech and text. As is 

well-known, Ideographic/logographic writing systems like Chinese characters have a less direct 

correspondence between sound and script than glottographic ones such as the Latin alphabet; this 

contributes to functional diglossia in much of China, where topolects are associated with 

informality and speech and Mandarin with formality and writing. The point is that this already-

wide gap is even larger in sinophone/sinographic insular Southeast Asia, where the predominant 

topolects are Southeastern Chinese heavily influenced by Austronesian languages.122 This 

distance from everyday speech is a constant presence within yinhua print culture, exerting an 

influence that is visible not just in the obvious cases of representations of topolect speech or use 

of Malay loanwords, but also in a kind of persistent and anxious self-reflexiveness about writing. 

As Stenberg notes, ñwhen a community is linguistically fragile, it seems that the point of writing 

in Chinese is the act of writing itself.ò123  
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I place emphasis in my analysis on the structuring effects of linguistic minoritarianism, 

which is related to but analytically distinct from ethnic minoritarianism. Because Chinese is a 

minority language, its useðunlike the unmarked, majority language of Indonesianðis already 

indexically meaningful, even before we reach the content of the utterance. It inflects the basic 

deictic categories of grammatical person, the ñIò and the ñyouò of the text, as respectively writers 

and readers of a minority language.124 This adds an extra layer of complexity to the process of 

situating oneself that begins every act of reading, of figuring out who is speaking to whom. It 

discourages certain situations (it is rare for fictional narrators to be illiterate or Indonesian, for 

example), and encourages others (the structure of address often evokes the classroom). Yinhua 

texts must always be interpreted in relation to their social context, since the same message in 

Chinese and Indonesian could have opposite rhetorical effects. To give an example: what is the 

point of a protest against discrimination by the government [of Indonesia] written in Chinese, 

and untranslated? Unlike a protest written in Indonesian, the government is unlikely to read it a 

priori (unless it is subversive enough to attract the attention of surveillance sinologists); 

however, ethnic Chinese are, and so its primary effect is to model a stance or attitude of 

resistance. When this stance is interpreted as insubordinate, which leads to further protest, andé 

indeed, this vicious cycle of escalation appears in the media uproar over the PP10 crisis in 

Chapter 5, and arguably also in the aftermath of the 1965 countercoup as well. This dimension of 

yinhua literature involves what linguists call ñpragmatics,ò or the way that context contributes to 

meaning.125 I dwell on it because, to put it bluntly, I think it permits us a way to reopen the 

interpretation of texts that might otherwise seem derivative when evaluated solely by their 

content. As we saw in the discussion of ñPelabuhan,ò for example, the pragmatics of address 

unlocked a complex reading of the simultaneous necessity and difficulty of dialogue. In Chapter 

2, I propose the working concept of ñallophone literatureò to elaborate more fully on the literary 

implications of linguistic minoritarianism.  

Although yinhua print culture adhered to a newly-dominant view of languages as 

discrete, autochthonous, and standardizedðas did Indonesian language reformers such as Sutan 
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Takdir Alisjahbanaðthis rejection of hybridity was not of multilingualism. Quite the opposite: 

while few were equally comfortable writing in Indonesian, many read avidly, especially after 

courses in it were made mandatory in secondary schools in the 1950s. I suspect that for many 

young writers, translating Pramoedya, Utuy, or Rukiah into Chinese, and even publishing them 

in the literary supplements, may have been formative. From the mid-1950s onwards, translations 

of progressive Indonesian poems and short stories, as well as reporting on Lekra conferences, 

performances and exhibitions, featured regularly in most yinhua periodicals. This cultural 

coverage was built atop the capacities of multilingual journalists who had to promptly and 

accurately translate speeches, press releases, and articles almost every single day. In addition, 

PRC cultural diplomacy made a conscious effort to translate Indonesian writersðespecially PKI 

leaders and Lekra authorsðinto Chinese.126 (This in addition to its considerable publication 

program of texts translated from Chinese into Indonesian.127) This upswell in translations meant 

that some works appeared in parallel editions in Beijing and Jakarta, with local translations 

sometimes using a more Southeast Asian lexicon.128 The Sadar Cultural Foundation even lobbied 

the International Bookstore (ӥ ) to withdraw some of these competitors from the 

Indonesian market.129 Published translation is only the most visible multilingual aspect of this 

transnational print cultureðit rests atop a foundation of common practices of interpretation and 

codeswitching in everyday life. We saw this in ñPelabuhan,ò which showed how immigrant 

leftists, especially ñNorthernersò from outside the emigration belt of Southeast China, relied 

heavily on young interpreters, often inverting the student-teacher relationship.  

One of my assertions is that the interpretation of literature in non-dominant languages 

requires attention to the language situation. The concept of print culture has appeared to me as an 

elegant way to draw these two levels of text and context together. Not coincidentally, it also 

reflects well the fact that for most of its history, yinhua literature was mostly published in 

newspaper supplements, and rarely achieved the relative autonomy that the standalone book 

represents. The attention to materiality and paratextuality that scholars of print, publishing, and 

periodicals exhibit is a productive way to engage such a literature.130  
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Notably, theorization of print media, and media in general, has played an outsize role in 

Indonesian studies in the West.131 One of the better-known products of this emphasis is Benedict 

Andersonôs proposition that the vernacular press, or ñprint capitalism,ò conditions the emergence 

of nationalism, which emerged in part from his reflections on the colonial-era Indonesian 

press.132 More recent scholarship has complicated our understanding of the relationship of the 

press to the emergence of modern political consciousness, sometimes by highlighting the central 

and ambiguous role of Chinese media entrepreneurs within this history.133 Recently, the 

communist press of both colonial and postcolonial Indonesia has also received welcome 

attention, and I view my work here as a contribution to that literature.134 Studies of the post-1965 

New Order, which experienced a boom in popular culture despite (or because of) its political 

repression, have highlighted the increasing importance of the market and the rise of a middle 

class culture of consumption.135 The vibrant print culture of the intervening period, despite 

important studies of the increasing politicization of a commercially precarious press by Oey 

Hong Lee and Daniel Dhakidae, has received less attention.136 The social, technological, and 

cultural aspects of print in modern China have also received increasing attention in recent 

years.137 Christopher Reed, for example, has drawn attention to ñprint communismò as an 

integral part of 20th century Chinese history.138   

Left-wing yinhua print culture was not simply a fusion of Indonesian and Chinese print 

traditions, however, but rather one of the constituent parts a regional print culture.139 The Cold 

War divided and nationalized this print culture: thus, even though the transnational sinophone 

left was more well-organized in the Philippines, Thailand and Malaya, it was only in non-aligned 

Indonesia that the traces of the ñRed Nanyangò could survive above ground (until it couldnôt). As 

such, the focus on the period from 1945 to 1965, and the islands of Java and Sumatra, also 

permits a reappraisal as through a prism of the preceding period and the surrounding region. My 

thinking here is shaped by Rachel Leowôs observations in her study of the anarchist-inspired 

Kuala Lumpur-based periodical Yik Khuan Poh ( ) about the differentiated and layered 

audiences that constitute the ñcolonial public sphere.ò140 Extending Leowôs work into the 
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postcolonial, and thinking alongside historians such as Guo-Quan Seng and Yingxin Show,141 I 

hope to show how the Red Nanyang was constituted in part by print networks. Inspired by the 

extensive literature on Indian Ocean print culture,142 and joining a growing body of scholarship 

on revolutionary print, anticolonial, and socialist print culture,143 I argue that the characteristics 

patterns of writing, editing, printing, reading, and criticizing at play here were a crucial part of 

the ñreddeningò of the region.   

While in my approach to this print culture, I have tried to keep in mind the relationship 

between different kinds of mediation, there is much to do in terms of other, intersecting media 

regimes. The history of the PRCôs Indonesian-language radio broadcasting,144 for example, or the 

role of dance in Sino-Indonesian cultural diplomacy,145 would benefit from the use of 

multilingual archives. The prominence of ethnic Chinese entrepreneurs within cinema 

distribution and exhibition in the 1950s is well-established, but the exact networks have yet to be 

established.146 Similarly, it would be interesting to link Karen Strasslerôs work on the 

development of amateur and studio photography in Java to transformations in the multilingual 

print culture of mid-century Indonesia.147 Finally, the unmistakable centrality of athletic culture 

to Chinese-Indonesian history deserves far more scrutiny.148 Study of these media would open up 

space for rich theoretical reflection on key questions related to sound (the ñ-phoneò in 

Sinophone) and embodiment (with its close links to problems of racialization), and complicate or 

perhaps contradict my conclusions.  

 

Chapter Overview 

What follows is divided into roughly three sections. In the first two chapters, I provide an 

overview of yinhua print culture. Chapter 1 outlines the development of a highly-politicized 

Chinese-language print culture from the lifting of colonial/fascist censorship in 1945 to the 

imposition of a ban on Chinese-language publishing in 1965, with a focus on the press and 

especially the leading newspaper of the day, the Xin Bao , later renamed Zhongcheng Bao 

. I interpret this history in terms of an interrelated shift towards the left and towards the 
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local, and conclude by highlighting the mediating function of internationalism in the transition 

between two nationalisms. In Chapter 2, I examine the literature that grew atop the substrate of 

this print culture, retracing the chronological development of this literature, with a focus on 

introducing major writers and institutions. From there, I elaborate on the concept of ñallophone 

literatureò and show how the situation of linguistic minority helps to make sense of yinhua 

literatureôs preoccupation with problems of mediation, with an emphasis on the 1950s.  

Chapters 3 and 4 shift the focus earlier to the revolutionary years of the independence 

struggle and hone in on several texts that Baren composed based on his experience of exile in the 

1940s in North Sumatra. Chapter 3 is an in-depth examination of an incomplete suite of texts 

known as the Notes from the Land Below the Winds, which I situate in relation to his 

participation in the Indonesian revolution, which I show was more active than previously 

believed. I conclude with a critical reflection on the omission of the local womenôs movement, 

led by his partner Liu Yan, within his writing. Chapter 4 reinterprets one of Barenôs best-known 

works, the play Temple of Five Ancestors, as a kind of anthology of translated verse. I show that 

Chinese leftists greatly valued Indonesian language and literature, and situate this appreciation in 

a shift in language ideology. I propose that some of the roots of the Afro-Asian literary project of 

the 1950s can be found within the Asian revolutions of the late 1940s.  

The final two chapters are thematic treatments of the period of ñGuided Democracyò 

between the Bandung Conference and the New Order, from the late 1950s to the 1965. Chapter 5 

broaches the question of the interrelation of class and race by revisiting the PP10 crisis, the mass 

eviction of rural Chinese from 1959 to 1960, as a media event of the first order, focusing on the 

tin islands of Bangka and Belitung. I analyze the surge in interest in the history of Chinese 

contract labor, as narrated in texts like the screen-novel Enmity and Gratitude in Tin Island, as a 

response to the contradictory process of economic decolonization, and also attempt a literary 

history of the Tanjung Morawa Incident from the perspective of the literature of Lekra. Finally, 

Chapter 6 examines how the reading and writing habits of high school girls became a matter of 

communal and geopolitical concern. I first discuss the youth culture cultivated within the 
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Chinese-medium schools, including through a rereading of G.W. Skinnerôs 1957 sociological 

survey of Jakarta high schoolers. I conclude by connecting the contestations over age and gender 

to literary-theoretical debates over fictive character, especially in the fiction of Xu Qiongling, 

and with a discussion of the convergence of Chinese-language schooling with the Indonesian 

cultural left. 

A glossary of organizations, individuals, and periodicals is also included at the end, as 

well as a number of appendicesðcompiling information on Indonesian literature in the PRC, 

books of yinhua literature (including comprehensive lists of Sadar and Zamrud publications), a 

detailed list of yinhua newspapers before 1965, and some general advice for researchersðthat 

are meant to facilitate future work in the field. 
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Notes 

 
1 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 139.  

2 ñPelabuhanò is my own guess for what Baren was intending to transcribe with Fuluobayan (
). Baren has likely confused the conventional transcription for Pulobrayan, an area of 

Medan, with the word for ñharbor.ò The place in question is almost certainly Teluk Batil (Shen 
Zijiu, ñLiuwang,ò 10).  

3 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 142.  

4 See Masao Suzuki, Sumendala de Yu Dafu, for the authoritative reconstruction of Yuôs 
execution.  

5 Baren, ñYi Dafu,ò 490.  

6 See Alison M. Groppe in The Dis/Reappearances of Yu Dafu, who reviews Ng Kim Chew
s parodies of Yu Dafus Sumatran experience across multiple stories, which he conscripts 

for his metaliterary reflections on Malaysian-Chinese literature.  

7 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 144. 

8 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 144. 

9 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 143. 

10 Du Bois used the term to describe the line between white people and all people of colorðmy 
usage of course is ñintra-Asian.ò Here, it describes the ñbrown-yellowò line. Du Bois would not 
have used it in this sense, since his faith in the unity of people of color vis-̈-vis white people 
was strong enough to lead him to sympathize with Japanese imperialism (Gao, Arise Africa, 
Roar China!, Chapter 1).  

11 Baren reflected on this greeting several times. See ñYindunixiya geming guangan,ò 350, 363; 
and ñYige toujia,ò 21.  

12 Althusser, ñIdeology and Ideological State Apparatuses,ò section entitled ñIdeology 
Interpellates Individuals as Subjects.ò 

13 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 143-44.  

14 See Morgan, Reckoning with Slavery, on the myth of innumeracy and the legitimization of 
transatlantic enslavement.  

15 Alatas, The Myth of the Lazy Native, 11-12. Alatasô work provides a genealogy of Chinese 
industriousness/cunning in the insular Southeast Asian world. Baren referred to a version of this 
numeracy trope elsewhere too (ñYindunixiya geming guangan,ò 391). This racialized trope 
appears elsewhere in Chinese-Indonesian literature, too, notably in Thio Tjin Boenôs early novel 
Tjerita Oeij Se [Story of Oey Se].  

16 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 144.  
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17 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 144.  

18 I encountered the term ñstructure of addressò from John Frow: ña set of assumptions about 
who (that is, what kind of person) is speaking, and with what authority and credibility, co 

whomò (Genre, 73).   

19 The literature on free indirect discourse is vast. I found useful the discussions in ñVoiceò in 
Frow, Character and Person, and Bray, ñSpeech and Thought Presentation.ò  

20 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 144. The concluding benediction recurs in several other Notes from the 
Land Below the Winds set in Indonesia. See Chapter 3.  

21 See Schmid, ñNarratee.ò There are further functional distinctions that can be made, such as 
between the narrator and the implied author, but these are less relevant. Note that linguistic usage 
differs slightly from narratological usage: for linguists, who tend to imagine a speech situation, 
the addressee often coincides with the reader/listener.  

22 An implied reader is ñthe authorôs image of the recipient that is fixed and objectified in the text 
by specific indexical signsò (Schmid, ñImplied Readerò).  

23 In other words, the United Front imaginary of the 1930s, which harmonized nationalist and 
communist sympathies and dominates War of Resistance Literature, becomes untenable. 

24 Baren, ñFuluobayan,ò 144. 

25 Baren, ñFuluobayan  [Pelabuhan],ò p. 15 (1958). This postscript was not included in 
later republications of the essay. Traveler was the first journal focused on travel literature in 
socialist China.  

26 I agree with Yan Min, who proposes the term huawen wenxue  over alternatives such 
as hanyu wenxue , shijie huayu wenxue , and huayu yuxi wenxue 

 (Huawen wenxue, Chapter 1).  

27 See Sai, ñRepresenting the Past,ò and ñMandarin Lessonsò on the Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan 
education movement.  

28 See Yamamoto, Censorship in Colonial Indonesia.  

29 See Harper, Forgotten Wars, for an overview of the revolutionary tumult of this period. The 
term comes from a more recent work by Harper, Underground Asia.  

30 Willmott, National Status, ñPolitical Parties and the Minority Question.ò 

31 Denning, The Cultural Front, Introduction. If the base of the Popular Front in the 1930s USA 
was the CIO unions, the base of the yinhua United Front was the Chinese-language schools.  

32 Mozingo, Chinese Policy towards Indonesia, is the classic account of Sino-Indonesian 
diplomatic relations.  
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33 See Wongsurawat, The Crown and the Capitalist, for Thailand; Kung, Diasporic Cold 
Warriors, for the Philippines. The relevant literature on Malaya (later, Malaysia and Singapore) 
is considerable, and has experienced a historiographical reconsideration of the significance of the 
Communist Party of Malaya and the broader Chinese left. See for example Belogurova, Nanyang 
Revolution, Cheah, Red Star Over Malaya, and Hong and Huang ed., The scripting of a national 
history. 

34 See, for example, Ungar, ñThe Struggle over the Chinese Community in Vietnam,ò on 
Vietnam, and Galway, Emergence of Global Maoism, on Cambodia.  

35 Li, Chinese in Colonial Burma, especially the chapter, ñMaking No Political óNoise.ôò 

36 On the PKIôs positions on the national bourgeoisie, see Mortimer, Indonesian Communism, 
137-163.  

37 Brossat and Klingberg, Revolutionary Yiddishland, Introduction.  

38 These include Lysa Hong, who has striven to revise the anticommunist historiography of 
Singapore through her research on leftist students and MCP cadre; and Rhoma Dwi Yuliantri, 
whose editorial work with Muhidin Dahlan on the communist-affiliated press has sought to 
rescue them from anticommunist distortion.  

39 These include Lin Shi Fang and Zhang Dayong. Both remained communist, in Zhangôs case 
until his death. Zhangôs memoirs were first published on the anti-revisionist webforum Utopia 
( ).   

40 Suryadinata, Xian jieduan de yinni huaren zuqun, Chapter 6. Note, though, that in many areas, 
especially in the early 1950s, the pro-GMD community may have formed a numerical majority. 

41 Taomo Zhou has demonstrated that pro-GMD intellectuals were very politically active in the 
early 1950s, but further research is required on the role literature and culture played, if any, in 
their work (Migration in the Time of Revolution, Chapters 1 and 3). Such research could begin 
from the literary supplement of the main pro-GMD newspaper, Thien Sung Yit Poh . 
Key figures include Mah Soo-lay , Zhang Ziming , Xu Juqing , Qiu 
Zhengou , and Zheng Xuejia . This research would have to account for the 
continuing utility of the genres of classical poetry for conservative intellectuals.  

42 The most notable representative here is perhaps the (former?) anarchist intellectual Liang 
Piyun , who edited a newspaper well-known for literary quality, Api Revolusi () 
On Liang, see Rocks, ñBeyond the Bounds of Revolution,ò 166-173. His close associates include 
the painter Zhou Bichu  and Zhou Yingnan .  

43 The chronology of anti-Chinese incidents have been studied fairly closely, but they are 
generally attributed in both the English and Chinese-language literature to an amorphous popular 
sentiment. It was, however, also an elite phenomenon, and had specific intellectuals and 
institutions. Kwartanada, ñMaking of the Chinese Problem,ò identifies some of the key figures. 
Other starting points could include: the radicalization of peranakan assimilationists such as K. 
Sindhunatha and the significance of Christianity/Catholicism to them; the intellectual debt of 
Indonesian officials such as R.A. Soeprapto to Dutch colonial theory and practice, especially 
through the Batavia Law School; and military ideology, especially in relation to the PP10 crisis 
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of 1959-60, and the role of Colonel Kosasih therein; and the links between the ñAssaatistò 
movement and Masyumi, although well-known, deserve to be elaborated in detail.  

44 The term was popularized by Lin Wanjing in his book Chinese Authors in Singapore and their 
Influence, 1927-1948.  

45 Zhou, Migration in the Time of Revolution, 58-59.  

46 Barenôs essays play a prominent role in Taomo Zhouôs discussion of the genesis of CPCôs 
cultural-diplomatic strategy, for example (Migration in a Time of Revolution, Chapter 2), 
Pramoedyaôs views on Chinese literature play a pivotal role in Liu Hongôs argument in China 
and the Shaping of Indonesia, and Hui Yew-foong describes how literary societies were one of 
the main forms of organization of West Kalimantan left-wing youth (Strangers at Home, Chapter 
3). These examples reflect the cenrality of cultural work within both Sino-Indonesian relations 
and community life. 

47 Stenberg, Minority Stages. I refer to his analysis of Temple of Five Ancestors in Chapter 4. In 
addition, Stenberg has written a number of articles on mid-century yinhua authors such as 
Heiying and Baren, and on post-1965 texts by authors such as Yuan Ni  and Shaping . I 
mention some of his reflections on post-Reformasi literature below in the section on Sinophone 
studies.  

48 Yang Yi, Cong Xinhua wentan lun ji Yinhua wenxue; this book also includes a substantial 
disquisition on Huang Dongpingôs later work. This was refined for her contribution to a 2010 
overview on Southeast Asian Chinese-language modern literature as ñYindunixiya huawen 
xinwenxue.ò There are some small errors about publications in her narrative, which may derive 
from errors of recall; it seems that Li Qingôs writings are one of her main sources. Relevant MA 
theses are listed in Ma Feng, Yinhua xiaoshuo, 219-220. The entry on yinhua literature in the 
Encyclopedia of Overseas Chinese by Pan Yatun and Wang Yisheng is still a good introduction.  

49 Wang Lieyao and Yan Min, Kunzhe shi wu.  

50 Ma Feng, Yinhua xiaoshuo, Abstract. I only was able to obtain a photocopied version of Ma 
Fengôs work towards the end of my research. See also his Ph.D. dissertation, a comparison of 
Southeast Asian Chinese fiction by women writers (N¿ zuojia xiaoshuo bijiao yanjiu). 

