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Abstract 
 

In today’s Indonesia democratisation and decentralisation are presently linked to 
volatile new processes of negotiation of cultural identity. In the newly enhanced 
autonomy of the regions various forms of references to the past play an important role 
in the creation of identification and legitimacy. On the one hand this concerns the 
“rewriting” of the official history or the new foci on social, regional or local histories. 
But on the other hand this also includes popular stagings or even “[re-] inventions of 
traditions” and references to the past as well as local histories in the meaning of oral 
traditions and local memory cults that were “barely studied by historians”. Those later, 
because often neglected so far, should be in the focus of this paper. 

Theoretically this paper is based on the concept of “historical culture”, which, 
according to Maria Grever (2008), opens a multilayered perspective on the 
miscellaneous kinds of staging and revitalisation of traditions in very different 
situations. It increases the awareness, that the academic context is not the only one that 
takes part in the forming of the understanding of history. Popular and non-academic 
elements contribute to a specific perception of history. The concept of “Historical 
Culture” furthermore puts the focus on the audience and thus on the different levels of 
conceiving history, embracing sensual, emotional and fictional in addition to cognitive 
modalities. 

These theoretical considerations shall be substantiated with preliminary findings of an 
ongoing anthropological research on Chinese communities in Semarang and Jogja. 
Thus, exemplified on popular celebrations of ‘Chinese traditions’, this paper wants to 
explore the interplay between performative practices on the one hand and social as well 
as cultural practices on the other hand in the process of negotiating perceptions of the 
past. This comprises an analysis of the “Historical Communication” on the past in 
everyday situations and concerning lived traditions as well as a description of specific 
forms of representation, patterns of action and popularisations and consequently the 
taking into account of subjective perceptions and understandings of these 
popularisations. Finally this should lead to tentative answers on the question how far 
these popularisations are connected to everyday perceptions and actions concerning the 
past.  
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Introduction 

Since the End of the New Order in 1998 and the beginning process of 
democratisation various kinds of social developments and movements could be 
observed. Just the same for the area of history, where the newly achieved freedom in 
expressing alternative views on the official history led to a slow but persistent process 
of rewriting the formerly acknowledged state history and the appearance of new foci on 
social, regional or local histories. The starting question for my ongoing research1 was 
therefore, if and how this opening process also applies for formerly very sensitive topics 
such as the riots of the years 1965 and 1998. And furthermore, how the role of the 
Chinese communities2, who in my eyes obviously were one of the main victims, is 
approached nowadays? 

In the beginning of my research it became very obvious that talking about 
certain historical events, such as 1965 and 1998, is still a kind of taboo in contemporary 
Indonesia, as well in academic as in private contexts. Even though official restrictions 
seem to be abolished, on a small scale level a lot of factors that are obstructive to talking 
freely about these historical events can be observed. Beginning with open protest and 
threats from radical groups against seminars concerning these topics, as for example the 
conference on “Indonesia and the world in 1965” in the Goethe Institute Jakarta (cf. 
Tampubolon 2011), to rather subjective feelings of insecurity and of not being 
comfortable talking about these kinds of issues. But even though these factors seem to 
inhibit a non-limited opening process, it also became clear that a growing number of 
academic institutions, civil society organizations as well as NGOs can’t be intimidated 
by these threats and show an eager concern to initiate the process of coming to terms 
with this part of the Indonesian history. However, the striking point in all these serious 
and promising attempts of dealing with this difficult historical period was that nearly 
none of these groups was especially focusing on a reconciliation process concerning the 
Chinese Indonesian minorities. In most cases they weren’t explicitly excluded, but they 
also never were the main point of interest.  