51 Zou Fangjin, ñZhanhou yinhua wenxueò; Li Qing, ñJianku chengzhang zhong de yindunixiya 
huawen wenxueò; Chen Shaoxin, ñShitan yinhua wenxueò; Lin Wanli, Yinni huawen wenxue 
huibian (unpublished). Note also the role of Dongrui  in Hong Kong and Hanchuan  in 
Singapore in promoting post-1970s yinhua literature to Chinese-language readership.  

52 Heidhues, ñStudying the Chinese in Indonesia: A Long Half-Centuryò surveys the state of the 
(sub-)field up to the mid-2010s. 

53 This includes the work of Don Willmott, Lea Williams, and above all G.W. Skinner. Much of 
the groundwork for Chinese-Indonesian history was subsequently filled out by Mary Somers 
Heidhues, Leo Suryadinata, and Charles Coppel, who questioned but did not entirely dismantle 
these Cold War assumptions.  
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54 Mely G. Tanôs The Chinese of Sukabumi and Onghokhamôs articles were especially significant 
(see The Thugs, the Curtain Thief, and the Sugar Lord). Both Tan and Onghokham worked with 
Skinner.  

55 For example, in 1960 the Southeast Asian Studies Research Center of Sun Yat Sen Universityôs 
History Department ( ) compiled a Draft History of Overseas 
Chinese in Indonesia ( ) which was explicitly meant to ñaccommodate 
the struggle against Chinese exclusion,ò i.e., the rural evictions of the PP10 crisis (10).  

56 See Li Xuemin and Huang Kunzhangôs two-volume History of Indonesian Chinese, as well as 
the massive Encyclopedia of Overseas China. The bias against Taiwan is discernible but not 
overwhelming.  

57 There had been earlier attempts to articulate race and class, notably Wertheimôs ñTrading 
Minoritiesò and Robisonôs compelling Rise of Capital, but these tended towards generalization. A 
literature review on this question is to be found in Twang, Chinese Business Elite, Introduction.  

58 Tsai, ñMaterializing Racial Formationò and ñSpaces of Exclusion.ò See also, Aguilar, ñOrang 
Chinese,ò and ñInstrumental Citizenship.ò 

59 Liu Hong, China and the Shaping of Indonesia. Liuôs book complicated earlier work by 
Mozingo, Chinese Policy Towards Indonesia, and Fitzgerald, China and the Overseas Chinese. It 
also drew attention to Baren for the first time as a major figure.  

60 There are quite literally too many to list, but several of the most useful are published as part of 
the series Lives of Struggle of the Yinhua Writer Elite (Yinhua xiezuo jingying fendou fengyu 
rensheng).  

61 The main force behind the foundation is Liang Junxiang , an Indonesian leftist 
returnee. Its most relevant publications are the Commemorative Series on Indonesiaôs Seng Hwo 
Pao (Yinni shenghuobao jinian congshu) and Historical Materials on Overseas Chinese Anti-
Japanese Resistance in Southeast Asia (Dongnanya Huaqiao kangri shiliao congshu). A series on 
the Federation of Chinese Organizations (aka the Qiaozong ) is currently in the works that 
will likely   

62 This is not to say that its usage is unchanging. For example, in 1958 a club called the Yinhua 
Literature Society translated its name as the ñBalai Kesusasteraan Indonesia-Tionghoa,ò 
(ñChinese-Indonesianò; see Sumatera Bin Po, 1958-07-14, p. 3) while the Yinhua Writers 
Association founded in the 1990s translates its name as ñPerhimpunan Penulis Tionghoa 
Indonesiaò (ñIndonesian Chineseò).  

63 There is an analogous debate on whether or not to include ñSouthboundò ( or ) 
writersða term that refers to 20th century writers who were born in China but spent time in 
Malaya and often had a significant impact, such as Yu Dafu, Xu Jie , and Lin Yutang 
ðwithin the mahua canon. See Jin Jin, Mahua wenxue, Part 1.  

64 For an overview, see Heidhues, ñStudying the Chinese in Indonesia,ò 601-602. The distinction 
and its stakes are elaborated in Skinner, ñJavaôs Chinese Minority,ò which is essentially a 
criticism of his colleagues for insufficient attention to this distinction. Lea Williams preferred the 
term singkeh  to totok, which at least had the advantage of endonymy. Note that like the 
word ñcreole,ò the terms peranakan and totok also have a racial history, referring to ñmixedò and 
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ñpure.ò Because early Chinese settlers were primarily male, ñmixedò and ñlocal-bornò were at 
one point effectively synonymous.  

65 This is indexed by the fact that totok is a word from Indonesian/Malay rather than Chinese, 
which is presumably the preferred totok language. For a totok to describe themselves as totok is 
somewhat analogous to Asian-Americans describing themselves as ñfobsòðnot just somewhat 
demeaning, but contradictory insofar as it indexes assimilation vis-̈-vis linguistic fluency.  

66 Skinner, ñThe Chinese Minority,ò 106. Note that in an unpublished manuscript Skinner writes 
that "the sine qua non of Totokness is the retention of Chinese as the language of daily useò 
(ñCommunism and Chinese Culture,ò Introduction).  

67 Heidhues, ñStudying the Chinese in Indonesia,ò 602.  

68 Seng Guo-Quan, for example, preserves the distinction but prefers the more ñanalytically 
impartialò terms ñcreoleò and ñimmigrantò to describe this ñcultural-linguistic divideò (Strangers 
in the Family, 11). Taomo Zhou on the other hand uses ñthese two categories to indicate overall 
tendencies, while recognizing that it would be unwise to draw a dichotomy between them,ò and 
focuses her book ñon the diaspora who were China-oriented, the majority of whom can be 
considered as totoksò (Migration in the Time of Revolution, 6).  

69 This phrase derives from Sai, ñBecoming Chinese,ò 613.  

70 Sai, ñThe Nanyang Diasporic Imaginary,ò 45. The phrase ñacademic loyalty testò derives from 
Zheng Liren.  

71 In the late 1960s, Wang Gung-wu proposed a typology of Chinese in Southeast Asia into three 
types according to the strength of their ñChinesenessò and ñorientation towards a Chinese 
nationalist identityò (Hee, Remapping the Sinophone, 23, based on Wang, ñChinese in Malaya,ò 
10-14). Note that Wang does not use the term ñorientation.ò Compare Barenôs tripartite division, 
into (1) reactionary (2) democratic and (3) apolitical groups, which corresponded largely to the 
taukehs, the masses, and petty traders (Radjab, Catatan dari Sumatera, 65-68, cited in Zhou 
Nanjing, ñYindunixiya huaren de xianzhuang yu qiantu,ò 827-828). Here the grid is structured on 
class position and political progressiveness rather than Chineseness and orientation.  

72 Visuality and Identity, 4. Shihôs proposition is developed in this book and is developed further 
in the co-edited volumes Sinophone Studies: A Critical Reader and Sinophone Studies Across 
Disciplines.  

73 See Jin Jin, Huayu yuxi wenxue, Introduction, for a concise overview of the debates. Jin, a 
PRC-based scholar of Southeast Asian literature in Chinese, employs the term but also has 
critical reservations.  

74 ñSinophone States of Exception,ò 206. These positions are associated with Shu-mei Shih and 
David Der-wei Wang respectively. Wang has proposed several analytics that could be useful for 
such an expanded scope, including postloyalism (; based on a play on three senses of the 
word yimin; see Hou yimin xiezuo) and the Sinophone/Xenophone (; see ñSinophone 
States of Exception).  Recently, Wang has also taken an ñelemental turnò in ñOf Wind, Soil and 
Water.ò  
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75 Stenberg, ñDiverse Fragility,ò 59.  

76 Shi, ñReconsidering the Sinophone,ò 319, 312. Note that Shu-mei Shih has since addressed the 
question of theorizing from Taiwan in Sinophone Studies: Across the Disciplines.  

77 Kuhn, Chinese Among Others, Introduction. Kuhn states that, around 1990, over half of the 
people who claim Chinese ancestry or are classed by others as Chinese living outside the PRC 
and Taiwan were in Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand.  

78 Nota bene: Josh Stenberg has written several articles in conversation with Sinophone studies, 
though he expresses reservations about the term, which I mentioned earlier.  

79 For example, Ien Ang is cited prominently in Shihôs ñThe Concept of the Sinophoneò and the 
introduction to Sinophone Studies: A Critical Reader. ñif I am inescapably Chinese by descent, I 
am only sometimes Chinese by consent. When and how is a matter of politicsò (ñCan One Say 
No To Chineseness?ò 73). See also Angôs meditations in ñIndonesia on my Mind,ò in On Not 
Speaking Chinese, Chapter 3, on the contradictions of the diasporic response to the anti-Chinese 
riots in Indonesia of May 1998. It is interesting to me that Ang is not the only influential scholar 
of the Chinese diaspora born in Indonesia: Zhou Nanjing, editor of the landmark Encyclopedia of 
Overseas Chinese, and Wang Gungwu, occasionally referred to as the doyen of Overseas Chinese 
Studies, were both born in Java.  

80 Bernards, Writing the South Seas, Chapter 5.  

81 Ng wrote several stories about Yu Dafuôs disappearance in Sumatra, including ñDeath in the 
South,ò ñSupplement,ò and ñThe Disappearance of Mò (Groppe, ñThe Dis/Reappearances of Yu 
Dafuò). Several of these works have been translated by Carlos Rojas. Li Yongpingôs At the 
Riverôs End follows a journey up the Kapuas River (see Groppe, Sinophone Malaysian 
Literature, Chapter 6). Chang Kuei-hsingôs Elephant Herd is set across the Sarawakian border in 
West Kalimantan (see Liew, ñSinophone Geopoliticò).  

82 See, for example, Yan Min, Nanyang xushi, which argues that the Southeast Asian experience 
has been central to the development of modern Chinese literature, and also discusses Barenôs 
Indonesian texts; and Xia Jing, Zhongguo xiandai zuojia de nanyang shuxie yanjiu, which 
emphasizes the primitivist ideology that suffuses these representations. A prescient study from 
the 1980s is Huang Aoyunôs Chinese Writers and the South Seas, which first identified many of 
the ñSoutheast Asian textsò of canonical Chinese authors such as Yu Dafu, Xu Dishan , Ai 
Wu , Qin Mu , and Ling Shuhua , as well as Baren. For a review of recent 
studies in this vein, see Yan Min, Nanyang xushi, 22-25. Note that Yan Minôs graduate research 
focused on post-1965 yinhua literatureðsee, for example, ñShiyi xiangcun yu dushi kunzhe,ò on 
the romanticized representation of the non-Chinese countryside in yinhua literature. 

83 Flair Donglai Shi also calls for Sinophone studies to examine this period more closely in 
ñReconsidering Sinophone Studiesò (317-320). 

84 I.e. excluding Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan. Mahua literature can refers to both the 
literature in Chinese of Malaysia (after 1965) or of Malaya (before 1965). Pre-1965, it includes 
Singapore as well, but strictly speaking excludes North Borneo.   
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85 These authors include Ng Kim Chew, Li Yongping and Chang Kuei-hsing, all of whom have 
been translated into English.  

86 See Jin Jin, Mahua Wenxue.  

87 Hee, Remapping the Sinophone, 58. See also Show, ñLunzhan, xianshi yu Mahua geming 
wenxue,ò which focuses on the work of Jin Zhimang . The ñMahua Specificity Debateò 
of 1947-48 has been pointed to as a precedent for Sinophone studies (Tsu and Wang, 
Introduction, Global Chinese Literature, 2). It is not sufficiently appreciated that it was not just 
about literature, but also a kind of disguised political quarrel between fraternal parties, in this 
case the CPM and CPC (Eu Chooi Yip, Oral History, Reel 10; also, Show, ñGendering Chinese 
Diasporaò).  

88 Djagalov, From Internationalism to Postcolonialism, 219.  

89 Lee ed., Making a World After Empire, has had an outsize influence; Foulcher and Robertsô 
Indonesian Notebook is an exemplary demythologizing approach to Richard Wrightôs attendance 
at the conference; and Stolte and Lewis ed., Lives of Cold-War Afro-Asianism for a more recent 
collection. 

90 Vanhove, World Literature After Empire, Chapter 1. Note that after the Sino-Soviet Split, this 
organization fractured and the Chinese-aligned one did not survive the Cultural Revolution.   

91 On India, see Gvili, Imagining India, Chapter 4, and Mangalagiri, States of Disconnect, 
Chapter 5; on Cuba, see Wang, ñNew Stormò; on the Arab world, see the forthcoming 
dissertation by Joanna Suwen Lee-Brown; on Africa, see Yoon, ñCold War Africa and Chinaò 
and China and African Literature, Chapter 1.  

92 See Liu, Shaping of Indonesia, Chapter 8, on Indonesian writers visiting the PRC; and Zhou, 
ñGlobal Reporting,ò on the Afro-Asian Journalists Association headquartered in Beijing, in 
which Indonesian journalists figured prominently.  

93 Carolien Stolte is one of the scholars that has emphasized the ñpopularò dimension of the 
various Third World conferences (see ñPeopleôs Bandungò and ñDelhi versus Bandungò).  

94 Watsonôs Cold War Reckonings, Chapter 1 examines the history of PEN International as a 
ñfree worldò counterpart to the Afro-Asian Writers Bureau; Ng, ñSoft-boiled, Anti-communist 
Romanceò examines the Hong Kong writer Liu Yichang ôs links to US cultural warfare; 
and Lin, ñAlternative Chineseness,ò on Taiwanese anticommunist novels set in Southeast Asia. 
Lee, ñNeutralizing English,ò examines Han Suyinôs English-language writing in relation to Third 
World Literature. Shih, ñRace and Relationò examines Bandung in passing but does not link it to 
diasporic literature.  

95 These arrangements are discussed in detail in Zhu Yi, Wanlong jiaoxiangqu.  

96 ñJiaoyin  [Footsteps],ò in Shaping, Dengdai, 32.  

97 Liao Bimei , Gei huizishou [To the Executioner], Chiao Hsing Weekly, vol. 
5 no. 9, 1958-03-01, p. 14; Li Qing, ñWenba! bobo !  [Kiss! Uncle],ò Li Qing wenji, 
vol. 1, 192.  
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98 ñJiaoyin  [Footsteps],ò in Shaping, Shaping shiwen xuan, 32-33; Li Qing, ñDuli dasha he 
danman shali bieshu  [Gedung Merdeka and Villa Taman Sari]ò Li 
Qing wenji, vol. 1, 189-190. 

99 See for example the reportage anthologized in Zhou Yingnan, Zhou Yingnan wenji, 10-64.  

100 Sadar Cultural Foundation published a series of Afro-Asian anthologies in 1964 and 1965.   

101 A good overview of the new policy is provided in Fitzgerald, China and the Overseas 
Chinese, Chapters 6-7.  

102 Issues 7 and 8 of the Bandung Bulletin reproduced the entire text of the treaty and several 
communiques and speeches about it.  

103 The treaty, which was revised in mid-1955 and only ratified around 1959, was not 
implemented until after the passage of an Indonesian Nationality Law (in 1958) and the 
subsidence of the diplomatic crisis of 1959-1960. The New Order abrogated the treaty in 1967. 
For a detailed account see Cai Renlong, ñYinni huaqiao shuangchong guoji tiaoyue de chansheng 
ji yanbian  [The genesis and evolution of the Indonesian 
Overseas Chinese Dual Nationality Treaty]ò in Chidaoxian shang de jiaoyin, 5-44.  

104 It was intended to allay Asian statesô fears that the diaspora would be used as a ñfifth column 
[to] export red Chinaôs revolutionò (Zhou Enlai, quoted in Liu, Huaqiao guoji wenti, 178), with 
the hope of achieving diplomatic recognition at the expense of Taiwan (Zhou, Migration in the 
Time of Revolution, 60-68). However, most Southeast Asian states simply opted for unilateral 
legislation rather than bilateral treaties.  

105 Fitzgerald goes as far as to call this a policy of cultural desinification and political 
decolonization, i.e. dismantling the ñChinese coloniesò overseas (China and the Chinese 
Overseas, 138-141).  

106 The attitude expressed by the PRC in the Dual Nationality Treaty encouraged unilateral 
ñnaturalizationò in British Malaya (Low, ñMalayan Emergency,ò 48-50) and South Vietnam 
(Fitzgerald, China and the Overseas Chinese, 113-115).  

107 Note that the principle of single nationality had been affirmed earlier by the attendees of the 
Asian Relations Conference in 1947 (Low, ñCitizenship Diplomacy,ò 53).  

108 Flair Donglai Shi, writing on Sinophone studies, notes that with the nullification of dual 
nationality, the ñanti-Sinocentric call for anti-diaspora/localisation finds its haunting precedent in 
the most unlikely placeða newly established PRCò (ñReconsidering Sinophone Studies,ò 318). 
Shu-mei Shih seems to believe that the Dual-Nationality Treaty licensed discrimination against 
Chinese by depriving them of consular protection: ñBandung was a pivotal moment that turned 
the lives of Chinese minorities from bad to worseò (ñRace and Relation,ò 149). This is a strange 
interpretation that conflicts with my own.  

109 Laachir, Marzagora and Orsini, ñSignificant Geographies.ò The examples they give are the 
Maghreb, the Horn of Africa, and North India.   
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110 See Adelaar and Schapper ed., The Oxford Guide to Malayo-Polynesian Languages of 
Southeast Asia, especially the chapters on ñMultilingualism,ò ñLanguage Policy and the Politics 
of Language,ò and ñNon-Areal Contactò for a sociolinguistic introduction to Southeast Asia.   

111 Hoogervorst, Language Ungoverned, 11-14.  

112 Sai, ñRepresenting the Past.ò 

113 Skinner ñJavaôs Chinese Minority,ò 358; Kwartanada, ñThe Road to Resinificationò; "In 1948 
85% of Chinese children in Dutch-occupied territories attended Chinese educationò (Liem and 
Taga-Tan, ñBetween ideology and experience,ò 84.  

114 Skinner estimated 2.45 million in 1961 ( ñThe Chinese Minority,ò 99); Cai Renlong notes 
2.09 million in 1960 (Chidaoxian shang de jiaoyin, 23); Charles Coppel estimates 2.2 million in 
1956 (cited in Kwartanada, ñThe Making of the Chinese Problem,ò 186).  

115 Cai Renlong, Chidaoxian shang de jiaoyin, 23. There was also a population that claimed ROC 
nationality but was considered stateless.  

116 Coppel, ñMapping the Peranakan Chinese in Indonesia,ò in Studying the Ethnic Chinese in 
Indonesia, 115-118. The results show considerable variation: for example, in Yogyakarta and 
Surabaya, over half spoke Chinese at home, while in Eastern Indonesia, the proportion was quite 
low.  

117 ñIn 1948 85% of Chinese children in Dutch-occupied territories attended Chinese educationò 
(Mary Somers Heidhues, cited in Liem and Taga-Tan, ñBetween Ideology and Experience,ò 83).  

118 254,730 in 1953 (Leo Suryadinata, cited in Soebagjo, ñStudying Chinese in Indonesia,ò 44) 
and 301,401 in 1957 (Huang Kunzhang and Li Xuemin, Yinni Huaqiao huaren shi, 76). This 
number would presumably have fallen after new regulations in the late 1950s which required 
Indonesian nationals to attend Indonesian-medium schoolsðhowever, Chinese-language 
education in the 1940s and 1950s would have formed the basis for the bulk of the readership in 
the 1960s.  

119 Almanak Pers Indonesia 1954-1955, 195, 185.  

120 Hoogervorst, Language Ungoverned, 17.  

121 Dialectologists have examined the extensive use of Malay loanwords in Siantar Mandarin, for 
example. Note, too, that this form of Mandarin was based on Southwestern guanhua (official 
speech) rather than the Beijing variant (Gan Yuôen and Shan Shan, ñYinni óXianda guoyu,ôò 91). 

122 See Chia and Hoogervorst ed., Sinophone Southeast Asia, especially Chapters 2, 4, 5 and 7.  

123 Stenberg, ñDiverse Fragility,ò 70. 

124 I am reminded of how Lydia Liu has noted that the early 20th century split of the third person 
pronoun ta  into a gendered pair ta/ta / changed deictic practices within Chinese (Liu, 
Translingual Practice, 154).  
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125 See Huang, Pragmatics, for a useful and accessible introduction. I have also found John 
Frowôs use of pragmatic concepts in literary analysis a helpful reference.  

126 See Chapter 4 for a discussion of Barenôs role in promoting Afro-Asian literature, including 
Indonesian literature.  

127 ñFrom 1950 to 1965, the number of Indonesian-language books ranked second in the [Foreign 
Language Pressô] overall publicationsò (Liu, Shaping of Indonesia, 191). 

128 Lin Wanli, ñTan Lu Xun de duanpian xiaoshuo,ò 260. Linôs example is of Shannuôs translation 
of Lu Xun into Indonesian, but the same applies for the reverse.  

129 Zhang Dayong gives the example of a dictionary and Letters from the South ( ), the 
Vietnamese compilation, which Sadar released in a translation by Bakri Siregar (Zhang Dayong, 
ñXiao Yucan yu óJiaoxing,ôò 156-57).  

130 Thus, I will not engage some of the central topics in the study of print culture, such as the 
Habermasian ñpublic sphereò or the transition out of scribal culture, where they are not directly 
relevant.  