This apparent blank in the process of coming to terms with the atrocious past 
somehow stands in a strong contrast to the popular celebrations of different Chinese 
holidays that seem to be omnipresent in the public sphere. Especially the celebrations of 
Imlek, the Chinese Lunar New Year, seem to dip every shopping mall in a shining 
combination of red and gold and Chinese fares are hold in the so-called “Chinatowns” 
of the different cities to celebrate this special event. Barongsai performances even can 
be observed on several other occasions around the year. To sum up: Chinese culture 
seems to be liberated from its long lasting suppression and seems to find its way into the 
public life. But this stands in strong contrast to the above described inhibited dealing 

                                                 
1 The research is taken place as the empirical basis for my doctoral thesis. It wouldn’t be possible without 

the generous funding by the DFG (German Research Foundation), the cooperation with the research 
group “Historical Lifeworlds in Popular Knowledge Cultures of the Present” of the University of 
Freiburg and the supervision of Prof. Dr. Judith Schlehe of the Department of Social and Cultural 
Anthropology, University of Freiburg, whom I  all want to thank at this point.  

2 It is very difficult to find a fitting terminology for talking about people of Chinese descent in Indonesia. 
The English term “Chinese” is at least not as pejorative as the Indonesian word “cina” would be. But it 
also doesn’t take account of the fact, that there is no such thing as a homogenous Chinese ethnic group 
in Indonesia. I therefore will mainly use the terms “Chinese Indonesians” or “Chinese communities” to 
respect that heterogeneity. In some situations it may seem that I still use generalizations, but they have 
to be understood in the context of my sample. 
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with the official historiography and the following questions can be developed from this 
contradicting picture:  

- Are these popular celebrations completely detached from the process of coming 
to terms with the own history? 

- Or could these popular celebrations eventually be seen as an alternative way of 
approaching or dealing with the difficult history? 

-  And in general, what kind of relation can be established between these two very 
distinct phenomena? 

When asking these questions it becomes evident that a “traditional” academic 
approach of dealing with history and the past doesn’t seem very useful, especially when 
the focus is put on the relation between popularisations and other approaches to the past. 
Therefore I argue here that the relatively new concepts of “Historical Culture” and 
“Historical Communication” can be of great use, because they open up new 
perspectives on the study of history. 

Though, in the following chapter I will clarify these concepts and reveal their 
use in general and especially for this case study. That followed I will apply them to 
analyze my data from an ongoing anthropological empirical research in Semarang and 
Yogyakarta.3 I will conclude with some preliminary assumptions on the impacts of 
popular celebrations, such as Imlek, on the “serious” dealing with history.  

Historical Culture and Historical Communication 

Traditional concepts of history often seem to use the very narrow understanding 
of history as a written academic entity. As I demonstrated in the introduction, this 
approach isn’t very useful if one wants to speak about sensitive topics, as for example 
the role of the Chinese minorities in the riots of 1965 and 1998, because there is an 
obvious blank concerning these topics in the official national historiography and the 
academic context. At the same time it is also evident that a non-existent written 
discourse can’t deny the fact that knowledge or at least memories about this part of the 
Indonesian past continues to exist and is being negotiated, even though maybe in other 
forms and contexts than written historiography. It becomes obvious that the traditional 
concept of history has to be opened up to gain new perspectives. This can be obtained 
by an interdisciplinary approach. As I showed in my thesis from 2009, the combination 
and mutual exchange of anthropology and historical science can be very vital.4 Even 
though it has not been widely recognized yet, these two disciplines share similar 
methodological and epistemological problems. They both deal with the discovery of 
meaningful sources and their critical evaluation, as well as they both face the 
epistemological challenge of “history and respectively culture as text” (Schlee 
1993:444f.). From a methodological point of view, especially the concept of “Historical 
Culture” that prevails in German historical didactics can be considered as a good 
starting point for a productive interdisciplinary cooperation, which intends to enlarge 
the understanding of history. 

                                                 
3  The research duration until now has been approximately five months. The sample of informants 

consists so far of a wide range of people, who are either of Chinese descent or have a close relationship 
to the Chinese Communities. Most of them are somehow connected to the revitalization or rather the 
public celebrations of Chinese traditions in the respective cities.  