131 In addition to Andersonôs well-known reflections in Imagined Communities on print 
capitalism, I would also point to Clifford Geertzôs analysis of the theater state in Religion of 
Java, Ann Laura Stolerôs theorization of the colonial archive, and Karen Strasslerôs concept of 
the image-event in Demanding Images, as well as the work of Rudolf Mrazek and James Siegel.  

132 See for example Chapters 4 and 7 of Anderson, Language and Power.  

133 The seminal work is Ahmat Adamôs Vernacular Press and the Emergence of Modern 
Indnoesian Consciousness. These works have been supplemented by Nobuto Yamamotoôs 
Censorship in Colonial Indonesia on state surveillance, Tom Hoogervorstôs Language 
Ungoverned on the Sino-Malay press and Rianne Subijantoôs excellent Communication Against 
Capital on communist print culture.  

134 See Yuliantri and Dahlan, Lekra tak membakar buku, for a history of the PKI daily Harian 
Rakjat; Subijanto, Communication Against Capital, on the 1920s Sinar Hindia; as well as recent 
work by Matthew Woolgar on the PKI in West Java.  

135 Hill, The Press in New Order Indonesia, Introduction. See also Sen and Hill ed., Media, 
Culture and Politics in Indonesia for an approach that encompasses mass media besides print.  
See also the work of Ariel Heryanto, e.g. in Identity and Pleasure, although this focuses 
primarily on post-1998 popular culture.  

136 Oey, Indonesian government and press, and Dhakidae, ñFall of Political Journalism.ò See also 
Eunike Setiadarmaôs forthcoming dissertation on practices and concepts of care in the popular 
press.  

137 Reed, Gutenberg in Shanghai, examines the emergence of the Shanghai publishing industry, 
and Culp, The Power of Print, covers the transition into the socialist era. The anthology edited by 
Reed and Brokaw, From Woodblocks to the Internet, contains a study of the CPCôs  print 
 



43 

 
activities (Reed, ñAdvancing the óGutenbergô Revolutionò) and May 4th publishers (Ling, 
ñCulture, Commerce and Connectionsò) that have a more direct connection to yinhua literature.  

138 Reed, ñAdvancing the (Gutenberg) Revolution.ò 

139 The term is a riff on Brossat and Klingbergôs ñRed Yiddishland.ò 

140 Leow, ñWeeping Qingdao Tears.ò 

141 Seng, ñRevolutionary Cosmopolitanism,ò and Show, ñGendering Chinese Diaspora,ò examine 
the postwar activities in Singapore of the communist propagandists Hu Yuzhi and Shen Zijiu 
respectively.  

142 I am thinking particularly of the work of Isabel Hofmeyr (see ñThe Complicating Seaò on the 
ñIndian Ocean as methodò). Despite occasional comparisons (Chin, ñAfro-Asian Silk Road,ò 
31), the kind of multisite, multilingual, and multiethnic research of the last decade in Indian 
Ocean print culture has simply not been done for the ñSouth Seas.ò   

143 See for example the Bloomsbury Handbook to Postcolonial Print Cultures edited by 
Gajarawala et al, and the special issue of Radical History Review on ñRevolutionary Papers,ò 
edited by Ahmad, Benson and Morgenstern. It may be possible to think of certain questions of 
leftist politics, such as the relationship between underground and aboveground, between the 
party and the masses, in terms of their expression in print. Although from an entirely different 
period, Ian Haywoodôs work on Chartist periodicals has also been useful for me.  

144 Histories of Sino-Indonesian diplomacy universally remark on the Indonesian governmentôs 
aggravation at inflammatory broadcasts by the Southeast Asian Division of Radio Peking (under 
Huang Ailing) during the 1965-67 breakdown of diplomatic relations (e.g., Zhou, Migration in 
the Time of Revolution, 178-79). Liu Hong notes that in its prime it received thousands of letters 
from Indonesian listeners per month (ñThe China Metaphor,ò 220). A reconstruction of this 
radioôs programming has not been undertaken to my knowledge. 

145 See Wilcox, ñPerforming Bandung,ò Lindsay, ñPerforming Indonesia Abroad,ò and the 
companion documentary, Lindsay and Sujai dir., Menggelar Indonesia. 

146 Setijadi-Dunn and Barker have examined ethnic Chinese film producers (ñImagining 
óIndonesiaô), and Xu Lanjun, while focused on Hong Kong, has begun to delineate the 
transnational distribution apparatus (ñThe Southern Film Corporationò); in addition, Dafna 
Ruppin has examined the earliest stages of cinema in Indonesia (Komedi Bioscoop). Ang Hock 
Liem  and the entertainment complex he owned, Lokasari (; previously, 
Prinsenpark), in particular, deserve further study.  

147 Strassler, Refracted Visions, especially Chapters 1-3.  

148 Xu Qiongling has studied Indonesian returneesô participation in PRC athletics (Quanquan 
chizi xin), while several Chinese-Indonesian athletes are discussed in Lembong et al ed., 
Tionghoa Dalam Keindonesiaan, vol. 2.  
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Chapter 1: Rise and Fall of a Print Culture 

A Walk Through Glodok 

In a short story about the transformation of an elderly worker from a cynic into a 

proselytizer, the reporter Zhou Yingnan included the following passage on yinhua print culture. 

The protagonist is explaining to his nephew, the narrator, how he changed:  

ñWell, in the past, you know that I'm not very educated, I couldn't really understand the 
newspapers, and whenever I picked one up, there were so many new words, so I would 
just give up and forget about it [é] The night school teacher taught us to organize 
reading groups. Yuanying, Minglong, Minqiao and I are in a group, and we have two 
copies of Xin Bao which we share. The four of us take turns reading, while one reads out 
loud, the other three read silently, if he doesn't know a word, someone else helps read it 
out, if all three don't know the word, then they ask the teacher at night school, and the 
teacher explains it all in detail. This is a good method, and we're all improving quickly 
[...] We're doing criticism and self-criticism now. If someone is wrong, they admit to it 
and correct it. If other people notice, then they criticize, and ask you to correct it. What a 
great rule."1   

Here, language institutions such as newspapers and night schools, together with social 

technologies such as decentralized study groups and criticism/self-criticism, are all bundled 

together. The newspaper functions here not just as a means of communication, but as the center 

of a new kind of social life. Even more than political education or nationalist sentiment, it was 

this new print-centered culture that defined the yinhua world.  

Let us begin by examining the institutional geography of this print culture. Say that, 

sometime in the middle of the last century, you have just exited the old train station of Jakarta's 

downtown. A few steps and you find yourself at a broad intersection. A long avenue stretches 

south, splits into two parallel avenues around a canal, linking the old town to the Independence 

Square (Medan Merdeka) to the south. Perhaps on a clear day you could see the National 

Monument (Monas), though of course it might still be under construction. You are in one of the 

centers of printing and publishing in this part of the world, which is also one of the longest-

established Chinatowns in Southeast Asia, Glodok. Right on the corner of Asemka and Pintu 

Besar sit the "quasi-monopoly" of the Sin Po () enterprise.2 Besides taking in a steady 

stream of profitable contract print jobs, this company also published two influential dailies, one 
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in Indonesian and one in Chineseðthe one in the story quoted aboveðas well as multiple 

magazines. Its rival, the liberal Keng Po, was headquartered just across the street, while one of 

its allies, the communist Harian Rakyat (ñPeopleôs Dailyò), was just down the block. The other 

major Chinese-language newspapers were not much farther, including the pro-CPC Seng Hwo 

Pao (ñThe Life;ò ) and its rival, the pro-GMD Thien Sung Yit Po (ñVoice of Heaven;ò 

).   

At the heart of Glodok is the bustling commercial street of Pancoran, a cultural hub lined 

with half a dozen Chinese-language bookstores where you could purchase new editions of Mao, 

Lenin, or Stalin in a number of languages. Opposite Pancoran is the cramped ghetto of Pinangsia, 

where the small printery Tjen Goan () Company lies, ready to take emergency jobs. A little 

further down the thoroughfare, and you reach the PRC embassy, opposite from a police stationð

the former colonial prisonðand next to the Seng Hwo Pao. Here one can view film screenings, 

or consult the free library, to read the latest publications from the PRC. The embassy is pursuing 

a more-or-less successful campaign of cultural diplomacy, and has many allies in the press, the 

schools, and some parts of the capitalist class, although it also has powerful enemies. Only a few 

steps further south, and you reach the former mansion of the last majoor der Chinezen Khouw 

Kim An, complete with the old-fashioned pillars and wide eaves. (It still exists today, surrounded 

by skyscraper hotels.) By this point, it has been repurposed as a headquarters for several 

communal organizations, including the predominantly-Chinese quasi-party Baperki. Its 

publications, including the Chinese-language Chiao Hsing Weekly ( ℮), played a key role 

in connecting progressive Sinophone youth to the mainstream of Indonesian political life.  

As you continue south down the avenue, in the direction of Independence Square, you 

exit Glodok, and enter the neighborhood of Mangga Besar. Best known as a hub for 

entertainment, including the infamous Lokasari, also known as Prinsenpark or, in Chinese, 

ñHappy World [ӏҕ ], in its smaller alleyways the offices of the Zamrud Cultural 

Foundation (Yayasan Kebudayaan Zamrud; ᴪ), which in the 1960s published 

over a hundred books of yinhua literature. Within twenty minutes walking, you can reach at least 
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four Chinese high schools with thousands of students in total, and a far greater number of 

elementary schools. To the west are two universities established by predominantly-Chinese 

organizations. To the southwest, next to Independence Square, the neighborhood of Pasar Baru 

(ñNew Marketò), with its cleaner and more modern shops, forms a secondary center of Chinese 

print cultureðthis is where the office of Chiao Hsing Weekly and the Sadar Cultural Foundation 

are located, for example, in the same house as the renowned Indonesian writer Rukiah.  

Return once more to the corner of Asemka, where the Sin Po enterprise is located. 

Around 1964, the routine of the editors of Xin Bao (at this point renamed Zhongcheng Bao) 

might have looked like this.3 At 7AM, the editorial staff clocks in at their second floor office in 

the Asemka 29 building (where we started our walk). The first task on arrival is to turn on the 

radio: the Indonesian-language radio brings the editors up to speed on domestic news, while the 

Chinese-language broadcasting out of Beijing, on the other hand, functions like a news wire. It 

has to be transcribed word-for-word by dedicated staff, and then screened and revised for 

potential republication. Throughout the day the Indonesian news agency Antara delivers printed 

packets of news, out of which selections were translated for publication. While the news is all 

handled in house, supplements like Garden of Youth ( ) and Sparks ( ) were 

contracted out to fellow travelers who might be paid with an honorarium. Visual assets, like the 

production of zinc plates (ñclich®sò) from photographs or illustrations, appear like magic from 

the department upstairs, while the business side of thingsðsubscriptions, distribution, 

advertising, and procurementðtakes place downstairs. After a quick lunch across the street, it is 

time to finalize the text for printing around 2PM. Dragging out the process will drive the layout 

department wild with frustration, since they know that every extra minute spent on editing cuts 

into the time needed for composition. Once laid out, the chase is rushed to the printing 

department downstairs. A manual print is made with a roller by the head of the department, and 

the editor signs off on it, or makes final changes. At this point, the editorial staff can go home, 

assured that tens of thousands of copies of this newspaper will be out the door and on the way to 
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the train to Surabaya or the plane to Medan, the two farthest important markets, by 4PM, and 

hitting the streets of Jakarta later that evening.  

I draw this sketch (literallyðsee Figure 1) of a place in a time to concretize the 

institutional network that undergirded an entire print culture whose traces are now dispersed and 

submerged. Glodok is today a shade of its past. Residents who could afford to leave have moved 

to the suburban enclaves, mostly to the north and west. The center of economic activity has long 

since moved south. Despite recent attempts at ñurban renewalò that involve ethnicized food and 

clothing, sometimes nostalgically branded with sinographs, the bookstores, the printeries, and the 

schools that formed the base of sinographic sociality are all gone. It is hard to imagine that 

through the transportation networksðthe train station, Kota Jakarta, that abuts the Chinatown, as 

well as the ports of Ancol and Tanjung Priok to the north, and the airport of Kemayoran to the 

West, all three of which are near by today's standardsðsuch institutions once set the pace for the 

yinhua world. Reams of newspapers, trunks of books, and cohorts of educators emanated 

outwards from here, drawing in a steady stream of words, people, and money in their wake.  

For the Chinese language in Indonesia there was no central state body for proper usage, 

as there was for Indonesian, or for Chinese in China, and we would hardly expect there to be 

one. Rather, this network of what I call ñlanguage institutionsò assumed this responsibility, 

especially the publishing and educational organizations. Bookstores, cinemas, theaters, libraries, 

and so on played a role too, and the upstream decisions of community or political organizations 

also mattered of course. Together, they formed part of a larger ideological apparatus, as well as 

the substrate of a print culture, regulating the proper form and content of Chinese-language 

expression in Indonesia. I emphasize language and print here, to tactically suspend the reliance 

in popular and scholarly narratives on concepts such as community or identity. Following these 

threads allows us to see that assumptions of the internal coherence and external boundaries of 

Chinese-Indonesian history are sometimes circular, not always tenable. We will find, for 

example, that (especially towards the end of this period) the yinhua formation overlapped more 

with the Indonesian communists who read Harian Rakyat than the peranakan liberals who read 
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Star Weekly. Departing from a written language, and disambiguating it temporarily from 

ethnicity in general, permits a different perspective on the cultural history of Cold War Asia. 

(Incidentally, it also means that I exclude Indonesian-language newspapers and schools that were 

owned by or primarily served ethnic Chinese from the purview of my dissertation.)  

How did this print culture emerge so quickly in postcolonial Indonesia? And why was it 

destroyed? The crucial story here is of a shift over time to the left. By the end of the Sukarno era 

in 1965, the yinhua language institutions had all become avowedly anti-imperialist, generally 

sympathetic to communism, and critical of capitalism. This shift cannot be entirely accounted for 

by leftist infiltration, though this was certainly the default explanation given by liberal and right-

wing commentators. We can name several compounding factors. In the first place, the pull of the 

left for not just some intellectuals, but the entire yinhua media complex, was enhanced by the 

favorable conditions of official anticolonialism in Indonesia and socialism in China. Another 

crucial factor was the leftôs strong emphasis on cultural work which succeeded in making 

conservative rivals appear backwards. Finally, there was the minoritarian factor: the tensions 

between the local and the diasporic, while severe, especially at a time when lines of citizenship 

were being drawn, could also be ameliorated or even transcended through the political project of 

internationalism.  

In the following, I seek to provide a serviceable overview of the development of Chinese-

language print culture in Indonesia up to 1965, one that will be useful for any student of the 

Chinese diaspora, Indonesian history, or Cold War culture. My emphasis in this chapter is on the 

press, in order to set the stage for the discussion of yinhua literatureðincluding in relation to 

book publishing, literary journals, and literary supplementsðin the next chapter. To start, I probe 

the origins of this culture in the Netherlands Indies. Rather than drawing a straight line through 

the rupture of the Pacific War, I describe multiple possible beginnings. After that, I discuss the 

development of the yinhua press from 1945 to 1965, with an eye to how it navigated a 

challenging economic and political environment and even thrived. I conclude with the 

introduction of a ban on the Chinese script as part of the anticommunist violence that established 
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the New Order. Throughout, I trace the process by which a diasporic attachment to China, 

through the mediation of leftist culture in Chinese, was in turn transformed into an Indonesian 

patriotism. This account further discredits the assimilationist story of a foreign language as an 

obstacle to social integration and ethnic harmony, and sheds light on the links between 

antisinicism and anticommunism.  

This chapter also introduces several players that figure prominently in the rest of the 

dissertation. First and foremost there is the Sin Po enterprise, which published an influential 

Indonesian and Chinese daily. Although both used the same name, literally the ñNew Newspaper 

( ),ò I refer to the Indonesian-language edition as Sin Po and the Chinese-language edition 

(using pinyin) as Xin Bao. I maintain this usage after the newspapers were renamed ñLoyal 

Newspaperò in the 1960s: in Indonesian, Warta Bhakti, and in pinyin romanization of Chinese, 

Zhongcheng Bao ( ). By threading the changes that this publication experienced over this 

period, I hope to provide some narrative continuity to the historical ruptures. The Chinese paper 

was not just an edition, but an editorially independent paper. By 1965, it was the biggest, the 

oldest, and in some ways the most representative. As a part of a well-capitalized  conglomerate, 

it had both commercial advantages and political disadvantages that placed it at the heart of the 

"problem" of Chinese print capital in a decolonizing Indonesian economy. Its relationship to its 

senior (but not necessarily larger) Indonesian-language sibling, the Sin Po, is metonymic of the 

minoritarian status of the Chinese language in Indonesia as a whole. My discussion of this high-

circulation daily is interwoven with the stories of several publications with direct links to 

communist internationalismðthat is, Red Tide ( ) in the 1930s, Below the Winds ( Ҋ) in 

the 1940s, and Chiao Hsing Weekly ( ℮) in the 1950s.  
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Figure 1. Glodokôs language institutions.  

Map of yinhua print, education, and community institutions in Jakartaôs Chinatown in the 
1950s. Source: design by author. 
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Late Colonial Currents 

The beginnings of sinographic print culture are still murky. The earliest known materials 

printed with movable metal type) are government publications from the 1850s.4 However, only at 

the turn of the century would ethnic Chinese publishers begin to print periodicals. Some 

newspapers are attested as early as 1903.5 One early bilingual newspaper, Ik Po  

("Translation") founded 1904, was primarily composed of advertisements together with 

educational sections on Chinese languageðthese mostly unsystematic articles normally just 

gloss individual characters, providing Dutch- and Malay-based pronunciations. The spectacular 

masthead, which a counterposes a Confucian scholar-bureaucrat with a European-style angel, 

and makes decorative use of sinographs (see Figure 2), is suggestive of the cultural nationalist 

revival of the early 20th century.6 At the same time, it also hints at the potential history of a 

hybrid and multilingual print culture before the establishment of rigid linguistic boundaries.   

The political press can be traced back to at least 1909, when a spate of short-lived, 

irregular newspapers were founded, many of which promoted anti-Qing revolutionary activity.7 

Most of these were linked to the soe po sia (ӥ ), or reading societies, established as fronts 

for the overseas republican movement. Only in the early 1920s, however, would a durable cohort 

of Chinese-language newspapers be founded, many of which survived for several decades. These 

included Xin Bao ("New Newspaper," , Jakarta, 1921) as well as Thien Sung Yit Po 

("Heaven's Voice Daily," , Jakarta, 1921), which would later become the GMD party 

newspaper.8  Like the Chinese schools that the Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan (Chinese Council [Ҭ ᴪ

], hereafter THHK) began to establish all across Indonesia, as well as the various community 

organizations and chambers of commerce, these organizations recruited staff from China, many 

of whom were Southeast Asia-born students from the Jinan Academy (, later refounded 

as Jinan University []), or the Jimei School ().9  

The yinhua press developed alongside what is generally referred to as the Sino-Malay 

press. Xin Bao, for example, was founded as the Chinese-language edition of the 

Indonesian/Malay-language Sin Po,10 founded in 1904, and enjoyed the competitive advantages 
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of scale. However, Xin Bao was not just a translation of the Sin Po, and operated with its own 

editorial leadership, first Xie Zuoshun  and later Song Zhongquan Ҭ .  The most 

visible difference between the two editions was in layout: where Sin Po featured news articles on 

its front page, Xin Bao's front page was almost entirely taken up by advertisements and 

announcements (see Figure 9). This "commercial" orientation of the pre-war Xin Bao 

publicationsðone which is also visible in contemporaneous Singaporean Chinese newspapers 

like Nanyang Siang Pauðwould change in the era of anticolonial revolution.  

The Sin Po group would grow into one of the most influential media enterprises in 

Indonesia over the following half-century, publishing both the two aforementioned dailies, as 

well as several magazines (Figure 3) and briefly, a European-languages weekly (De Chineesche 

Revue) and a Surabaya edition (which later became Sin Tit Po).11 The Sin Po group's positions 

were considered radical by the authorities. Not only were they known for full-throated support of 

Chinese nationalism and played a leading role in 1930s solidarity campaigns in the war of 

resistance against Japan.12 More threateningly, they were also critical of colonialism, ñthe white 

peril.ò13 They opposed participation in colonial government, rejected Dutch subjecthood, and 

supported Indonesian nationalists.14 The composer Supratman was a reporter at Sin Po and his 

ñIndonesia Rayaò (ñGreat Indonesiaò), later to become the national anthem, was first published 

in its pages. Purportedly, the company also covertly subsidized the reproduction of Sukarnoôs 

anticolonial propaganda pamphlets,15 and it may have lent matrices for illustrations to the 

communist Sinar Hindia.16 Indeed, historians have spoken of a ñSin Po Groupò as the 

representative of ñChina-orientedò politics in this period. As important as their orientation 

towards China was what I would describe as their orientation away from the Netherlandsðit is 

this shared political impulse that is often overlooked when cultural affinity is overemphasized, 

and it was this, too, that would make it possible for the yinhua world to develop a partnership 

with the broader Indonesian left in the years to come.   

As Nobuto Yamamoto has shown in painstaking detail, the Dutch colonial state enforced 

a censorship regime that was considerably more draconian than neighboring colonies, with the 
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effect that newspapers had to remain largely apolitical to survive. In the 1930s, such censorship 

actually intensified, as newspapers were routinely shuttered and editors imprisoned for loosely-

defined subversive content, which included antifascism. One reporter was punished for the 

offence of calling Hitler an insecure man in 1939.17 In the 1930s, articles deemed to be anti-

Japanese, and usually brought to the attention of the government by the Japanese consul, were 

the primary reason for temporary suspension (persbreidel) of Chinese newspapers, which were 

already a major target of colonial censors, especially after 1936.18 Initially, the Xin Bao was 

treated more leniently than the Malay edition, not because it was less fervent but because the 

Dutch were less concerned about maintaining its control over its readership who were assumed 

to be recent immigrants.19 Even so, Xin Bao was warned and then "bridled" in 1938, and then 

again in 1939.20  

The colonial attempt to seal off the Indies press from the dangerous developments in the 

rest of Asia, especially from communist and anticolonial influence, meant that radical opinions 

could not hope to establish a foothold even in disguise within the mainstream press. However, it 

is possible with some difficulty to identify the glimmers of a radical underground, one which 

never cohered into a tradition, but strongly suggest the potential for one in less repressive 

circumstances; here we follow Rianne Subijanto, who has described the emergence of the 

communist movement in Indonesia was an event in the history of communication.21  

Historically speaking, the Dutch suppression of the communist uprisings of 1926, which 

nearly coincided with the White Terror of 1927 in China, closed the small window of liberal 

governance which permitted a degree of public dissent. The development of communism in 

Southeast Asia, as is well-known, mobilized and traveled along Overseas Chinese networks. 

During the Cominternôs Second Period, ethnic Chinese intellectuals, merchants, and workers 

participated in or led the founding of local communist parties in the Philippines, Siam/Thailand, 

and Malaya, and sometimes the lines between these and the CPC could be blurry.22 The 

Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI), however, was not only independent, but predated the CPC 

by several years. Notwithstanding the involvement of several individual creole Chinese 
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communists, contact between the two parties, and concomitantly, between Chinese-speaking 

leftists in Indonesia and the PKI, is generally thought to be insignificant before 1949.23 While 

this interpretation is largely correct, there were in fact many individual moments of contactð

colonial conditions of censorship and repression, however, made them difficult to sustain. In this 

section, I discuss the ñRed Tide Incidentò of 1933 as an example of an interrupted or delayed 

tendency, which may help to illuminate the postwar strength and character of the Chinese left in 

Indonesia and its links to print culture.  

In late 1932, a group of immigrant Chinese communist educators established a party 

branch in a high school in the small city of Malang in the uplands of East Java.24 The core of the 

group were several alumni from Moscowôs Sun Yat Sen University, some of whom were also 

Hokkiens with links to Southeast Asia. Xie Huaidan and Lin Qiduo, co-editors of the Xiamen 

communist periodical Red Flag ( ), had both escaped the city after the White Terror reached 

it. Like so many other leftist intellectuals, they found refuge in Southeast Asiaôs language 

institutions.25 In time-honored tradition, one of their first activities was to establish cells for the 

production, distribution, and discussion of radical mimeographs.26 It did not survive long: within 

a few months, Dutch police retraced their publication, Red Tide ( ), through the post. Over 

fifty arrests followed, resulting in over a dozen deportations and at least two banishments to the 

penal colony of Boven Digoel.27 The police, it was reported, ñcarted offé a carful of 

propagandaò for translation.28 The press boiled over: European socialists exulted that 

ñcommunist grows in Indonesia!ò as colonial conservatives fretted that this ñimport 

communismé was no salon-communismò and the Singapore papers dwelled on the suffering of 

the suspectsô parents.29  

These arrests demonstrate that by the early 1930s, communism was already sinking in 

roots within the Chinese-language community. It was linked not only to China and Moscow, but 

to rest of the region through the Chinese diaspora. Notably, because ties had been cut with China, 

the Malang cell was established not as a branch of the CPC but rather of the Communist Party of 

the Philippines, which the Red Tide cadre were able to contact through the Hokkien communist 
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network!30 Furthermore, the existence of two cells in North Sumatra and East Java suggest the 

special importance of these two regions for the history of the Chinese left in Indonesiaðthey 

which would produce many cadres in the years to come and also register relatively high support 

for Indonesian independence here during the anticolonial struggle of the 1940s.31 International 

comparison suggests that, but for the repressive efficacy of the colonial state, Chinese-speaking 

communists might have found more success in the Dutch East Indies, as they did in the 

Philippines, Siam and Malaya in the 1930s.32 Instead, the Red Tide Affair usually appears as an 

intriguing but insignificant historical footnote.33 

Given all this, the postwar explosion in progressive activity, after the lifting of the 

colonial-fascist censorship, should be unsurprising. The close involvement of party-building with 

printing and publishing in the history of the CPCðwhat Christopher Reed has labeled, 

somewhat loosely, ñprint communismòðis even more visible in the history of this splinter.34 We 

see this in the biography of the first recruit at the elementary school, a progressive teacher, 

Chang Hsi Shek  (Figure 4),35 who came from a wealthy local family and had been 

involved in a May 4th-style literary magazine (New Life Weekly ℮) while studying in 

Beijing University. Because he was an Indies subject, rather than deportation, he was banished to 

Boven Digoel. Eventually, he would be transferred to Australia.36 By 1947, he was back in 

Medan, preaching to young progressive Chinese about the anticolonial struggle. At every stage in 

his revolutionary career, he was involved in publishing, all the way until the coup in 1965.37  

Although the red tide was stemmed in 1933 through white terror, it did not dry up. While 

most of the deportees reentered the struggle in Fujian, as Xie herself did, or in the Philippines, a 

few found their way back to Indonesia. There, they reunited with comrades who had escaped 

official attention, several of whom had turned their energies towards cultural entrepreneurship, 

for example founding the Dadi (ñGood Earthò) Bookstore in Medan.38 In fact, this entire affair 

prefigures many of the later patterns of yinhua culture. The role of radical teachers, especially 

those who immigrated after the 1927 rightward turn in China, is obvious, as are the importance 

of the Chinese communities of North Sumatra and East Java as a progressive base. More 
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significantly, it suggests that the scholarly focus on nationalism requires complication. Like 

many other communists in the Cominternôs ñThird Period,ò the Red Tide organizers established a 

League Against Imperialism, perhaps with the hopes of eventually extending their reach outside 

of the Chinese-speaking community. The division of anticolonialism/anti-imperialist politics as 

part of outwards-facing organizing and agitation, and anticapitalist/communist for internal, 

cadre-oriented purposes will be a hallmark of later approaches linked to the strategy of the 

United Front. Furthermore, this branch was formally linked not to the Communist Party of 

China, but to the nascent Communist Party of the Philippines; in a period when the national 

divisions between communist parties was considerably more porous, and contact with the CPC 

was broken, they instead secured affiliation with Manila through a network of Quanzhou 

communists who were also Moscow alums.39 In this case, the ñnation-stateò was only one among 

many affinal links. At least as important were Comintern internationalism, Hokkien hometown 

links, and Southeast Asian regionalism.  

Leo Suryadinata in his study of late colonial peranakan politics has identified three 

ñstreams,ò that were Indonesia, Netherlands, and China-oriented respectively, each of whom had 

their representative newspapers. It appears that such a tripartite characterization does not extend 

to the Chinese-language media, which by the 1930s was mostly agonistic towards the Dutch 

colonial state. (In contrast, the community in Malaya was far more divided, i.e. conciliatory, 

towards the British empire.) It is not hard to see why, considering the draconian censorship 

regime. The political use of deportation was frequent: twelve of the editors and/or directors of 

Thien Sung Yit Po, for example, the GMD-affiliated newspaper, were deported in the two 

decades before the war. For the New China Times in Medan, the number was seven.40 And thatôs 

without counting all of the trials, fines, and prison terms.   

There is some evidence that as the war approached, the antifascist mood in the worldwide 

Chinese press intensified. Thus we read of more underground mimeographs being established 

with names like Sea of Blood ( ), Eliminate the Traitors ( ), and Battlefront ( );41 and 

of a new wave of newspapers being founded, including the one that renowned author Heiying 
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reportedly helmed, which emphasized both anti-Japanese mobilization and the new literature.42 

The colonial state would not doubt have sought to quash such a convergence between the two 

streams of the radical underground and the commercial press, as it had with Red Tideðyet the 

time when it could do so had already passed.  
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  Figure 2. Masthead of Ik Po.   

A relatively early example of a bilingual use of Chinese script in a (non-governmental) 
weekly newspaper from 1905. Source: PNRI microform collection.   
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Figure 3. Sin Poôs publishing empire.  

From top center, clockwise: the first-ever issue of the Malay edition of Sin Po, presumably 
from 1909; four issues of the Chinese-language daily, Xin Bao (note the prominence of 
advertising in comparison to the Malay edition); an issue of a pictorial periodical (possibly 
a Chinese-language weekly); an issue of Sin Po Wekelijkse Editie, the Malay-language 
weekly; three issues of the Malay-language daily Sin Po. Source: Sin Po Jubileum Nummer 
1910-1935. 
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Figure 4. Xie Huaidan and Chang Hsi Shek in Asahan.  

Pictured here in an anniversary publication for Asahanôs Peishan Elementary school, Xie 
Huaidan (Xie Fang), fourth from the rightl, and her first recruit, Chang Hsi Shek, is on the far 
left. Xie and Zhang were founders of a communist cell in Malang that published Red Tide from 
1932-1933. Source: Peishan zhi niannian, 14. 
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The Postwar Confluence 

The rapid success of the invasion of Southeast Asia in 1942 crushed European prestige 

while also vindicating warnings about Japanese imperialism. One of the effects of the fascist 

occupation was the formation of new links between the political, economic, and cultural 

leadership of the Chinese community. Several hundred Chinese elites known for anti-Japanese 

activism were interned in a concentration camp at Cimahi near Bandung, for example, including 

the entire leadership of Sin Po, as well as the writer Heiying.43 Outside the camps and prisons, in 

areas of concentrated Chinese settlement such as Java, West Borneo, and North Sumatra, the 

solidarity movement for the Chinese war of resistance Japan transformed into an antifascist 

underground. In conformity to a pattern throughout Southeast Asia, right and left antifascists 

formed underground networks, working together without merging: these organizations included 

the Peopleôs Anti-Fascist Alliance [ֲ ] of North Sumatra, the Resistance 

Against Japan National Liberation Alliance () of Java and the Anti-

Japanese Alliance of West Kalimantan (ᴪ).44 While the bulk of antifascists 

were locally-born youth, many of the leaders of these organizations were either part of the post-

1927 generation of emigres escaping the White Terror,45 or the even more recent wave of 

communist refugees from Singapore, which included Baren and Hu Yuzhi.46 While the wartime 

achievements of this network were limited, especially in comparison to the record of armed 

resistance in Malaya and the Philippines, restricted mostly to promoting non-collaboration, cadre 

training, and spreading propaganda, the cadre of these organizations and perhaps their mythology 

became the bedrock of the entire postwar progressive establishment.  

The Japanese surrender in 1945 only ended the Pacific War in a formal senseðalmost 

immediately, European powers returned to Asia eager to "reclaim" their colonies, as civil war 

broke out in mainland China. Despite the hardship, the recession of the draconian censorship 

regime meant that, for the first time, a Chinese-language public sphere could arise. The 

subterranean streams of radical print culture that survived the age of reaction now burst above 

ground to saturate the postwar revolutionary moment. The most consequential development for 
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the press was the rise of a Southeast Asian network of left-wing newspapers affiliated with 

overseas branches of the Chinese Democratic League and indirectly linked to the CPC, many of 

which developed organically from underground mimeographs. The regional center of this 

network was in Singapore, where Chinese leftists who had fled North to join the Malayan 

resistance, or across the straits to join the Indonesian underground, now reconvened. With the 

financial and political support of the anti-KMT capitalist Tan Kah Kee , a weekly 

magazine, Below the Winds ( Ҋ), followed by a daily newspaper, Nan Chiao Jit Pau ( ᶸ

), were established, and a magazine focused on the womenôs movement, New Woman (

).47 Although these were located in British Malaya, they were staffed almost entirely by 

Chinese communists who had spent the war in hiding in Sumatra, and especially in the first year 

of operation, they placed their emphasis on the anticolonial struggle in Indonesia (and 

Vietnam).48 in Jin Jinôs words, they operated from a concept of ñIndonesia as subject [ץ ҹ

Һᵣ].ò49 The sharp politics, fresh content, and reader-friendly style of Below the Winds and its 

associated publications made it, without a doubt, the cultural touchstone of this era.  

Many of the new organizations were overtly affiliated with the Chinese Democratic 

League (Һ ; hereafter CDL), a ñthird-wayò party with a base among intellectuals and 

professionals that functioned as a CCP-linked front organization in Southeast Asia.50 The 

political vanguard of this new left-wing media network was the Democratic Daily News ( Һ

), a newspaper founded out of the underground mimeograph of the Peopleôs Antifascist 

Alliance.51 (While this newspaper, as well as an associated magazine, are lost today, reports on 

its coverage are preserved in Dutch intelligence archives.) This publication, which took the 

unusual step of establishing a short-lived Indonesian-language edition, Kerakjatan 

(ñDemocracyò), was an outspoken supporter of the Indonesian Revolution even compared to 

other communist-linked newspapers such as Nan Chiao Jit Pau ( ᶸ ) in Singapore and 

Seng Hwo Pao ( ) in Jakarta, which were considerably more ambivalent.  

The efflorescent left-wing media network of revolutionary Asia did not survive the 

emergence of the Cold War intact. Although suppressed in still-colonized territories such as 
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British Malaya, it survived in a more nationalized version in liberated Indonesia. Jakartaôs Seng 

Hwo Pao took on an especially important role as the semi-official mouthpiece of the PRC in 

Indonesia. This newspaper is especially interesting for the way it shows how a group of 

progressive businessmen could, in a specific context, wholeheartedly embrace communism. (In 

some cases, the story runs the other way, with communists becoming successful businessmen.) It 

was founded by a group of antifascist friends linked to Javaôs antifascist league () who 

organized a joint stock trading company in 1944. This company had the stated postwar goal of 

plowing profits into the promotion of progressive politics in the Chinese language institutions 

through (1) supporting education (2) selling progressive books and (3) starting a newspaper.52 

Stories such as this suggest that the postwar progressive press should be seen as a fusion of the 

underground left and the patriotic bourgeoisie that had been created in the crucible of the 1940s. 

(Only in the early 1950s would the right mount a coordinated counteroffensive, founding a spate 

of new newspapers under more direct party influence.)53 Legacy newspapers were soon forced to 

pick sides as the Chinese Civil War intensified: the Sin Po and Xin Bao soon switched from 

official neutrality to a critical stance towards Chiang Kai-shek.54 The new papers were both 

political allies and economic competitors in this new environment. Contacts with the Chinese left 

on the mainland intensified, and Xin Bao editors were even contacted to try to develop an 

Indonesian-language dictionary and historical encyclopedia.55  

The question of the Indonesian Republic was more controversial. Forced evacuations and 

property destruction by the Indonesian military as part of a "scorched earth" strategy, as well as 

several massacres in parts of Javas by anticolonial militias, were strongly condemned by many 

parts of Chinese-Indonesian establishment. The Sin Po groupôs position followed the public line 

of the Republic of China's representatives, sought to retain support for independence by 

portraying these incidents as negligent rather than malicious. Ravando has examined the Sin Poôs 

fiercely critical coverage of the Indonesian governmentôs inability to rein in its militias and even 

military, but the position of the Xin Baoðwhich was not simply a translation of the Malay 

edition, but a semi-autonomous publicationðis harder to ascertain, given the paucity of 
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surviving records. What is clear is that serious tensions emerged within the Sin Po company 

during this period. In 1946 or 1947, as it struggled to manage the influx of refugees from the 

countryside, the Chung Hwa Tsung Hui, which included the Sin Po director Ang Jan Goan on its 

board, commissioned a report on recent anti-Chinese violence. Kwee Kek Beng, then editor-in-

chief of the Malay/Indonesian edition, completed much of the research for it. The result was the 

bilingual Memorandum outlining acts of violence and inhumanity perpetrated by Indonesian 

bands on innocent Chinese before and after the Dutch police action was enforced on July 21 

1947,56 based on on-the-ground investigations and reports from local Chinese associations. Yet 

after its publication, Kwee faced accusations that he had received Dutch military support. (He 

later wrote that he had been offered it, but refused it.) 57  

Of course, the colonial government did not delay in circulating these materials to press 

and community leaders. Shortly after, Kwee Kek Beng left Sin Po, and Ang Jan Goan, who 

worked closely with the Republican government,58 publicly distanced himself from the 

Memorandum.59 It is reasonable to surmise that this split between the editor and the director, who 

had worked together for over two decades, was related to this document, and/or to the formation 

of the Chinese militia known as the Pao An Tui in response to the recent violence. Perhaps the 

most influential part of the Memorandum was an album of photographs, apparently sourced from 

the Chinese press, that was compiled as a supplement. (Indeed, decontextualized images from 

this album continue to circulate in secondary literature today.60) The album contained images of 

mutilated or burnt corpses, apparently from the Malang area,61 followed by images of a massive 

anti-Republican protestðorganized by pro-GMD partisansðin Medan in September of 1947.62 

Together, these two sets of images produce a clear story of Indonesian violence followed by 

Chinese protest in reaction. Yet the left-wing papers were far more critical of the narrative of 

anti-Chinese violence. One leftist Jakartan, writing for a Singaporean newspaper edited by Hu 

Yuzhi,  

The Dutch have taken pictures of Indonesians' atrocities for propaganda purposes to the 
worldé [which] have killed Chinese sympathy and made the Chinese turn to the Dutch. 
The question now open is how long the Dutch protection toward the Chinese would last? 
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This will depend how long would the Dutch need the Chinese to restore their policy of 
colonization.63  

To try to force a retraction of this critical article, the Dutch sent agents equipped with these 

atrocity photographs. Initially, even pro-Western editors protested that 

their readers sympathize so strongly with the Republic that they could not include reports 
that would be considered pro-Dutch = anti-Republican by the readers for commercial 
(sic!) considerations.64  

Despite initial suspicions, however, their efforts began to pay off, and the earlier widespread 

sympathy towards the Republic became more muted.65 The complexities of the experience of the 

independence struggle remained unresolved and often unarticulated.  

After Kweeôs departure, the Indonesian-language edition adopted the model of an 

editorial committee, in emulation of its Chinese-language counterpart, in an example of the 

spread of a new organizational culture and democratic ethic.66 Indeed, this era involved not just 

exposure to new information, but to the spread of a new culture of writing and reading, 

especially within the schools, that stressed progressive politics, organizational life and 

democratic deliberation. This culture is in evidence in one of the early issues of the magazine 

Seabird  (Figure 6), published by students from a Surabayan high school, prominently 

featured photographs of the "blackboard newspapers" () and "wall newspapers" ().67 

These images show groups of students reading and discussing the textsðtexts that they had 

perhaps written, and were certainly written by people they knew. No doubt they would have been 

encouraged to submit responses or pitch articles, as well; seasoned writers could join the 

editorial boards, and perhaps even manage a print magazine like Seabird. Some student 

magazines attained a high degree of professionalism, hardly surprising when we consider that 

high schoolers were frequently in their early twenties with intense and sometimes harrowing 

experiences at this point due to three or more years of lost schooling. These publications, which 

were certainly present in other parts of the progressive world, created a feedback loop of 

engagement, between active writing and passive reading, for every student. They were the 

grassroots infrastructure on which professional newspapers like Seng Hwo Pao rested, 

establishing many links rather than a categorical distinction between handwriting and printed 
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type. Implicitly and explicitly, fairly or unfairly, this "print" culture, which prized youth, 

intelligence, democracy, and sincerity, was contrasted with the old, irrational, authoritarian, and 

dishonest nature of right-wing propaganda from Taipei and/or Washington. Thus, the same issue 

of Seabird also included a cartoon depicting a geriatric Voice of America broadcaster farting into 

a microphone from a musical score held by Uncle Sam; the rational and the nonsensical, the 

earnest and the decadent, the new and the old, were clearly contrasted. (Cartoons, perhaps like 

this one, can be glimpsed on the bulletin board, as well.) Note, too, the use medium: photography 

for the blackboard and wall newspapers, which was associated with objective reality, as opposed 

to caricature for the VOA broadcast, used to identify targets of scorn and ridicule.68  

One of the most important links between handwriting and the mass media was the 

mimeograph, an underestimated technology/medium central to 20th century radical politics. A 

mimeograph is essentially a machine that presses ink through a stencil to create duplicates. The 

simplest kind were simple, briefcase-like devices made of a bed and a hinged screen, using wax-

paper stencils that were cut with a knife, a stylus against a special grooved surface, or special 

typewriter attachments.69 In the Chinese context, mimeographs, known as oil-based ink machines 

( , less commonly ñduplicatorò Ώ ), had a far larger range of use cases because a full 

set of movable type was larger and more expensive than its alphabetic equivalent. In addition, 

unlike alphabetic mimeography, which normally used typewriters outfitted with special 

attachments, the comparative inconvenience of Chinese typewriters made handwriting using a 

special pen or knife the rule. In other words, the structure of an ideographic rather than 

alphabetic language determined that manual mimeography was the default option for informal 

publishing. Besides the economic obstacles of type-based printing, there was also a political 

reason for this medium's popularity. At times when it was illegal or dangerous to print 

communist, antifascist, or anticolonial literature, the manual mimeograph provided a method for 

discreetly producing small to mid-size runs, with a technical limit of several hundred copies. For 

example, the underground antifascist groups described above conveyed propaganda, using 

commercial networks as cover, through mimeographed publications. A generation of radical 
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youths would have made their first contact with radical literature through handling or perhaps 

even producing these publications (Figure 7). In 1954, for example, a teacher at Pa Hoa had her 

license revoked for using "stenciled loose pages" with political content, even after a warning; 

when she appealed the decision, the Attorney General doubled down and ordered her 

deportation.70  

As ephemeral media, mimeographs are difficult to obtainðconfiscation by the police is 

one of the few ways we are able to see any of these periodicals from almost a hundred years ago. 