4 Accordingly, the following explanations in this chapter are mainly based on this thesis.  
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According to Hardtwig (1990:8f.), the totality of forms in which historical 
knowledge is present in a society can be subsumed under the terminology “Historical 
Culture”. It embraces very different, partly complementing, partly competing, but in 
anyway somehow related forms of representation of the past at present times. In 
addition to his assumption that Historical Culture is never static, but permanently 
changing, Maria Grever (2008:10) clarifies further, that it is also a product of 
continuous production and reproduction. This puts an emphasis on the fact that human 
actors are the driving force behind every kind of “Historical Culture”. 

Thus, this concept can increase the awareness, that the academic context is not 
the only one that takes part in the forming of the understanding and negotiating of the 
past. It also opens the perspective on popular contexts of producing historical 
knowledge, such as the mass media (e.g. historical inspired films or novels, historical 
advertisement, sites concerning history in the internet), cultural institutions (e.g. 
museums, theatres), associations or societies with historical concerns, but also the re-
enacting of historical events or battles (=Historical Living), themed fairs (=Historical 
Marketing) such as medieval markets, and also festivals that popularize and revive local 
traditions (cf. Gies 2004:50f.; Schönemann 2006:183; Pandel 2006b:74; Pandel 
2005:129).  

From an anthropological point of view it seems important to state, that the focus 
shouldn’t only be directed on the “modern” contexts of Historical Culture. Myths, 
legends, genealogies, proverbs, songs, prayers, and lived traditions also preserve and 
reproduce historical memory in a certain way. Especially in the Javanese context it can 
be observed, that there have been other ways of conserving and transmitting history 
long before the influence of a western historiography. These indigenous modes of 
dealing with the past consisted of the chronicles of the courts, such as the Badad Tanah 
Jawi, Sejarah Melayu, Kronik Wajo and Kronik Kutai, but also of performing and visual 
arts, such as the different kinds of wayang, dances, music, and batik (Kartodirdjo 
2001:12, 151; Pink-Wilpert 1976; Kuhnt-Saptodewo 2006).  They all are characterized 
by the early Indian influences that urged the formation of a cosmogonic and cyclical 
worldview, which traces the genesis of the world back to primordial and mythical roots 
(Kartodirdjo 2001:101f.; Kuhnt-Saptodewo 2006:21; Pink-Wilpert 1976:30, 105; Appel 
1991). Even though these forms were submitted to a lot of changes in the course of time 
and commercialisation for touristy purposes further changes their faces, the different 
kinds of wayang, traditional dances as well as myths, legends, and stories of the court 
chronicles still have their place in today’s Javanese society.  Especially in the context of 
the so called rites de passage (such as birth, circumcision, marriage and death) and 
ceremonies that intend to preserve the balance of the world (e.g. the labuhan 
ceremonies at the places of the cosmogonic triangle Merapi – Keraton Yogya – Sea of 
the South), their former ritual function of establishing a relation to the transcendental 
world of the ancestors still is obvious. Thus, through these rituals and ceremonies a 
primordial and cyclical understanding of the past is expressed and they therefore 
represent a possible alternative to the modern historiography (Pink-Wilpert 1976:45-48; 
Kuhnt-Saptodewo 2006:6, 85, Kartodirdjo 2001:101f.; Schlehe 1998:150f., 190-197; 
Schlehe 2008). 

As a consequence of the different forms of representation of Historical Culture, 
it also can be concluded that the “experience” of history not only has to be restricted to 
a mere cognitive level that respects a scientific rationality. The perception of history can 
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be extended to sensual, emotional and fictional modalities of experiencing the past. At 
the same time it becomes clear that the disposition of the audience influences the 
process of making sense of the different representations of the past. The spectators take 
an active part in selecting and interpreting the contents that are offered to them by the 
miscellaneous kinds of historical stagings (cf. amongst others Pandel 2005:129,132; 
Pandel 2006b:74; Bergmann 2001:12). Through this “collective participation” everyone 
can become a historical actor, because it is possible to acquire knowledge about the own 
historical conditionality and identity, which also gives rise to a multiplicity of 
interpretations and discourses (Grever 2008:11).  