A facsimile of a mimeographed student publication from Palembang High School (Ҭ) named 

Chu Sen survives in police archives, and the opening editorial states that since the number of 

readers on the mural newspapers () had not yet reached 50% of the student body (the total at 

that time was around 230071), they had decided to switch to publishing by mimeograph.72 Setting 

aside the fact that these are fairly impressive numbers, what this statement indicates is that the 

mimeograph was an intermediate rung on the ladder of increasing formalization and circulation. 

Above it was printing with movable metal type, which a select few student publications were 

able to achieve, and below it were the mural and blackboard newspapers. Radical publications 

climbed up and down the exact same ladder: for example, Forward (╠ ), the underground 

mimeograph of the North Sumatran antifascists during the war, was converted into a weekly 

magazine after 1945. There is here a suggestive proximity of the communal and the radical: the 

same medium, the same techniques, the same logic of publishing applied to both the communal 

institutions and the political organizations. Mimeography however was not just the poor cousin 

of type: it had its own expressive potential. Part of that was in the replication of handwriting, 

much as Reed has shown how lithography enjoyed a boom in popularity before the hegemony of 

type and after the sunset of woodblock printing specifically because of its calligraphic 

affordances.73 With mimeography, the ñhandò that was preserved was not the one holding the 

literatiôs brush: rather, it was one that gripped a stylus or similar tool and exerted force to leave 

an impression. It had, I suspect, the same kind of visceral appeal that the ñmodernò woodblock 
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print had for Chinese intellectuals, in the hint of the eradication of the boundary between manual 

and intellectual labor.  

This culture of writing was buoyed by a variety of institutional innovations. Below the 

Winds in particular was an early pioneer in establishing an interactive, pedagogical, and critical 

relationship with its youth readership, and one that extended far beyond their base in 

Singapore.74 Their primary innovation was the creation in early 1947 of a Guided Self-Study 

Club ( ), which soon attracted over a thousand registrants. For a small fee, 

subscribers could mail in essays on monthly themes that they would receive back with a grade 

and revisions from Below the Windsô staff within 15 days. (In addition to attracting youth whose 

schooling had been disrupted, this also helped some of the unemployed intellectuals make a 

living.) They could be rewarded for exemplary essays not only with publication but even fee 

waivers and publication fees.75 The assigned monthly themes give a sense of the open-ended 

attitude of critique, reflection, and observation they sought to inculcate, and specifically 

encouraged ego writing. The first prompt, "Ið" (ðð) was explained like so: "A narrative. It 

could be "my life," "my family," "my experience," "my thoughts," "my hopes and ambitions" é 

Write freely about anything to do with the author." Other prompts included, "A letter to ___," "A 

corner of society," and "A page of a diary,"  as well as the more politically pointed "Feelings 

about July 7th [the Lugouqiao Incident]." This canny and perhaps even profitable venture was 

also supported by the ample advertisements for books that Below the Winds ran, and even 

stationery: an advertisement for the Below the Winds Diary on "top-grade Daolin paper" claiming 

that the previous year's version sold 50,000 copies. Hu Yuzhi titled one of his editor's notes "A 

Page from my Diary" (ѿ ). This emphasis on ego writing was not, however, solipsistic, 

since there was a simultaneous emphasis on a direct engagement with reality. Writing exercises 

were often linked to assignments involving interviews with (especially proletarian or peasant) 

elders and field trips to working-class neighborhoods or plantation villages.76 Many leftist 

schools established night classes for workers, or even mobile libraries.77 As such, this new form 
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of education sought to redefine study not as book learning but rather as an ongoing relationship 

between subjective experience and objective reality, often mediated by writing.  
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Figure 5. ñA Chinese printing press in Sukabumi burnt down.ò  

This photograph from the companion album to the Memorandum of 1947. Especially during the 
Dutch military aggressions of mid-1946, the commercial districts of several towns in Java were 
burnt down as part of a ñscorched earthò policy. Source: NA 2.05.52: 589. 
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Figure 6. Illustrations in Seabird ( ) from Surabaya.  

Above: photographs proudly displaying the blackboard and bulletin board "newspapers." 
Below: A cartoon satirizing US propaganda, subtitled, "the so-called Voice of America." Source: 
Haiyan yuekan  [Seabird Monthly], vol. 3 no. 5-6, 951-07-20, pp. 20-21. Courtesy of 
Redi Murti. 



72 

 

  

Figure 7. Reproduction of a student mimeograph from Palembang.  

This reproduction of Chu Sen (?), the student publication of Palembang High School, is an 
example of the widespread use of mimeography. It was one of the pieces of evidence used to build 
a deportation case against the school principal, Lai Zengchuang. Source: ñLay Tjin Tjiong,ò in 
ANRI RA8C: 1266.  
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Independenceôs Challenges 

With the near-simultaneous victories of the Indonesian Republic and the People's 

Republic of China in 1949, the Sin Po Group was well-positioned to take an active role in the 

independent era. The Chinese-language editor-in-chief Song Zhongquan was a longtime CPC 

sympathizer and had spearheaded the founding of a Progressive Association (Ḇ ᴪ, later 

renamed the Qiaozong [a contraction of ñConfederation of Overseas Chinese Groupsò Ҭ ᶸ

ᴪ]) to provide a pro-PRC counterweight to the neutral/conservative General Chinese 

Association (Chung Hwa Tsung Hui Ҭ ᴪ) , and would lead one of the first "sightseeing" 

delegations of overseas Chinese to the PRC.78 Relatedly, while the Sin Po group had been well-

known for its opposition to Dutch subjecthood and insistence on Chinese citizenship in the 

1930s, it was not opposed to Indonesian citizenship for ethnic Chinese, especially after the PRC 

openly came out in support of adoption of local citizenship in the early 1950s. As such, when 

Ang Jan Goan was invited to participate in the first-ever NPCC, he chose to decline since he was 

an Indonesian citizen, and it would be inappropriate to participate in foreign politics.79  

Xin Bao's front page was now no longer dominated by advertisements, but instead 

featured newsðespecially news from the PRC. Part of the rise of the daily newspaper was also 

linked to the expanding use of radio. The yinhua press relied primarily on news distribution via 

radio from Beijing.80 This ñbroadcastò method of news delivery differed from prestige Western 

agencies that delivered their product primarily by wire, and Indonesian agencies like Antara 

seem to have delivered them in paper form by courierðthese methods both permitted restriction 

to subscribers, i.e., monetization; but it was shared with other propagandistic organizations such 

as Voice of America. Often the ñtelecommunications workersò () wouldnôt be able to go 

to the bathroom for the length of the broadcast.81 For the pro-PRC organizations, the most 

important broadcasts came from China National Broadcasting, were written by the China News 

Agency, which focused exclusively on propagandizing the diaspora. (New China News Agency, 

or Xinhua, focused instead on the international, non-Chinese press, and broadcast news in 

regional languages such as Vietnamese, Thai, Burmese and Indonesian through Beijing Radio, 
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also known as Radio Peking.) These broadcasts were not meant primarily for direct consumption 

as, for example, Voice of America or Radio Peking was, but rather as material for republication. 

While the wire was necessary for news agencies run as businesses to turn a profit, since they 

allowed for restriction only to subscribers, the radio could potentially reach everyone within its 

range, which was an advantage to an organization primarily focused on propaganda.  

Here, the voice operates "under erasure" (as Siew-Min Sai has said of the role of Malay 

in Chinese-language teaching), as the intermediate stage of a text-to-text transmission. While the 

news originated in Beijing as a script, it had to be transformed into sound to reach overseas, 

before being recorded by hand and then finally transferred to the press, becoming print. When 

leftists in West Kalimantan sought to celebrate CPC victory in 1949 by raising the new flag, they 

had to rely on the radio's detailed description to place the five stars.82 This central role of radio in 

print culture, and specifically news production, does not just complicate ideas about typical 

relations between different media. It also reiterates the significance of the distinction between the 

sinophone and the sinograph: a former editor of Pontianak's Lee Ming Pao, recalls that the 

reports were broadcast slowly in Mandarin, then Cantonese, and then Hokkien; by listening to all 

three, he could check his transcriptions for accuracy.83 It goes without saying that this many-to-

one relation of sound to script is not possible in phonographic (that is, alphabetic) languages.  

Although the overall number of newspapers stayed roughly static, fluctuating around 

fifteen, overall circulation in 1955 for Chinese-language newspapers overtook the declining 

Dutch-language press and reached 110k, compared to the Indonesian-language newspaper 

circulation of 510k, or about 16% of the total.84 Considering that ethnic Chinese (up to half of 

whom likely did not speak, let alone read, Chinese) are roughly estimated to comprise about 2% 

of the Indonesian population in this period, these numbers are disproportionately high, although 

they would certainly have fallen relatively by the 1960s. For absolute comparison, in the late 

1930s, the Xin Bao had achieved an approximate circulation of 9000,85 and by the 1950s, about 

21k.86 Meanwhile, in the 1960s, a former editor estimates an average circulation of 50,000 for 

Xin Bao.87 Finally, while the total number of Indonesian-language newspapers was far higher, the 
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circulation numbers of the largest papers was close.88 Readership growth and industrial 

concentration was part of the story, but the political suppression of the right-wing papers after 

1958 also played a role, accelerating the concentration of power within leftist newspapers like 

Xin Bao that had capital or Seng Hwo Pao which had government backing.  

The Sin Po conglomerate had an unusual position, since it owned its own equipment and 

was one of only two with a capacity topping 30,000 issues an hour.89 Not only could it better 

control quality and schedule by printing in house, it could even accepted jobs from its 

"competitors" to subsidize its newspaper. Smaller papers struggled in comparison. One writer in 

the minor daily Yinhua Economy ( ), signing their name as ñYinhua Newspaperist (

ֲ),ò published an editorial in 1958 that gives us some insight into the working conditions. 

Apologizing profusely for the poor quality, they explained that because they did not own a press, 

they had to suffer the indignities of rushing to finalize their cases earlier in the day (suggesting 

that many may have owned their own Chinese typesets), and then transporting them to the printer 

in time, on pain of being demoted in the print queue. These rushed conditions led to frequent 

typos or workarounds as readers sometimes had to forgive characters set in the wrong typeface or 

leading, guess at the meaning of a smudged or faint word, or mentally combine component 

characters into the intended character.90  

One of the most serious challenges faced by Sin Po in particular was the independent 

governmentôs economic nationalist program of ñIndonesianization,ò which sought to weaken the 

traditional strength of Chinese-owned businesses in the printing and publishing sectors. 91 Sin 

Po's requests to import new equipment were frequently denied, or made contingent on the 

discount sale of old equipment to designated Indonesian printers.92 At one point a hub of some of 

the most advanced print equipment in Asia, the perennial shortage in foreign exchange was 

already turning Jakarta's printeries into exhibits in the "greatest print museum in the world" by 

mid-century.93 In 1960, to shut down the yinhua press, the government simply stopped issuing it 

licenses, though eventually it promulgated a ban anyways since some papers endured by relying 

on inventory and the black market.94 Other Indonesianization regulations were more creative: for 
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example, in 1958, a new rule was even issued limiting advertising to 1/3 of the paper, that was 

specifically intended to drive advertisers out of the "quasi-monopolies" of Sin Po and Keng Po.95 

While determined printers could make do with old equipment, they could not survive without 

was newsprint. Ang Jan Goan, long-term director of Sin Po, notes that the reason the publication 

permits were so effective was because without them, you couldn't purchase newsprint at 

government rates.96 One of the consequences of the unpredictable availability of newsprint was 

that shifts in paper size, color, and quality were not unheard of, and carried their own semantic 

freight.  

Although the era of Dutch and Japanese censorship was over, it did not take long before 

restrictions on the press were reasserted. From the start, the stateôs security apparatus had called 

for tighter control over Chinese language institutions, under the assumption that foreignersô 

political activity, which was sometimes interpreted to include anti-Americanism or excessive 

anticolonialism, was undesirable.97 Despite extensive writing on Chinese-Indonesians and anti-

Chinese policies,98 the history of the development of the ñminorities apparatusò in this period is 

still unclearðat his point we can only make a few remarks. Firstly, much of the basic 

infrastructure was inherited from the colonial state: for example, it continued to publish regular 

internal reports translating, summarizing, and commenting on the news from the Chinese-

language press.99 Secondly, responsibility for Chinese-related issues gradually shifted from the 

interior ministry to the security apparatus and eventually to military intelligence, reflecting a 

general movement from incorporative to repressive tendencies.100 Relatedly, initially discipline 

had been exercised on a case-by-case basis. Arrest and surveillance of ñsubversiveò 

newspaperists was common, and in 1951 a mass arrest of suspected communists also targeted the 

editorship of the Seng Hwo Pao, which had become the main mouthpiece of the PRC in 

Indonesia.101  

With the establishment of military law in 1957, the door was reopened for the sweeping 

actions that targeted not just individuals but organizations. The revelation that the government in 

Taiwan had, in collaboration with the USA, provided military support to the PRRI/Permesta 
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rebellion led the military in April 1958 to shut down the entire Chinese-language press.102 In 

May, a permitting system was introduced,103 and by December, eleven Chinese newspapers who 

were unaffiliated with the KMT were being published under the permitting conditions.104 

Although the leftist press ironically emerged stronger from this storm, the military soon 

reasserted its control yet again during the PP10 crisis (discussed in Chapter 5), when it expelled 

ethnic Chinese from the countryside in some regions, creating a refugee crisis.105 Unsurprisingly, 

the catastrophe incited a backlash from the entire yinhua press, and a near-breakdown in Sino-

Indonesian diplomatic relationsðto curb this criticism, the government stopped reissuing 

publishing permits and newsprint purchase licenses, before eventually issuing a decree 

prohibiting all Chinese-language publishing.106 Chiao Hsing Weekly protested the policy, even 

dedicating their cover illustration to it, to no avail (Figure 8).  

This general constriction of the publishing space did not target only the Chinese-language 

pressðmany periodicals that were critical of government policy or supportive of the regional 

rebellions were closed summarily, and general restrictions on freedom of speech were 

introduced. However, the targeting of the Chinese-language press on the basis not of its content 

but of its script was unique, as the title of the tortuously worded initial decree of 1958 suggests:  

Prohibition on printing, publishing, announcing, delivering, distributing, trading and/or 
pasting newspapers or magazines that use scripts that are not Latin or Arabic or from a 
region of Indonesia (my emphasis).107   

It would have theoretically been possible under these terms for a romanized Chinese publication 

to be issued, and no doubt if pinyin were widely understood at the time some clever publishers 

would have tried it. The euphemism above, reused in 1960 decree as well, shows how Chinese 

script itself had become highly politicized, a contradictory index of foreignness, communism, 

and wealth.  

Framing the conflict of left and right in the yinhua press as one between partisans of 

Beijing and Taiwan captures only part of the story. For it was during this time that a momentous 

political realignment took place: the formation of a durable and effective alliance between the 

creole and immigrant left. As is well-known, the primary political organization of creole Chinese 
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in this period, Baperki, shifted to the left in this period, leading much of its liberal leadership to 

defect.108 What is less remarked, at least in the secondary scholarship, is that this shift to the left 

coincided with a shift towards inclusivity of immigrants, which included the establishment of a 

Chinese-language organ. In effect, Baperki went from a peranakan-only multi-ideological 

organization to being a pan-Chinese leftist organization.109 As Siauw Giok Tjhanôs biographer 

notes, although the leadership remained peranakan, the majority of Baperki mid-level cadre were 

ñtotok,ò primarily leftist and from poor families, and educated in the Chinese-language 

schools.110 The mediating link between these two groups in the arena of the media was a cadre of 

Sinophone, Sumatra-born intellectuals that I call the Chiao Hsing group.  

Chiao Hsing Weekly ( ℮, 1954-1960) was founded as a Chinese-language 

analogue to Baperkiôs Sunday Courier, and focused on Indonesian politics. Founded by members 

of the leadership of the Communist Party of Malaya, it would become a safe haven for cadre 

escaping the increasingly repressive environment of Singapore,111 as well as "the only Indonesia-

oriented Chinese-language weekly in a largely China-oriented industryé [a] unique 

collaboration between Chinese-educated MCP members and left-wing Peranakan Chinese."112 

Even after the Indonesian-language magazine Sunday Courier folded in 1956, Chiao Hsing 

outlasted its model, buoyed by subscriptions from the Chinese-language school system. In 

addition to serving as a soapbox to amplify Siauw Giok Tjhanôs parliamentary speeches and 

newspaper editorials, it also encouraged a cultural and social reorientation towards the local: for 

example, by promoting the study of Indonesian language, or through the weekly column of droll 

observations of Jakarta society by Sha .113 

Surely the experience of the CPM, which in the 1940s had already had over a decade of 

experience in thinking about the diasporic communist condition, and settled decisively on 

localization as its strategy, was a decisive factor in this approach. Many of the Chiao Hsing 

Group were "red diaper babies" (), i.e. leftist children, from the towns in North Sumatra 

where a vibrant leftist culture had developed in the 1940s. Zhang Dayong had watched the 

performance of Barenôs Temple of Five Ancestors,114 while U Kuo-sen had fought in the militias 
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during the revolution.115 Several of the Chiao Hsing core had joined the CPM because they were 

sent to school across the straits during the turbulence of the revolution in Sumatra; this younger 

generation would have had a different perspective and relationship to China, informed by the 

Malayan experience. For example, they certainly would have been aware of the acrimonious 

debates around 1948 between the CPC-linked intellectuals and a younger generation of MCP 

intellectuals over the "specificity" () of Malayan-Chinese literature. This seemingly 

innocuous topic turned into a political polemic on the whether to prioritize the Malayan or the 

Chinese revolution.116 In the next section, we will discuss the redefinition of "my country" (

) to refer to Indonesia, which Chiao Hsing Weekly led. Surely this propensity towards 

localization would have been affected by the Malayan experience. 

The Chiao Hsing group made its influence felt beyond its own publishing activities, by 

shaping the attitudes of the yinhua press. One of their tasks was the translation of Baperki 

materials, including Siauw Giok Tjhan's many speeches, into Chinese. These translations were 

then mailed out to the Chinese papers, which were of course always hungry for content.117 

Indeed, as I show below, when Xin Bao was refounded after a thaw in 1963, it recruited its new 

editorial team specifically from the Chiao Hsing circle. They had moved from the margins to the 

center of the yinhua press.  
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Figure 8. Chiao Hsing Weekly protests the periodical ban.   

The cover of one of the final issues of Chiao Hsing Weekly, by staff illustrator Ye 
Fusheng, protests the restrictions on the Chinese-language press, with the caption, ñLet 
the enemies of the Republic panic, we cannot lose this kind of periodical!ò Source: Chiao 
Hsing Weekly, vol. 6, no. 50, cover page.  
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Reorientation to the Local/Left 

The crisis of 1959-60 did not end the yinhua press, but rather readied the stage for a new 

and little-known renaissance that was farther and more deeply local. This moment marks the 

beginning of "guided democracy," a period in which the authority of the executive in general and 

the presidency (i.e. Sukarno) in particular expanded dramatically. The next few years involved a 

power-sharing arrangement between the army, the communist party (PKI), and Sukarno himself, 

with the latter two growing closer and closer until it was more bipolar than tripolar. In this 

landscape, the yinhua press aligned vocally and uniformly with the Sukarno-PKI alliance. With 

the more radical streams of economic nationalism and political antisinicism restrained, a stable 

"accommodation" between the Indonesian Chinese and Indonesian nationalism prevailed.118 

Protests in West Java in 1963 that targeted symbols of purportedly Chinese wealth such as cars, 

bicycles, and sometimes homes were rapidly suppressed with the help of the PKIôs youth 

organization, confirming that the communist-Sukarno alliance was the best protector for ethnic 

Chinese interests, and even irresolute centrists now threw in their lot.119 "Racialism," including 

but not limited to antisinic rhetoric, was now clearly identified with reaction and hence 

incompatible with the revived call to complete the unfinished revolution of 1945.120 Even right-

wing, anticommunist, and military-backed newspaperists had to work within the rhetoric of 

socialism, anticolonialism, and revolution.121 

Right-wing newspaperists did not simply disappear, but were forced to modify their 

positions as they scrambled to preserve their institutions. During a brief thaw in 1961, a number 

of newspapers were established, certainly with military permission (given the martial law still in 

place) but these do not seem to have lasted long.122 Some of these were actually staffed by the 

personnel of the pro-ROC newspapers, yet as one Taiwanese historian lamented at the time, they 

were forced to shift to the left.123 The rapid changes in names, directors, and corporate structures 

belies the continuity across these years of ñgroupsò of investors, political backers, newspaper 

staff, and subscribersða full tracing of their filiations is possible, but not yet completed. This 

pattern was not at all specific to the yinhua press, but a result of the politicization of the media 
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landscape: For example, even after the closure of its flagship daily, the Keng Po (now renamed 

Kinta) staff were closely involved in the founding and (at least in the early years) management of 

several nominally independent newspapers like Kompas and Sinar Harapan.124 Indeed, in many 

cases the staff of liberal or conservative newspapers from the 1950s were able to make a 

ñcomebackò in 1965.125  

With military law lifted in 1962, the diplomatic crisis of PP10 resolved, and dual 

nationality finally eliminated, Sukarno was persuaded to permit the reopening of Chinese-

language newspapers.126 From 1963 to 1965, the yinhua press would was surprisingly vibrant. 

The rules of the game had changed decisively, however: all newspapers were now required to 

register along corporatist lines as affiliated with a specific sector, tendency, or party, to express 

unqualified support for the emergent body of Sukarnoist thought, and also to publish extracts of 

the presidentôs speeches and writings (sans commentary) on the front page. New regulations also 

ensured that the government now had the legal power to do what the military had been doing 

extralegally for the last few years. Freedom of the press was firmly subordinated to sociopolitical 

needs. The immediate occasion for this reopening was the 1963 Games of the New Emerging 

Forces (GANEFO), established an alternative to the Olympics after Indonesia's removal from the 

IOC as punishment for exclusion of Taiwan and Israel from the 1962 Asian Games in Jakarta.127 

Even the PRC mouthpiece Seng Hwo Pao, nemesis of the anti-communist anti-Chinese lobby, 

was given a month-long permit to publish a daily bulletin, though it had to stay strictly within the 

limits of sports reporting.128 In quick succession, four newspapers were established in 1963 and 

1964 in Jakarta: Harian Ibukota (ñCapital City Dailyò; ), Zhongcheng Bao (ñLoyaltyò;

; in Indonesian, Warta Bakti), Api Revolusi (ñFlame of Revolutionò or ñTorchò; ), 

and the smaller Obor Revolusi (ñTorch of Revolutionò; ), and in 1965 there were 

thirteen Chinese-language dailies which had received permission to publish, close to the 1950s 

mean of fifteen.129 Ironically, within the politicized environment of the day, the laws of 

competition were suspended leading to "a proliferation of minuscule production units which 

diminished as soon as the protective government measures were withdrawn."130 While they all 
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had some connection with pre-1960 papers, the most widely-read continued to be Zhongcheng 

Bao, the reorganized Xin Bao.131  Perhaps due to the stricter control over the news, as well as the 

general mood of political enthusiasm, the literary supplements reached an unprecedented level of 

quality and quantity. As before, they highlighted creative writing from the Indonesian left and the 

PRC, but also, increasingly, from the world. The yinhua press, it appeared, was only getting 

stronger by the day.  

One of the most telling changes was the shift in referent of the deictic phrase "woguo" 

( , lit. ñmy countryò), common within Chinese-language political writing. In the 1950s, 

woguo referred as a rule to China. However, in 1963, one of Sukarno's stipulations for opening 

Chinese-language newspapers was that this phrase refer to Indonesia.132 In other words, a 

relatively marginal usage in the 1950s had become universalized by 1960s. There was, however, 

one exception: Chiao Hsing Weekly had, since its founding, always maintained this orientation 

towards Indonesia. Organizationally and demographically, Chiao Hsing was special. Firstly, it 

was attached to the predominantly-Chinese organization Baperki, which militated for civil rights 

and equal citizenship for Indonesian minorities, which placed it squarely within the Indonesian 

political context. Secondly, it was staffed and led by a core of Chinese-speaking, Indonesian-

born youths, many of whom were from Sumatra but educated in Malaya; in particular, it had 

strong, covert links to the Malayan Communist Party. The "Malayan experienceò likely provided 

the template for a locally- rather than diasporically-oriented form of Chinese leftism.133 

Although the Zhongcheng Bao shared the same headquarters and ownership structure as 

the old Xin Bao, its editorial staff had been completely replaced.134 Colonial-era veterans, such 

as Oen Tek Hian and Lin Qiongguang, were recruited into editorial positions by Harian Ibukota, 

since they were viewed as insufficiently radical. Pro-PRC activists viewed this newspaper, which 

was printed by Kinta, the renamed publisher of the liberal flagship Keng Po, as a ñgrayò 

newspaper, morally dubious, and discouraged yinhua intellectuals from submitting to their 

literary supplements.135 The majority of the staff moved to Seng Hwo Pao, which, as the quasi-
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official PRC paper of Indonesia, was a natural home for "China-oriented" media workers in 

Indonesia.  

One of the likely reasons for this split within the old staff was almost certainly an 

unwillingness to accede to the redefinition of "my countryòðthey were no doubt crucial to the 

operation of the refounded weekly Seng Hwo Weekly, when it finally acquired a publication 

permit in 1964. As Li Zhuohui, the new editor-in-chief, explained it to me, a younger generation 

was needed, of journalists who could see Indonesia as their homeland. (The Sin Po Group had 

traditionally been the most "China-oriented" of all the peranakan-founded media enterprises.136) 

The new core of the Zhongcheng Bao was drawn from the Baperki-affiliated Chiao Hsing group, 

whose magazine had been closed since 1960, and were primarily working in translation and book 

publishing. This collaboration extended also to the Indonesian edition, as Baperki cadre and PKI 

member Tan Hwie Kiat took over there.137 This rearrangement suggests some of the internal 

tensions over political ideology and national orientation, yet, crucially, they never broke out into 

the open; the primary divisions existed both socially and conceptually between the international 

right and the international left, rather than between Indonesia- and China-oriented groups.  

The redefinition of woguo was only one part of a larger program of Indonesianization. By 

the late 1950s, furthermore, government media policy shifted emphasis towards the reform rather 

than replacement of loyal Chinese-owned media groups like Sin Po. Such companies were 

encouraged to adopt more "Indonesian-sounding names,ò so that Xin Bao and Sin Po became 

first Pantjawarta and then Warta Bhakti, while the Sin Po company was renamed Surya Prabha 

(preserving its initials). Ethnic Chinese in the top echelons were replaced with non-Chinese 

Indonesians, such as A. Karim DP, a leader in the Indonesian Journalists Association (PWI) with 

ties to Sukarno, while the staff were mostly left untouched. Newspapers that were slow to make 

these adjustments in leadership, such as Sin Poôs liberal rival Keng Po, met all kinds of 

permitting obstacles.138  

Acceding to "Indonesianization" policies however, while it did involve changes to staff 

and mastheads, did not involve giving up the Chinese language. Rather, "Indonesianization" for 
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yinhua publications like Xin Bao/Zhongcheng Bao involved a more substantive shift in the 

linguistic content, to emphasize direct allegiance to Sukarnoist political thought. This point 

merits special emphasis because, at the same time that the yinhua press of the 1960s turned 

decisively towards the Indonesian left-nationalist mainstream, an alternative and competing 

program known as "assimilation" also rose to prominence. Assimilationists advocated for 

Chinese-Indonesians to take the initiative of merging with majority through the dissolution of 

their distinctive traits, including through a disavowal of the Chinese language, most notably 

through name change. Socially, they were almost always peranakans from Dutch-educated or 

Christian families; politically, they allied with right-wing elements in the military in the early 

1960s; and organizationally, they were represented by the military-funded quasi-official 

Lembaga Pembinaan Kesatuan Bangsa (Association for the Construction of National Unity, or 

LPKB).139 As critics such as Siauw Giok Tjhan would repeatedly point out, their reluctance to 

accept that their position logically entailed a mass conversion to Islam revealed that 

assimilationism was fundamentally an expression of anticommunism.140 In mid-1965, irritated by 

the constant ñaccusations and insinuationsò against the leadership of the LPKB (i.e., himself), K. 

Sindhunatha requested that the Attorney General 

Please consider again our proposal from some time ago to implement controls over the 
Chinese-language and Chinese-script press such that the press can only be operated by 
official institutions or the government, specifically as an óinformation paperô and in the 
interests of indoctrination. 141   

He claimed that, motivated by their commercial interests, this segment of the press was 

constantly hindering the ñconstruction of national unityò (i.e. assimilation).142 Indeed, 

Zhongcheng Bao had called assimilation a ñdirty, dangerous concept,ò143 but this opposition 

found many allies, especially in the Indonesian left: PKI Politburo member Njoto compared 

name-changing to enforced Japanization in colonial Korea.144  

What was true in Jakarta was even truer in Medan, where we can observe the unique 

phenomenon of Chinese-speaking intellectuals establishing left-wing Indonesian-language 

newspapers.145 What differentiates these from peranakan papers like Keng Po or Sin Po was that, 
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unlike in Java, there was no ethnic Chinese readership of Indonesian-language print to speak of, 

and thus they were naturally intended to reach a broader and non-ethnic audience. The short-

lived Kerakjatan, established in 1945 as a propaganda organ of the CDL, only survived for one 

year, but Chang Hsi Shek, the wealthy Medan communist who had been banished to Boven 

Digoel for his participation in the Red Tide Affair, revived this newspaper under the sponsorship 

of the Overseas Chinese Association in 1951.146 When this newspaper folded yet again, the 

indefatigable Chang, who had become the regional chair of Baperki, founded Harian Harapan 

(Hope Daily) with the assistance of the Chiao Hsing group. By 1965 this had become the PKIôs 

de facto voice in Sumatra, and counted former editor of Sunday Courier Annast, translator Chen 

Zhanhu, writer A.A. Zubir among its staff.147 (The other left-wing daily in Medan was Harian 

Gotong Rojong (Mutual Aid Daily), founded by another Chinese veteran of the revolution and 

Baren protege, Oei Boen Tjoan) The conflation of Baperki and the PKI in North Sumatra in the 

violence of 1965-66, which Jess Melvin has identified, must be understood in the context of the 

enormous local overlap in the two organizations.148 Tan Foe Khiong, editor-in-chief of Harian 

Harapan, a cadre of both Baperki and the PKI, described as lihai (cunning) by his political 

opponents,149 was among the first to be killed in the ensuing violence.  

Ironically, as Coppel has pointed out, by 1965, Chinese citizens of Indonesia were 

beginning to leave ñexclusiveò organizations to join non-ethnic leftist organizations such as the 

PKIôs youth wing.150 Assimilation was underway, but the wrong kind. If we were to take a step 

back, we might see that the convergence of (diasporic) Chinese communism and a version of 

Indonesian nationalism is not counterintuitive at all: it is a fact that the most vocal and consistent 

supporters of Indonesian nationalism within the Chinese-speaking community, from the colonial 

days onwards, had usually been communists and fellow-travelers. In retrospect, it is not hard to 

see that a multiethnic progressive elite was in the process of forming in 1965.  
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Banning Chinese 

On September 30th, 1965 a group of mid-level military officers calling themselves a 

Revolutionary Council kidnapped and killed several generals. This botched coup, referred to by 

its acronym G30S (Gerakan 30 September, ñThe 30th September Movementò), which may have 

involved parts of the PKI, gave the army a ñpretext for mass murder,ò with the support of the 

West.151 A Karim D.P., the director and political sponsor of Surya Prabha (the renamed Sin Po 

enterprise) was directly implicated in the manifesto that the rebel officers broadcast over the 

hijacked radiowavesðwhen Sin Po/Xin Bao editors contacted him to ask for guidance, he 

ordered them to ignore the militaryôs warnings and to republish the manifesto. On October 1, 

their declaration was reprinted in full in both the Chinese and Indonesian editions. The day after, 

it was shut down, this time for good.152 In the weeks to follow, a combination of vigilante, 

paramilitary, and military violence targeted Indonesian communists and their supporters, which 

included the Chinese embassy and the minority organization Baperki. Karim was soon captured 

and executed. While Asemka 29 itself was not looted or burned, several of the Xin Bao staff 

disappeared, probably going into hiding, including Liao Rongsheng (the Chiao Hsing affiliate in 

charge of the supplements, and a known Pemuda Rakyat member), as well as several translators.  

As the counter-coup consolidated, a slew of antisinic policies was introduced. These 

included bans on Chinese-medium schooling and on the public celebration of Chinese festivals. 

People were pressured both implicitly and explicitly to ñvoluntarilyò change their names. The 

official use of the term ñTionghoaò was discontinued in favor of the pejorative ñCina.ò153 In 

addition, ñthe publication of in foreign languages that are not in Latin scripts (for example, 

Chinese [óTiong Hoaô]) is only permitted in one government publication.ò The next article 

banned "press which conflicts with Pancasila, such as those based on Communism/Marxism-

Leninism.ò The proximity of these two clauses confirms the adjacency of Chinese language with 

communism in the New Order imagination.154  This publication, Harian Indonesia (Indonesia 

Daily), carried the ominous subtitle, "bringing the official voice of the government" 

("membawakan suara resmi pemerintah"), and was overseen directly by military intelligence.155 
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(Note that the Sumatran edition was also organized as a de facto autonomous publication for 

several years, however.) It had been formed out of a merger from three separate Chinese 

newspapers named Dwikora, run by the ministry of defense, the military, and the intelligence 

department respectively, in 1966.156 Based in the old location of the pro-ROC newspaper Thien 

Sung, and may have inherited some of its staff.157 

Anti-Chinese rhetoric played a key role in the demonization of the Indonesian left, who 

were effectively portrayed as foreign agents within a narrative that attributed G30S to PRC 

instigation.158 Privately, the US ambassador exulted that, "we have bonanza chance to nail 

chicoms on disastrous events in Indonesia," and advocated for covert propaganda to spread the 

idea of "chicom complicity." (The term ñchicomò is an abbreviation of ñChinese communist,ò 

and like older terms such as ñJudeo-Bolshevism,ò suggests the interlinking of political and ethnic 

identity.) While in most of Indonesia, the primary victims of the massacres were not ethnic 

Chinese qua Chinese but Indonesian communists (which of course included some ethnic 

Chinese), in West Kalimantan, the counterinsurgency took on a genocidal character, and from 

1967-1968 over ten thousand predominantly-rural Chinese were killed and a hundred thousand 

interned in concentration camps.159 One author from Singkawang who was a member of a small 

literary collective gives the following reckoning: one person was beaten to death trying to escape 

from detention, another was imprisoned for ten years, yet another died of alcoholism, two made 

it to China, and one became a successful businessman.160 

The Chinese language became a sign for communist subversion. In the Salemba prison of 

Jakarta where many political prisoners from the sweeps of 1965 were thrown to rot, it was 

permitted to teach and study all languages except Chinese, since it was seen as a vector of 

communism.161 The mobilization of Dayak militias into the West Kalimantan counterinsurgency 

was achieved in part through the circulation of a rumor about the murder of a Dayak chieftain 

and the mutilation of his body with Chinese characters.162 The ban itself would reach absurd 

proportions in years to come. Japanese dictionaries filled with kanji were sold besides Chinese 

dictionaries that only had pinyin; Chinese-language printed matter was listed on customs forms 
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besides firearms and drugs as contraband; and within the single official newspaper, writers were 

warned to avoid use of words like ñredò or ñnorth.ò163 Only in the late 1980s would it be relaxed, 

and then eventually repealed together with the most symbolically-significant anti-Chinese 

policies after the fall of the New Order in 1998.  

Why was the Chinese language banned? The criminalization of the Chinese language is 

often seen as an expression of the anti-Chinese sentiment of Indonesian nationalists, and this 

must be partially trueðin 1959, for example, some local policies against Chinese-language 

signage or street names were introduced.164 However, this and related policies were 

workshopped by a primarily ethnic-Chinese anticommunist organization, the LPKB, and had 

been accepted and even promoted for years by anticommunist peranakans. The point is not only 

that assimilationism is, arguably, a form of antisinicism; it is also that antisinicism in the Cold 

War is not comprehensible without anticommunism. Furthermore, the New Order ban begs the 

question of why other places with histories of antisinicism did not implement bans. No other 

Southeast Asian government implemented as sweeping of a ban, and some actually relied on the 

Chinese-language press to promote anticommunism.165 Whereas in other anticommunist states, 

like the Philippines, Malaysia, Thailand, or Singapore, right-wing regimes were able to find 

willing Sinophone partners on the right, no such candidates existed in Indonesia, since a locally-

oriented left had achieved hegemony within the language institutions of the Chinese in 

Indonesia, as symbolized by the transformation of the largest and oldest Chinese-Indonesian 

newspaper, Xin Bao, into a staunch PKI ally. There was also, of course, a more prosaic reason, 

related to but distinct from the absence of a suitable partners within the media: there were simply 

not enough Chinese-literate officials to maintain the kind of selective censorship regime that the 

Dutch had employed, or that continues to operate in places like Singapore.   

With the establishment of the New Order, the personnel of the yinhua print culture who 

were lucky enough to escape detention or death found themselves adrift. A secondary diaspora 

formed out of those intellectuals who were able to fled or happened to be abroad in 1965. Some 

of those who were associated with the CCP, the CPM, or the PKI were able to reach the PRC, 
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just in time to experience the Cultural Revolution, joining earlier generations of "returnees" as 

well as stranded PKI cadres. These include Xu Qiongling, who reported for decades for Beijing 

Sports Daily; Li Xu, author of Tin Island; and the Chiao Hsing translator Chen Zhanhu.166 

Others, primarily non-communist writers who had flown too close to the communist sun, settled 

in other Chinese-speaking areas: Leo Suryadinata settled in Singapore, becoming an authority on 

Chinese-Indonesian studies; Li Qing continued his poetry career in Hong Kong; the anarchist 

Liang Piyun of Api Revolusi ended up in Macao. Others, especially peranakan leftists, made their 

way to Europe: the reporter Go Gien Tjwan, for example, right-hand man of Baperki chairman 

Siauw Giok Tjhan, who would join him after his release.  

For those who remained, survival became their main concern. While most of the Xin Bao 

staff were not subject to direct violence, the New Order's complete ban on the Chinese language 

cut off their living. They were able to lobby the board for three monthsô severance pay167 and all 

went their own way. Some scraped out a living teaching clandestine classes, and there were 

hundreds of group study operations until at least 1969 in Jakarta.168 After several difficult years, 

Xin Bao editor Li Zhuohui eventually found work as a manager in a paper millðit is as if he 

continued to put out paper, just without language. (Similarly, the founder of Zamrud Foundation, 

Yang Zhaoji, became a publisher of calendars.) Ironically, considering the vexing constant 

shortage in newsprint, Indonesia would become one of the worldôs leading exporters of paper 

through the deforestation of Kalimantan. Some ex-political prisoners found employment in this 

capitalist frontier which was unfussy about the source of its labor. 169 A few ñrefugeesò from the 

yinhua press found work at Harian Indonesia, perhaps feeling some shame.170  

Besides Harian Indonesia, the last vestige of left-wing yinhua print survived in the hills 

and forests of West Kalimantan, where a rump of the PKI held out until the early 1970s. This 

branch of the PKI was predominantly composed of Chinese speakers, who the branch secretary 

SA Sofyan had begun to recruit beginning in 1960. From their guerilla base in the mountains 

near the Sarawak border, with the help of allies in the towns along the Kapuas river, they were 

intermittently able to publish two mimeographed periodicals: Red Flag ( ), only for 
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circulation to cadres, and Labor (Ꞌꜚ ), for distribution to the masses.171 Forced from the 

towns into the mountains, they were also driven back to the underground medium of 

mimeography. Perversely, the two-levels media situation of the colonial erað-heavily-censored 

type printing aboveground and radical stenciled handwriting undergroundðhad returned. But 

this was a repetition with a difference: whereas before, the compass was pointed towards the 

abstraction of "China," now it pointed resolutely towards the political future of the archipelago. 

This point bears repeating: the last holdout of the old yinhua print culture, and possibly even of 

the PKI within Indonesia, was represented by a Chinese-language, Indonesian-communist 

paper,172 an amalgamation of the Chinese language institutions and the Indonesian communist 

movement.  
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Figure 9. The front page of Xin Xin Bao c. 1942.  

During the Japanese occupation, Sin Po facilities were appropriated for the printing of an 
officially-approved newspaper. Initially called Xin Xin Bao (i.e. ñNew New Newspaperò), it was 
soon renamed Kung Yung Pao . The prevalence of advertisements is consistent with the 
prewar Xin Bao. Source: Collection of PNRI.  
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Figure 10. The front page of Xin Bao, 1953.  

In independent Indonesia, front page advertising was replaced by news articles, almost entirely 
about China. Source: Collection of PNRI. Source: Collection of Xiamen University.  
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Figure 11. The front page of Zhongcheng Bao, 1964.  

Zhongcheng Bao (ñLoyaltyò), the successor to Xin Bao, prominently featured Indonesian politics 
on the front page, including reproductions without commentary of Sukarnoôs speeches (bottom 
article). Source: Collection of Xiamen University.  
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A Deictic Shift 

To summarize the development of the yinhua press, using the hydrological figure: the 

many streamlets of the colonial era converged into a single stream in the struggle for 

independence, surviving and even swelling despite the blockages and diversions of the 1950s. At 

the moment when it was channeled into the leftist mainstream, the calamity of 1965 cut it off at 

its source. The sediment it left behind is our archive.  