These findings indicate that it is important that a study on the Historical Culture 
of a society also puts the focus on the audience and their perceptions, thus the emic 
point of view. As the historical sciences don’t offer elaborated methodological tools of 
analysis for this kind of subjective and social data, a cooperation with the qualitative 
methodology of anthropology can be of great use. In my thesis I therefore developed the 
concept of “Historical Communication”. It can help to capture complex realities on an 
empirical level. Through communication on historical issues, initiated by conducting 
qualitative interviews, the different actors can express their individual perceptions and 
opinions. As the term “communication” further not only refers to verbal interaction, the 
concept also can be used to analyze social interaction. By using the methodology of 
“participant observation” one can examine how the different actors react on and deal 
with the different kinds of outcomes of Historical Culture and which aspects seem to be 
important to them. In addition, this empirical approach doesn’t only give access to the 
social practices and the subjective perceptions, but also helps to deal with the complex 
realities of the Historical Culture. It narrows the designate research area down to a 
concrete situation, which makes it possible to draw reliable conclusions within the 
chosen framework. Besides, the Historical Communication can give indications on the 
relationship between different interpretations of the past and how people deal with 
possible contradictions (e.g. rejection, coexistence or consensus) (cf. Straub 2001:47f.). 
It also may help to make sense of “narrative abbreviations”, i.e. historical memorials or 
symbols that are not history per se, but only indicate history and only obtain their 
meaning through the process of interpretation by the actors (cf. Rüsen 1994:10f.). And 
last but not least, the broad concept of Historical Communication also increases the 
awareness for the histories of silence, the aspects that are neglected or intentionally 
omitted in the telling of a certain story (cf. auch Rüsen 2002:265). 

At the same time it has to be stated that the Historical Communication is not 
identical with the Historical Consciousness or Understanding of the people.5 It only 
represents their concrete empirical materialization and therefore has to be submitted to 
further analytical interpretations and abstractions to inductively deduce codes and 
categories. But as such, Historical Communication is then a valuable tool to get hold of 
a multiplicity of Historical Cultures of completely different natures. It should therefore 
also be of great use for this case study, which wants to establish a connection between 

                                                 
5 Historical Culture and historical consciousness are often seen as two sides of a coin. Whereas the 

Historical Culture represents the materialized, social part, the historical consciousness represents the 
internal, mental part. Because it is nearly impossible to observe and therefor do research on the later 
one, I here introduced the concept “Historical Communication” as mediating tool between the 
psychological and social reality (cf. also Grever 2008:10; Schönemann 2000:44; Schönemann 
2006:183). 
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individual perceptions of the past and the popular celebrations of traditions. Therefore I 
will first describe the Historical Communication on how my informants perceive their 
actual position in society and to which roots they trace it back. As an intermediate step, 
I will then analyze how they perceive the role of traditions in their everyday life, the 
condition of traditional performances in general as well as the reasons for those 
perceptions. Finally I will exemplarily describe the conception and intentions of the 
organizing committee of the public celebrations of the Chinese Lunar New Year in 
Yogyakarta 2011. From this I will conclude some preliminary assumptions on the 
possible relations between the “popular” and “serious” dealing with the past in the case 
of the Chinese Indonesians. 

Historical Communication on the Recent Situation and Its Roots 

One of my first points of interest was to find out how the Chinese Indonesians in 
Yogyakarta and Semarang nowadays see their own position in society. This seemed 
important to me to get an impression on if and how, from an emic point of view, their 
“ethnical” identity affects their lives, to find and answer on the question if there still is a 
feeling of “otherness” and thereby to understand how sensitive my topic could be for 
my informants. In addition, this can be used as the starting point to analyze, which 
historical events they see as the crucial factors of their today's situation.  

Even though the majority of my informants at first denied that their 
“Chineseness” affected their lives in a significant way, in the course of the interviews 
several points came up that painted a different picture. Nearly every one admitted then, 
that they felt that at certain points of their lives they had suffered from some kind of 
discrimination or at least had had bad experiences because of their Chinese descent. 
This was the case for the older as well as for the younger generation.6 The experiences 
of the older generation often were much more intense, not to say cruel, and mainly 
linked to the period of the New Order regime. But they also told stories of 
discrimination under the current situation, such as inequality before the law, higher fees 
to pay or different kinds of latent disadvantages. Similarly, for the younger generation 
the bad experiences generally consisted of individual situations, where they were teased 
because of their “slit eyes” or were asked to pay higher prices, especially concerning 
administrative processes such as the application for a new identity card. Even though 
these “recent” experiences don’t seem too radical at first sight, in some cases they 
reportedly had a traumatic impact on the informants’ relationship with the so-called 
“Pribumi”.7 In any case, in nearly all of the interviews it became very clear that most of 
the Chinese Indonesians still sense a kind of negative distinctiveness because of their 
ethnic background.    

Because of the here described situation and the apparent blank in dealing with 
the role of the Chinese minorities in the official and academic historiography 

                                                 
6 I base this very general differentiation on the simple fact that the older generation are those informants 

that have experienced the New Order Regime and the associated events of 1998, or even 1965, in a 
conscient way. The so-called younger generation describes the informants that were born in the late 
80ies and only experienced a small or rather no part of these events. 

7 It may not seem right to use the term “Pribumi” as the counterpart of the term Chinese Indonesians, 
because it would deny the fact that most of the later are born and even live in Indonesia for more then 
decades. As my informants themselves used this notion, I will use it too, but limited by the use of the 
quotation marks.  



 106 

concerning certain important historical events, it seemed interesting to me to analyze if 
these events were as crucial to the Chinese Indonesian as they appeared to me and what 
would be the best way to deal with these events from their point of view. To open up the 
space for a wide range of answers, I asked the very general question, which historical 
event(s) they considered as crucial for the current situation of Chinese Indonesians. The 
obtained answers can be classified in three major groups. The first group of answers 
traced the origins of today's Chinese back to the very first migrations of Chinese people 
to Indonesia, which were caused by the bad economic and political situation in their 
homeland. The second set of answers explained the roots of the current situation as 
legacies of the colonial past. The then made division of the society placed the Chinese 
in between the colonial rulers and the “Pribumi”. Because of this position in-between 
that excluded them from both spheres and especially because of the task as tax 
collectors that they were assigned to by the Dutch, they were hindered to find their place 
within the Indonesian society. This special status was then further intensified and also 
instrumentalized by the New Order Regime, which leads to the third and most frequent 
set of explanations. Even though some of the informants pointed out that the situation of 
the Chinese during the regency of Suharto was ambiguous, because some few Chinese 
obtained special rights, the majority of the informants agreed on the fact that the 
negative effects of this period were tremendous. Especially the politics of “Indonesiasi” 
and the associated prohibition of display of Chinese culture led to a stigmatization and 
marginalization of people of Chinese descent. What becomes very clear in all three 
kinds of answers is the fact that the history of the Chinese Indonesians is mainly painted 
as a “history of discrimination or at least of marginalization”. This further reinforces the 
impression that the Chinese Indonesians still feel marginal in today's society and sheds a 
much clearer light on the above cautiously mentioned feelings of discrimination.  