The changes in the front page of the Xin Bao/Zhongcheng Bao recapitulate the shifts in 

the press as a whole in shorthand. In the colonial era, it was dominated entirely by 

advertisements, which was reflective of both the depoliticizing effects of colonial censorship, as 

well as the commercial orientation of Chinese-Indonesian culture (see Figure 9). Attempts to 

broach the most pressing political topics of the day, namely the rise of fascism and the 

impending world war, were throttled through the application of the persbreidel. After the 

declaration of Indonesian independence, the front page was reserved for reporting, prominently 

featuring news from Chinaðnews from Indonesia was routinely placed on the second or third 

page (see Figure 10). Freed from colonial/fascist censorship, and having supported both the 

Chinese and the Indonesian revolutions, it thrived during the "Bandung era" of progressive 

internationalism and Sino-Indonesian cordiality, effectively allying with pro-PRC papers such as 

Seng Hwo Pao. It survived the crisis of 1958-1960, when it was twice banned, along with the 

entirety of the Chinese-script press. Both times, however, it resumed publication and in fact 

increased circulation, making significant but non-fatal concessions to nationalist policies, 

beginning with its name, extending to its leadership, and finally to its editorial staff. The 

refounded Zhongcheng Bao of 1963, finally, featured an excerpt from the writing of Sukarno on 

the front page of every issue, delivered without comment or interpretation; furthermore, 

Indonesian news moved to the front page (see Figure 11). In the masthead the Chinese script was 

demoted relative to Latin script. Names (of the leadership, the company name, and the 

newspaper name) were "Indonesianized.ò Karim replaced Ang Jan Goan as director, the 

company was renamed Surya Prabha, and the (romanized) name of the newspaper became the 
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translated ñWarta Bhaktiò rather than the transliterated ñSin Po.ò After 1958, the permit number 

was also featured prominently on the masthead, reflecting increasing political regulation of the 

press. The Indonesian economyôs struggles with inflation and foreign exchange shortages 

appeared in the deteriorating print quality.  

By 1965, the reopened Zhongcheng Bao, which had formed the cornerstone of Chinese 

nationalist activity in the 1920s, had become well-integrated into the Indonesian left. (An 

integration would make it one of the first victims, though by no means the bloodiest, of the New 

Order.) This gradual transformation was part of a secular tendency within the yinhua press: the 

interrelated turn towards the local and the left. While in the early 1950s, the Chinese-speaking 

community was polarized between left and rightðthere were hardly any liberals or centristsð

with partisans of the PRC and ROC struggling for control over schools, media, and community 

organizations, the leftists gradually gained the upper hand. The covert Taiwanese support for 

regional rebellions in 1958 was the nail in the coffin for the sinophone right, as pro-Taiwan 

newspapers were shuttered and pro-Taiwan schools transferred to Baperki's management. From 

the mid-1950s, the left was increasingly visible in Indonesian society; in the Chinese-language 

world, they were virtually hegemonic. The second change was a local reorientation towards 

Indonesia, as the discussion of woguo above suggests. This Indonesianization, then, like the 

leftward shift, was partially a result of overall political changes, including top-down policies, but 

they also reflected organic social changes, as the generation born in the 1930s and 1940s settled 

into a life that included struggle for social justice alongside the left-nationalist mainstream. My 

most basic claim here is that these developments were not separate, but intertwined: in other 

words, over this period, the yinhua media did not turn to the local and the left in two separate 

motions, but rather as a single organic shift towards the Indonesian project. Without 

understanding this transformation, it is impossible to explain its reaction: the violent suppression 

of the Chinese language, the substrate of the yinhua world which was one of the bases for the 

pursuit of the unfinished revolution.  
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This shift can be conceived of as a ñdeictic shift,ò i.e. a change in the position from where 

one is presumed to speak, the ñI-here-now,ò of yinhua print culture from China to Indonesia.173 

Cruciallyðand contra the insistence of assimilationists that language was an obstacle to national 

constructionðthis shift was not a language shift. This change has been widely remarked, 

whether in Leo Suryadinataôs metanarrative of a change in ñorientation,ò or in the common 

periodization of an earlier huaqiao literature that transformed into a huaren literature.174 While 

this transformation was perhaps dramatic in retrospect, at the time it was an organic development 

of progressive patriotism. We can even plot several key inflection points:  

¶ The cultivation in the colonial era of a sympathetic stance towards Indonesian    

nationalism, exemplified by Xin Bao;  

¶ The postwar popularization of a revolutionary discourse, later tempered into a discourse 

of Sino-Indonesian friendship, exemplified by newspapers such as Seng Hwo Pao; 

¶ The promotion of participation in Indonesian social and political life in the 1950sð

including the study of Indonesianðespecially in the pages of Chiao Hsing Weekly; 

¶ The hegemony of a Sukarnoist attitude in the 1960s, demonstrated by the reorganization 

of the Xin Bao as the Zhongcheng Bao.  

An especially clear example of the shift from the 1950s to the 1960s is provided by the 

publication history of Shen Huizhengôs ñChild, Grow Up Faster! (, !).ò This poem 

calls on the reader to follow in the footsteps of their parentsô professions (teacher, doctor, soldier, 

worker, farmer, and so on), and concludes:  

Be diligent! 
The homelandôs task of construction awaits you,  
do not forget,  
to exercise your bodies, and learn skills well.  
Prepare at every moment 
to receive your glorious duty!175 

First published in 1957 in Xin Bao, it was republished in 1963 in Harian Ibukota. In the 

intervening years, the referent for ñhomelandò () had changed from China to Indonesia even 

though not a single word was changed.176 The object of affection was, in some cases, less 
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important than the structure of feeling itself, and the vehicle of the Chinese language could serve 

as an accelerant as much as an obstacle to the transformation of Chinese into Indonesians, or 

huaqiao into huaren.177 The point is important, since it refutes simplistic distinctions between a 

Chinese and Indonesian orientation. Supposedly it was Zhou Enlai who called on overseas 

Chinese to, ñrespond to the motherland, and face towards the local [̆ ].ò178 

This confirms the metanarrative of localization that is standard in Chinese-Indonesian histories, 

but not in a direct way. While ñIndonesianizationò is typically imagined in a totalizing way, that 

encompasses formal citizenship, cultural practices (read: language), and personal attachments, I 

would instead suggest that by the 1960s two competing ways of being Indonesian had emerged 

for ethnic Chinese. The crucial distinction between them was one of left and right, which was 

closely linked to but not reducible to the distinction between ñtotokò and ñperanakan.ò  

A similar sentiment was expressed to me by the communist veteran Lin Shi Fang, who 

explained to me that although she had wanted to return to China upon graduation from high 

school in the early 1960s, but an older cadre asked her: "Whether you stay here, or return, you're 

doing the same work. Where are you more needed, in China, or in Indonesia?ò179 She stayed. 

Similarly, in 1948, the student magazine Chung Hsio Sheng criticized youth for "running off to 

Ta Teh Institute," a leftist college in Hong Kong, because they had given up on the democratic 

struggle in Java, and were starstruck for Guo Moruo and Baren.180 Here, internationalism eases a 

transition between two forms of nationalism. That said, we should be careful not to leave the 

narrative logic of naturalization undisturbed. This perspective must be supplemented by an 

alternative perspective, one that is perhaps truer to the accounts of my interviewees and also to 

the material fate of my archives, from where we can see an expansive field of possibilities, 

uneven and combined, collapse into something restrictive and small.  

By the late 1930s, the printing press, vernacular language, and specific questions of 

nationalism, modernity, and literary culture appear under colonial capitalist conditions in ways 

that we can recognize as what Benedict Anderson calls "print-capitalism."181 Two comments 

here: while I am broadly in agreement with the central role that he allocates to print in the 
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development of nationalism, the place of the communist project as an event in the history of print 

surely deserves further study. In some sense, even as Anderson demurred from analyzing it 

directly, he also framed Imagined Communities as a response to  ña fundamental transformation 

in the history of Marxism and Marxist movements,ò i.e., what he saw as the metamorphosis of 

the communist project into a multiplicity of nationalist projects, represented by the Third 

Indochina War,182 and confirmed by the dissolution of the USSR.183 My own research suggests 

how much more impoverished our understanding of nationalism is if it is not set within an 

internationalist frame. Furthermore, the study of a diasporic print culture also complicates the 

mechanics of the formation of a nationalist imaginary as put forward in Imagined Communities.  

When he reads ñBlack Semarangò by Mas Marco, for example, he draws attention to the 

ñournessò that is evoked by the phrase ñour young manò: ñnotice that Marco feels no need to 

specify this community by name: it is already there.ò184 As if aware of the risk that this ñourò 

would be interpreted by some as quite simply the entire community of readers, Anderson then 

specifies that it obviously excludes Dutch censors. At this point, though, we have exited the neat 

world of newspaper readerships, and entered the entire social and historical world of 

determinations of us and them, self and other.  

These are problems that immediately surface when we substitute a text by an ethnic 

Chinese writer here. Charles Coppel has done just this, applying the reading of ñBlack 

Semarangò to ñMiss Riboet,ò by Tan Boen Kim, and his resulting reading does not lead towards 

a bounded nationalist community but an unbounded creolized cosmopolitanism.185 Although 

Anderson did not publish much on Chinese Indonesians, he was deeply interested in them 

throughout his life, calling provocatively for them to be treated as ña commercial bourgeoisieò in 

1971.186 His championing of a long-forgotten record of the revolution, Indonesia in Smoke and 

Fire, by Kwee Thiam Tjing, is another case in point.187 He described Kweeôs peranakan lect of 

Indonesian, which liberally uses words from Dutch, Hokkien and Javanese,  

language without a name [é] oral, multilingual, and wild [é] a lingua franca which 
receives with pleasure all kinds of translations to form a sort of language that cannot be 
translated.188 
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The hetereogeneity of such a language is more akin to the anarchist internationalism of Under 

Three Flags than the anticolonial nationalisms of Imagined Communities. The ñlanguage 

ungovernedò of Malay in the late colonial Chinese-owned press has attracted scholars precisely 

because of its difference from standard Indonesian. The history of Chinese-language print culture 

in modern Indonesia, on the other hand, is ruled by the pursuit of a standardized language that 

we could almost call decreolized or resinicized. The result was an apparent differentiation 

between Chinese and Indonesian as languages, as well as between the bearers of those languages. 

This process however was based on the shared participation within a modern linguistic-

nationalist ideology that assumed the desirability of a single, pure language as, more or less, the 

analogue of a strong and independent state. As the discussion of Shen Huizhengôs poem above 

suggests, such shared ideological presuppositions allowed for the object of nationalism to change 

since its form was preserved, reflecting what Anderson called, without elaborating on it, 

ñnationalism's undivorcible marriage to internationalism.ò189  

The first-person plural can function both exophorically, that is, referentially in relation to 

the world, or endophorically, that is in relation to other parts of the same ñtext.ò While exophora, 

or extratextual reference, is obviously fundamental to all textual activity, it typically fades into 

the background, as part of the unnoticed machinery that makes texts legible in the first place. I 

submit that the linguistic situation of the yinhua print culture persistently foregrounds this 

problem of reference, so that the ñwe,ò the first person plural in the Chinese language when it is 

enunciated in Indonesia, is constantly up for debate and rarely settled. (And thatôs without 

introducing the complications of inclusive and exclusive first person plurals, a grammatical 

feature shared by both Mandarin Chinese [women/zanmen] and Indonesian [kita/kami].) I want to 

stress that this tendency is analytically distinct from the social distinction between a minority and 

a majority, or a diaspora and a homeland, which might operate upon ethnic Chinese writing in 

Malay or Indonesian, although they are closely linked in practice. The problem can be conceived 

of in a general way: the deictic referent of a statement in a minority language requires more 

explanation than one in a majority language. This is of course partially a consequence of the 
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success of linguistic nationalism: ñwe,ò enunciated in the United States of America, is unmarked, 

while ñnosotros,ò ñnous,ò and so on are marked. These ambiguities are even more pronounced in 

the case of published writing, as opposed to a spoken conversation, in which the eventual 

readership can never be predetermined at the point of writing.  

The point is clearer if we cite a more-or-less analogous text from the yinhua tradition. 

Zheng Tufeiôs ñNight of Fierce Rain (ӊ )ò is the only story within his first (and last) 

collection, Coconuts, which concerns itself with protagonists similar to the author, urban 

intellectuals born in Indonesia, educated in China. The plot of this moody, anti-feudal critique, 

which revolves around two men recounting their failed love affairs in a bar in Padang, is less 

important for this comparison than the way the setting is introduced:  

The sound of the bells from the distant clocktower had already reported the night-
deep one oôclock.  

I was returning from the seaside. The waves had struck my heart into a shiver, and 
I couldnôt listen to them any longer. Under the whistling of the wind, I covered my head 
and limped into a nearby bar that I frequented. I picked a seat near the door, got a glass of 
brandy, took a drink, and gazing silently out the door, drifted off.  

Tonight there was no moonlight, and the sky was frighteningly obscure. The 
starlight had been blocked by the dark clouds, leaving no trace. It might rain again. The 
branches of the coconut palms in front of the door crackled in the wind. The coconuts 
swayed in the wind like bells, and sometimes, unable to withstand the teasing, struck the 
ground with a whoosh, shocking the silent, deep night.190  

The isolation of this sceneðthere is no first person plural in sightðgives no sense of the 

collective subject it is addressed to and emanates from. However, the coconut trees (mentioned 

again in the next pages, alongside rambutans and mangos) situate for the reader the ñsouthernò 

setting. These cues are necessary cliches for the readershipðwhether in Southeast Asia or in 

Chinaðto properly locate the text. This pattern of overexplication, a response to the particular 

linguistic situation of yinhua literature, is the subject of the following chapter.   
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Chapter 2: What Was Yinhua Literature? 

Heiyingôs "An Ordinary Story," (₄ Ԋ; 1947), in a device not uncommon in mid-

20th century Chinese literature, opens with a contrast between the grandeur of history and the 

smallness of experience:  

We have entered an extraordinary era. This is an era of blood and tears, love and hate; 
torrents of blood, torrents of tears, flood every corner of the world [é] My story is 
nothing special, but it has the shadow of this age of chaos. As my mother says, sighing: 
ñWhat a time this is! The Japanese were beaten, the Dutch are back, Indonesians want 
independence [], wherever you go, there is no peace. Now, weôre also arguing, 
even at home, you sisters canôt get along, a father and child arguing, what a world this 
is!ò1 

The story, it turns out, is one about print culture: the family owns a small print shop in Jakarta, 

then still Batavia, with three rotary presses, two electric and one manual, as if publishing is here 

the most ordinary and representative of professions. The conflict for this idyllic family arises 

when the narratorôs older sister, under the influence of her new boyfriend, joins "XXX.ò First she 

leaves the progressive choir, and then she burns a packet of ñredò books mailed by a relative, and 

the story ends not with a resolution but with an accusation: ñThis kind of person [the boyfriend] 

has wrecked the unity [] of Overseas Chinese society, and wrecked the happiness of my 

family.ò2 (The antagonist is heavily implied to be a GMD agent.) What is notable here is that it is 

the right wing that is figured here as a political intrusion into the apolitical world of the family, 

and implicitly, the left wing that functions as the guarantor of stability, an allegory reinforced by 

the conservative conflation of family and society. The forces of progress print books, the forces 

of disruption burn them.  

This chapter turns to the literature that developed atop the substrate of the print culture 

described in the previous chapter. I first provide a chronological account of the history of yinhua 

literature up to 1965, using the history of the literary book as a proxy for the development of an 

autonomous field of literature. This account retraces the historical narrative about the press 

introduced in the first chapter, but this time with a different emphasis. Between 1945 and 1965 I 

identify several ñwavesò () of literary institution-buildingðI borrow the figure of the ñwaveò 

appears from the memoirs in which it appears, with all its connotations of shared affect, of the 
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overwhelming power of circumstance, of the communion of the experiencing subject and the 

historical period. Initial attempts to establish a literary scene in the 1940s proved short-lived in 

the bifurcated Cold War environment, until a wave of literary supplements established in the late 

1950s revived these dreams. These publication venues encouraged the development of short-

form literature, specifically free verse and short stories. The closure of newspapers and 

periodicals around 1960 permitted a redirection of energy, especially via the Jadeite Cultural 

Foundation (Yayasan Kebudayaan Zamrud, ᴪ) and the Awakening Cultural 

Foundation (Yayasan Kebudayaan Sadar) into the local publishing of original and translated 

literature, respectively. These institutions were shut down in the anticommunist coup of 1965 

along with the yinhua press. The publication of books of original literary writing in Chinese 

stands in for the repeated attempts to assert the autonomy of literature, a desire to grow beyond a 

ñliterature of periodicals.ò3  

In the remainder of the chapter, I elaborate the idea of ñallophone literature,ò that is, 

literature written in a language that differs from the dominant language in a given society. This 

concept helps me to make sense of two recurrent concerns which have both thematic and stylistic 

expressions. The first is an overriding and often self-reflexive interest in the processes of 

mediation and communication. The second is the discourse of ñSino-Indonesian friendship,ò 

which acted as the implicit context for most of yinhua literature, although its expression was 

varied and sometimes contradictory. I then examine how these concerns played out in a selection 

of poetry and fiction from the 1950s.  

 

Development of Yinhua Literature 

Origins or Exceptions? 

The earliest modern Chinese literature written by Indonesia-born authors likely appeared 

in the literary supplements of newspapers like Xin Bao in the mid-1920s.4 Other, earlier 

precedents exist, but they appear almost like accidents: does the novella Lone Swan , 

by the Yokohama-born ñrevolutionary monkò Su Manshu , published in a progressive 
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newspaper in Surabaya where he was then teaching,5 or the epic landscape poetry about North 

Sumatra by the Taiwanese Lin Jingren ֹ, who had married into the local Chinese elite,6 or 

for that matter, those of his uncle Zhang Yunan , better known as the brother of the 

millionaire Tjong A Fie.7 What of the Poems of Chaos and Separation (Ӱ ) composed by 

Yu Dafu in his final years in exile,8 do they count as yinhua literature? While I am unwilling to 

enforce national criteria, which conform poorly to the itinerant qualities of a diasporic literature, 

in this exploratory exercise I am interested in literature that develops out of a sustained 

engagement with the social realities of Indonesia, even if written by authors who were born or 

died elsewhere.  

While prewar literary supplements are mostly lost, several anthologies of short stories by 

writers who ñreturnedò to China for higher education are suggestive.9 In some sense, the 

publication first of Coconuts ( ; 1929) by Zheng Tufei , and then of Daughter of 

Empire ( ᾙ; 1934), followed by Foreign Lands and Homelands ( Ӡҍ ; 1935) 

and Snow ( ; 1935) by Heiying represent milestones in the development of yinhua 

literature Both authors, still in university at the time of publication, employed vernacular, even 

modernist, prose to represent the lives of diasporic subjects, including Chinese contract laborers 

in the North Sumatran plantations. The concluding story of Zhengôs anthology, for example, 

ñThe Sorrow of the New Jews,ò (ֲ ᴴ)ða title that shows his engagement with 

modern forms of antisinicism modeled on imported antisemitism10ðis the earliest known 

example of the yinhua genre of the contract laborer uprising.11 Unlike examples discussed in 

later chapters such as Barenôs Temple of Five Ancestors (c. 1946) or Li Xu and Li Renôs Tin 

Island (1960), however, it ends in morose and utter defeat, a difference suggestive of the shift 

from the modernist pessimism of the 1930s to the revolutionary optimism of the postwar era.12 

On his return to Padang, however, Zheng Tufei appears to have stopped publishing and gone into 

business. During the Pacific War, he was among the ñpatriotic capitalistsò who financially 

supported the antifascist intellectuals that fled Singapore to Sumatra.13  
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Something of a wunderkind, Heiyingôs early worksðhe also wrote extensive film 

criticism, and his personal life was closely followed in the gossip pagesðrepresents the modest 

apex of literary acclaim for any author that could be claimed as "Indonesian-Chinese." The 

subjects of Heiyingôs stories reflects his interest in race and diaspora: they include British sailors, 

Russian emigres, Japanese sex workers, as well as Chinese contract laborers. His style reveals a 

fascination with modern media, and scholars have been drawn to the invocation of cinema, 

cartooning, or music in his early writing.14 His success did not last, since the exigencies of war 

soon made the modernist style he employed appear dated and irrelevant. More importantly 

however, he returned to Indonesia, the conditions that had enabled his splash in Shanghaiða 

mature publishing industry, large reading public, and exoticist vogue for stories about the 

"tropical" worldðwere absent in the Netherlands Indies. Over the next two decades, his writing 

style underwent a gradual but marked pivot from something we could call modernism towards 

something we could call realism, a stylistic shift that is inseparable from his political growth. 

Whereas in Shanghai he had been the youngest member of the ñNew Sensationalistò circle, 

which was known for apolitical or even collaborationist tendencies, rather than the 

contemporaneous League of Leftist Writers, his work as a newspaperist supporting the war of 

resistance would land him in a concentration camp during the occupation.15 After his return to 

Indonesia, he worked first for the New China Times ( Ҭ ).16 

As the cases of both of these authors show, there were talented writers interested in 

representing Southeast Asian subjects within the forms of modern Chinese literature. However, 

the conditions did not yet exist in Indonesia for them to pursue a career as professional or even 

part-time writers, as confirmed by the far thinner record left behind by local writers that are 

mostly attested only in memoirs.17 Indeed, even until the end of this period, there were virtually 

no writers could not make a living full-time as a writer. Instead, they had to support themselves, 

often working in the schools, the press, or community organizations, although some had entirely 

jobs entirely separate from the language institutions: Huang Dongping, for example, was a 

traditional accountant at a salted fish store.18 For some, the amateurism of the yinhua literary 



120 

 

community was perhaps a boon: when one critic called for sabbaticals for teacher-writers, others 

accused him of encouraging writers to divorce themselves from social life, ñthe source of all 

literary creationé they will become like a stream without a source, withering and dying.ò19 
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Figure 12. The masthead of Little Xin Bao, late 1930s.  

This supplement, edited by Fang Dingxun, was one of the first venues for publishing modern 
literature in Chinese in Indonesia. In practice, most of the content was not literature. The design 
of the masthead, by the design agency Linto (), signals their participation in the 
international discourse of the ñmodern girl.ò This aesthetic would be considered reactionary by 
the 1950s. Source: Xin Bao, 1937-01-07, in National Library of China Collection.  
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Jakarta Spring  

As mentioned earlier, the end of the war released an outburst of publishing energy, 

analogous to what Han Suyin termed the "Malayan Spring" to the north: ña widening of the 

public sphere, whereby new moods, vocabularies, and techniques were introduced into political 

life.ò20  An unprecedented number of literary journals were founded, especially in Jakarta, such 

as Tong Yin Wen Yih (қ ; ñEast Indies Literatureò) and Literary Front ( ). Unlike 

the prewar literary supplements, their physical and institutional separation from the newspapers 

asserted the relative autonomy of literature from current affairs. Even the early, biweekly Seng 

Hwo Pao, before it was pressed into more direct political service as a daily newspaper, focused 

primarily on literature.21 Similarly, pictorials such as Nanyang Post ( ) and Yih Yeoh ( ), 

and student publications such as Chung Hsio Sheng and Seabird ( ), were filled with short 

stories, poems, and reportage, as well as editorials and letters debating literature.  

In the launch essay for Tung Yin Wen Yihðthe use of ñEast Indiesò (Tung Yin, қ ) 

rather than ñIndonesiaò suggests a certain ambivalence towards the revolutionðHeiying 

emphasized the novelty of this phenomenon:  

Since the liberation of Java, the overseas Chinese publishing world has suddenly become 
very livelyé However, these publications are general in nature (ѿ ), and as for 
purely literary () publications, I haven't seen any yet. As far as I can remember, in 
fact, there have never been any at all [here]. Why? Do readers not need literature? Are 
there no writers of literature?22  

Heiying answers that, readers and writers are both eager for the appearance of just such a 

publication. He remarks that literature, because it has the unique capacity to "reflect the times" 

(  will have to take on the last three years, which were full of "so many joyful as well ,(ף

as sorrowful scenes, so many bright as well as dark stories"; and that, in the longer term, East 

Indies (Sinographic) literature will also have to take the "difficult but correct" road of developing 

its "specificity" () based on its "locality" (), distinct from the literature of China. 

In 1949, a competition was held, co-sponsored by Xin Bao, with 35 entrants.23 

In the revitalized postwar environment, Heiying was prolific, publishing and editing for 

many of the new periodicals. Exceptionally, he also published two volumes of short fiction, 
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Moved by the Times ( ף ꜚ; 1947) and Under the Red and White Flag ( Ҋ; 

1950).24 Moved by the Times, published by the unknown Jakarta-based Mermaid Bookstore (

ֲӥ ), is an anthology of stories about the transformative effects of the Pacific War on the 

lives of individual Chinese-Indonesians.25 Based on my research, it may be the first (single-

author, original) book of Chinese-language fiction published in Indonesia, and would not be 

followed by a second until 1960. While several other books with an important place in yinhua 

literature were also published in Hong Kong at this time, they were typically written by recent 

arrivals who had closer ties to the mainland, such as Hu Yuzhiôs utopian story Air Boyscout (

ῑ; discussed in Chapter 2) and Barenôs literary memoir Neighbors (  discussed ;ױֲ

in Chapter 3).26 Heiying was, once again, the exception that proved the rule. 

Most of the postwar journals foundered within a few years: economic pressure aside, the 

political bifurcation of 1949 probably was also hostile for defenders of literary autonomy. As 

Yang Sao, Heiyingôs successor at Seng Hwo Pao put it, in a condemnation of what he saw as the 

hedonism of some yinhua periodicals:  

Many friends feel that one of the faults of [my column] is that itôs too hard, that itôs 
unlike a supplement. Thatôs true. But that fault is created by the age. This age is one of 
suffering, of the final struggle between light and dark, life and decay, humans and 
demons, socialism or peopleôs democracy and colonial slavery [é] Between these two 
camps, there is no third camp [é] the era of supplements, of enjoying ñeye candyò (
— ), has already passed.27  

Indeed, the period from 1950 to 1955 was an ebb in yinhua literary publishing, as young writers 

with talent and resources aspired to make the one-way trip to China, where they melted into the 

mainstream of socialist construction. Literary activity did not cease, but it entered a period of 

quiescence.  

Although literary books published in Indonesia were relatively few, even towards the 

peak of the mid-1960s, the actual quantity of (imported) Chinese books circulating in Indonesia, 

was considerable, as many outside observers (Figure 13). An American reporter in 1951 noted 

with concern how 

red propaganda continues to flow through the schools and through the bookshops of 
Glodok. One such bookstore is right in the heart of the Chinese settlement. It is extremely 
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clean, and bright-eyes girls and eager young men jump to attend you. They speak, among 
them, more than a dozen languages and they can provide books in about half of these. 
Their shelves are crowded with standard book-length treatises on Communism, and a 
broad central table is covered with small booklets selling for only 1 1/4 cents each.28  

This description could have applied to any of half a dozen bookstores: Shanghai Bookstore, a 

branch of one of Singaporeôs most important progressive institutions, or maybe Nanxing 

(ñSouthern Star,ò ) Bookstore or OK Sports, whose proprietors were stalwarts of Jakartaôs 

progressive elite.29 Similarly, the son of the founder of Shanghai Bookstore, while on his way to 

the 1956 Afro-Asian Students Conference in Bandung, remarked on the "the variety of Chinese-

language books, far, far greater than any bookstore in Singapore or Malaya."30 In other cities, 

they would have found similar situations: in Medan, for example, Dadi (ñGood Earth,ò ) 

Bookstore had formed the nucleus of the wartime Anti-Fascist Alliance, and its political and 

commercial success continued after the war.31 In addition to all these bookstores, the embassy 

and the community organizations also often maintained reading rooms (not to mention the 

schools, which often had night classes for adult education).  

In a pattern familiar to students of the Shanghai cinema of the 1930s,32 Overseas Chinese 

figured primarily as consumers rather than producers of media. Their appetite was fed by a 

steady stream of imports from Hong Kong and Singapore, a stream that turned increasingly red 

in the postwar period. To get an idea of the scale of these imports: in one shipment in 1948, a 

shipment of 21,000 problematic books from Shanghai Bookstore were confiscated from Tah 

Chung (ᴧ ) in one confiscated shipment in 1948.33 Based on the ban lists, these books 

varied widely indeed, including publications like On Communist Morality, by Liu Shaoqi, the 

China Democracy League Handbook, or even a book of Indonesian songs filled with lyrics 

celebrating independence. 34 In Indonesia as in China, communists strongly emphasized the 

importance of bookselling.35 For example, the receiving bookstore of the shipment above had 

been founded in 1944 by antifascist capitalists with the goal of making money to invest into three 

areas: selling progressive books, starting a newspaper (Seng Hwo Pao, as it turned out), and 

supporting Chinese-language education.36  While progressive cinema had to be subsidized to be 
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profitable, one suspects that the market for political books did not require much additional 

support.37   

The Dutch colonial government had maintained a strict and regularly-updated list of 

banned books. Communists arriving from China remarked on the ñlifeless atmosphere (

)ò38 produced by this ñcultural blockade ().ò39 Even relatively innocuous works like 

Zheng Tufei's short story collection Coconuts were banned, let alone any political books.40 In the 

early independence years, these policies were maintained but the ability to enforce them 

weakened, even as police officials pressed for more stringent regulations.41 While the Indonesian 

government continued to update the colonial lists of bans on book imports, it was ineffective at 

controlling their imports or inspecting libraries. In Bangka, leftist schools placed their sensitive 

books (e.g. by Mao and Stalin) separately from the regular library so they could be easily 

hidden.42 Starting in 1954 with the nomination of the left-nationalist Ali Sastroamidjojo to Prime 

Minister, the cabinet began to rein in some of the Attorney General's more blatantly 

anticommunist recommendations,43 and eventually the ban on communist books was entirely 

lifted. Although Southeast Asia was primarily a consumption rather than production hub for 

books, this consumption was engaged and active, even creative, involving annotation, clipping, 

sharing, recalling the description of scrapbooking as a form of ñwriting by scissors.ò44 For 

example, in 1949, anti-GMD activists circulated mimeographed pamphlets in Sumatra that 

instructed educators on how to make unobtrusive edits to a list of anticommunist textbooks.45  

Ex-cadre memoirs and government records likely overstate the dominance of leftist 

literatureðthe USIS publication Story ( ) earmarked 30% of its total production from 

Hong Kong to Indonesia, more than any other Southeast Asian country, which likely reflects both 

reader interest and the geopolitical importance of Indonesia.46 The CIA maintained a bookstore 

in Jakarta which may have stocked books targeted to Chinese readers.47 Similarly, every 

newspaper, no matter how committed on paper to realism, carried serialized wuxia fiction from 

Hong Kong, leading to debates about the moral probity of this unrealistic genre.48  
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Figure 13. Bookstores on Pancoran Street in the 1950s.  

In this image we can see the Kaiming (ñEnlightened;ò ) Bookstore. Within walking distance 
were a number of other bookstores, most of which stocked books from the PRC, primarily 
exported through Hong Kong or Shanghai. Source: Tropenmuseum Collection, No 60044100, 
www.wereldmuseum.nl 
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Bandung Summer 

Only after the Bandung Conference would an attempt to reconstitute a local literary gain 

momentum once more.49 In the wake of the failure of the 1940s literary journals, the limited 

market and significant capital requirements meant that the newspaper supplement would serve 

the function of literary journals in this period. A number of these were founded around 1956, 

perhaps out of a sense that the political struggle of the last few years against the KMT had 

become overly narrow. Also, the PRC after 1952 sought to demobilize the overseas Chinese in 

order to strengthen its diplomatic relationsðone is reminded of the adage that ñany 

revolutionary energy that does not find the means to inflect and alter the course of history is 

condemned to be órealizedô in culture.ò50 One newspaper reprinted a quote they attributed to 

Lenin in the masthead of the literary supplement: "lately the newspapers spend too many pages 

on vacuous talk of politics, and not enough on the realities of the construction of new life.ò51 

This new generation of supplements differed from prewar ones like Xin Baoôs ñLittle Xin Bao 

( ),ò and others that were often simply called ñ[Newspaper Name] Supplement,ò which 

included a mix of life advice, general knowledge, and political essays together with literature. 

(Given that Malayan supplement culture began as early as 1925, and the close ties across the 

Malacca Strait and the Java Sea, it is almost certain that there are other precedents, but the 

paucity of records makes this difficult to confirm.)  

The difference between the general and the literary supplements was structural, rather 

than just a matter of content, of a more specialized literary focus. In effect they operated as 

publications within publications, with relative autonomy, and often relying on external editors or 

editorial collectives, and their own distinct ñvoice.ò What was essential was that behind each of 

these supplements was an editorial collective (or an editor rooted within a small sociality); these 

groups sometimes organizing literary forums, open editorial meetings, choirs, and new year's 

parties.52 They were often local, and sometimes linked to schools. In 1958, the smaller paper 

Berita Ekonomi Yinhua ( ) invited high schoolers from the neighboring Bazhong 

School, also located in Mangga Besar, to operate a literary supplement, which they named 
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Wasteland ( ), drawing on a well-worn trope of cultural barrenness (using the rather 

incongruous image of a cactus in their masthead).53 Yang Songnian and Zhou Weijie in their 

pioneering study of prewar Singaporean literary supplements, they had a ñmission ().ò54 It is 

important to note that this structure also had financial advantages: like letters from the reader, 

they were an affordable (assuming that fees were paid, as was general practice, to the writers) 

way to enrich and expand the content of the newspaper.  

 

Table 1. Selected Literary Supplements55 

Name Newspaper Years Editors 

Equator () Lee Ming Pau ?-1960  

Yinhua Art and 
Letters (
) 

Seng Hwo Pao 1956-1960 Zou Fangjin 

Yinhua Literature 
( ) 

Sumatra Bin Po56 1957-60 Yinhua Literature Society (
ֲ ), including 
Shalihong and Zheng 
Yuanxin57 

Sprouts () Thay Kong Siang 
Poo 

1957-60 Wu Jindun58 

New and Green 
( ) 

Xin Bao 1957-60 Jakarta Chinese Youth Study 
Society (ӟᴪ)59 

Coconut Island 
( ) 

Xin Bao 
Zhongcheng Bao 

1957-60; 
1963-65 

Yan Weizhen and Li Qing, of 
the Coconut Island Study 
Society (ӟ ), 
Bandung60 

Wasteland () Berita Ekonomi 
Yinhua 

1959 Ba Chung Student Association 
( Ҭ ᴪ)61 

Oasis () Harian Ibukota 1963-65 Lin Ting62 

Coconut Winds 
( ) 

Harian Ibukota 1963-65 Lin Ting63 

Sparks () Api Revolusi 1963-65 Huang Yurong64 
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Storm () Api Revolusi 1963-65 Sun Xi? 65 

Equator () Api Revolusi 1963-65 Zou Fangjin66 

 

Significantly, the memoirs available generally only list the literary supplements of the 

pro-PRC newspapers: until at least the 1960s, the Chinese-language right was on the back foot 

(indeed virtually all ñnew literatureò associated with the May Fourth Movement was banned in 

Taiwan in this period).67 Some of these titles evoke the leftist literature of the 1930s in China is 

not accidentalðthe lost Singkawang literary journal Torrent ( ), for example, was named 

after Ba Jinôs novel of the same name,68 a lost Bagan Siapiapi student magazine was named 

Prairie Fire ( ) in reference to the Mao quotation,69 and Seng Hwo Pao (legally registered 

under the English name ñThe Lifeò) was named in homage to the leftist media entrepreneur Zou 

Taofenôs periodical of the same name.70 The most prestigious of these supplements were 

Yinhua Literary Arts in Jakarta and Yinhua Literature in Medan. In Figure 14 and Figure 15 I 

have made a diagram overlaying two typical issues of the former. One of the most consistent 

aspects of this structure was the collocation of Indonesian and Chinese literature on the same 

page, itself meaningful within a still largely segregated society. Culture, here, functioned (or was 

supposed to function) as a vanguard for political and economic change. Sometimes, this 

juxtaposition was actually mediated by Beijing, quite literally: in a 1959 special issue on 

Indonesian literature, for example, Yinhua Literary Arts republished a letter from the Lekra poet 

Anantaguna (then in China) to his colleague Agam Wispi (presumably in Indonesia), translated 

by Chen Xiaru for the journal World Literature. This one example can stand in for the epistemic 

ñround tripò of yinhua literature through PRC culture back to Southeast Asian realities.  

The return of the literary supplement was accompanied by renewed efforts at 

anthologization and criticism. The editorial collective behind Yinhua Literature edited three 

literary anthologies from 1958 to 1960 that were published in Hong Kong.71 In fact, the Medan 

literary scene which was energized by the postwar democratic movement (discussed in the next 
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chapter), had already produced the first anthology of modern yinhua literature in 1950. Fittingly, 

it was entitled Excitement ( ꜚ ), after an unknown Indonesian short story that was 

included in translation.72 Nonetheless, perhaps aware of the limited local circulation of this 

earlier book, the preface to the 1958 anthology, the editors noted that an anthology of writings by 

Chinese who had "sunk roots ( )ò in Indonesia had never been attempted before. 

Dismissing the notion of a disregard for culture, they instead pointed to the paucity of cultural 

organizations and the weakness of the publishing industry, which had resulted in a literature that 

"could never quite stand up, or would fall down halfway." Yinhua literature was endlessly 

deferred, as if ñwe [could] hear the soft sound of rain, without ever actually seeing it." Their 

selection, which was based on a survey of supplements, privileged realism, or works that 

"reflected the social life of local people;ò and translations of Indonesian progressive literature 

were also prominently represented.73  

Many memoirs remark on the "Indonesia-learning wave" that swept through the yinhua 

world. Although its ripples reached different parts of the archipelago at different timesðlater in 

areas with higher Chinese concentrations like West Kalimantanðeverywhere it acquired the 

character of a political task under the overarching project of Sino-Indonesian friendship. Part of 

the reason is the implementation of a number of educational regulations by the Indonesian 

government intended to promote Indonesian as a national language, including requiring teachers 

in foreign schools to pass an Indonesian language exam, setting minimum hours of instruction 

for Indonesian, and eventually also requiring newspapers to carry Indonesian-language articles. 

As I show in detail in Chapter 4, southbound intellectuals in North Sumatra like Baren and Hu 

Yuzhi sought to elevate the study of Indonesian from passive, pragmatic absorption to 

politicized, formal study in the 1940s. However, it was only in the 1950s that this political 

enthusiasm for Indonesian spread throughout the entire community. As such, many of the first 

locally-produced literary books in Chinese were translations of progressive literature in 

Indonesia.  
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In this process, Chiao Hsing Weekly again played a crucial role in promoting the vision of 

a gradual and voluntary process of integration associated with the organization Baperki. Chen 

Zhanhu  (aka Shannu ) was one of the most active promoters of the study of 

Indonesian through its progressive literature, i.e. the literature associated with Lekra (the 

Institute of Peopleôs Culture). In an article introducing literary periodicals to potential students, 

for example, he strongly recommended Lekra's publication, New Era (Zaman Baru), to which he 

also contributed. Other journals such as Indonesia, Culture (Budaja), Indonesian Mirror 

(Mimbar Indonesia), and especially the pro-Western Confrontation (Konfrontasi), however, 

needed to be read critically.74 Similarly, he criticized the pessimism and individualism of the 

iconic poet Chairil Anwarðthe brusque expressionism of writers like this stood for both the 

exhilarating appeal and the corrosive dangers of Indonesian literature for Chinese intellectuals 

working in a socialist-realist tradition.75 The critical attitudes expressed on paper sometimes have 

a pro forma quality, and I suspect that they did not prevent enjoyment and possibly even 

emulation of Indonesian writers with ambiguous or problematic politicsðChen himself was, 

after all, probably the first translator of Chairilôs most famous poem, ñI (Aku).ò76 

After the closure of Chiao Hsing Weekly in 1960, the staff transferred their energies into 

book publishing through the Sadar (ñAwakening,ò preserving the same characters as Chiao 

Hsing ) Cultural Foundation. One of their first offerings was an anthology of Indonesian 

Short Stories ( ֒ ) in 1960, selected from the pages of Seng Hwo Pao and 

Chiao Hsing Weekly.77 This volume included works by Lekra authors, including well-known 

ones (AA Zubir, Utuy Sontani, Rusman Sutiasumarga, and Pramoedya Toer) as well as relatively 

unremembered or unknown writers (Saibun, Pantjari, Putri Pertiwi, and S.P.O). This book of 

Indonesian authors, translated by Chinese nationals, published by a peranakan organization, 

staffed with CPM members, suggests some of the archipelagic ties of the left in Sukarno-era 

Indonesia. The preface states that cultural exchange can advance the larger project of Sino-

Indonesian friendship by "dispelling clouds (Ԑ )ò and "eliminating divisions (
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).ò Their introduction is critically appreciativeðfor example, "Flag (; Bendera)ò by Utuy 

Tatang Sontani,  

is about a peddler's transformation in the independence struggle from passionate support 
to indifference and resentment. The writing is fluid, and the story a certain extent reflects 
the character of society at that moment. However, because the author overemphasized the 
character's "anger" of the story, the positive character of the work was weakened.78 

Similarly, although the "prose was sorrowful and moving," Pramoedya Ananta Toer's "Inem (ᶭ

)ò was superficial in its description of the protagonist's oppressive circumstances, so its 

ñexposure of the cruel aspects of old feudal customs was relatively thin.ò79 Notably, these studies 

of Indonesian/Malay literature precede the increased interest in Singapore/Malaysia in the late 

1950s and early 1960s in the subject.80 They were not, however, entirely newðas I discuss in 

Chapter 4, both colonial-era student returnees such as Zheng Tufei and Southbound leftist writers 

such as Wang Jinding, Zhang Qicheng and Baren translated Malay/Indonesian literature, with a 

special interest in the pantun. However, Chiao Hsing led the effort in promoting progressive 

Indonesian literature to a general Chinese-speaking readership, followed closely by leftist CPC-

aligned newspapers such as Seng Hwo Pao and Thay Kong Siang Poo. The collocation of 

translated Indonesian literature with original Chinese literature was expressive of a political 

vision of multiethnic nationalism and/or international solidarityðin a historically segregated 

geography, this physical proximity on the page was not meaningless.81  
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Figure 14. Diagram of Yinhua Literary Arts, 1957.  

Yinhua Literary Arts, published weekly in Seng Hwo Pao, was one of the premier literary 
supplements of the late 1950s. This diagram, overlaid on a scan of the original newspaper page, 
indicates the structure and content of a typical issue. It suggests how the post-1956 literary 
supplements placed great value on criticism. Source: XMU collection.  
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Figure 15. Diagram of Yinhua Literary Arts, Indonesian Literature Edition, 1959.  

Translation, especially of Lekra authors, was a crucial part of yinhua literature. Note the 
inclusion of a translation of Rukiah from a PRC journal, World Literature (), later 
renamed Translations (). Source: XMU Collection.  
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