The one fact that strikes the eye in all the answers is that the “real” 
discriminating and cruel events, such as the riots of 1998 and 1965, were nearly never 
mentioned. Could this be an indicator for the fact that these events aren’t as important as 
they seemed? Or do they only represent the culminations of a lot of bad experiences and 
therefore aren’t perceived as extraordinary happenings? One other possible explanation 
could be that, at least in 1998, my two research places, Semarang and Yogya, weren’t 
affected by major acts of violence. But this wouldn’t fit with the statements of a lot of 
informants that they experienced these times as very threatening and insecure. Another 
explanation can be deduced from the reactions on the question, if it was important to 
remember the history of the riots. In the beginning this question seemed rhetorical to 
me, but astonishingly in the course of the interviews it became clear that a lot of my 
informants shared the opinion that these events shouldn’t necessarily be remembered. 
Even though only few believed that those terrible events should be forgotten once for 
all, most of them agreed on the fact that at least the “negative sides” of these events 
aren’t worth remembering. They explained that there is no use of passing on the 
associated bad feelings to the younger generation. It would be better that they don’t 
have to carry this emotional burden and could start a “new generation” without these 
violent memories. Accordingly, further discussions or a “re-opening” of these cases 
wasn’t really necessary, because a focus on the past only would inhibit progress and it 
would therefore be better to concentrate on the future. If anything should be kept in 
mind, then the “positive side” of these events, which was to learn from history. How 
there could be a “positive side” from their point of view is hard to understand and only 
becomes clear considering the one-sided understanding of the process of learning from 
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history. In their opinion the experiences of those events could help to teach a better 
attitude to the younger generation of Chinese Indonesians. They could learn that it is 
important to adapt themselves to local customs and not to be arrogant, but caring and 
compassionate. Surprisingly this lesson from the past only refers to their own 
behaviour. No one mentioned any kind of critics against any other actor that obviously 
also played a part in these events. There were no such reactions as blaming the “others” 
and even no calls for justice for the suffered harm. Even though this behaviour could in 
a certain way be seen as very mature and wise, the label “positive” doesn’t seem to fit 
for this kind of experiences. Especially compared to the rather deep impact that these 
historical events had on their today's situation and the above described lasting feeling of 
discrimination, there have to be other reasons for this relativistic positioning. One of 
these reasons could be the fact that these events could be characterized as “collective 
traumas”. Even though not everyone was actually involved in these events they all felt 
as possible victims and experienced a lot of insecurity and fear during these times. Thus, 
this “positive thinking” could be considered as one way of overcoming the paralyzing 
memories. Another reason could be that the feelings of fear and insecurity still prevail 
and inhibit a critical dealing with history. This assumption is also underlined by the 
different kinds of informal threats that I already described in the introduction.  

Historical Communication on Traditions and Traditional Performances 

Before comparing this Historical Communication on the “de-facto-history” with 
the popular celebrations of the Chinese Lunar New Year, it is interesting to take an 
intermediate step and to look on the dealing with traditions in the everyday lives of the 
informants and their perceptions of the “traditional” performative arts. This is important 
to see if and how these elements have similar functions as in the Javanese context, and 
therefore can be regarded as alternative places of expressing a relation to the past. It 
further can give insights on how they judge the recent situation as well as the future 
development of their culture and what reasons they mention for these processes. 8 This 
can further seen as starting point to analyze what kind of impacts popular celebrations 
could have on these developments.   

When asked about the role of traditions in their daily routines, most of the 
informants mentioned that those didn’t take a great part. The only traditions that they 
described as quite vital were connected to the celebrations of the Chinese Lunar New 
Year. It is the time of the year, where the whole family is reunited, close relatives are 
visited and, apparently most importantly, special kind of food is cooked or bought. Only 
few reported that they still went to the “klenteng” to worship the ancestors. Similarly, 
daily activities of worshipping were very rare and most of the everyday traditions, 
which could be considered as Chinese, were related to special kinds of food that was 
prepared for special occasions, such as birthdays or holidays. It is then not very 
surprising that the condition of the “traditional” arts (seni tradisi) was painted in a 
similar marginal picture. When asked about the kinds of traditional Chinese 
performance arts that (still or again) played an important role for the Chinese 

                                                 
8 The use of the words “culture” and “tradition” is not very unambigous here, because they indirectly 

refer to an overcome, static definition of those terms. However their application can be justified by the 
fact that in the Indonesian context “budaya” and “tradisi” are often linked to material and performative 
outcomes such as rituals and ceremonies and thereby also to each other. This conceptual definitions 
seem also to apply for the Chinese Indonesian context.   
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Indonesians nowadays, most of the informants referred to “Barongsai” and “Liong”.  In 
very rare cases they also mentioned “Potehi”, a traditional puppet play, or local 
specificities such as “Gambang Semarang”, a combination of music, vocals, dance and 
comedy that is believed to be a mix of Chinese and Javanese Culture (cf. Puguh 2009). 
But in other cases then, some of the informants didn’t even know about those specific 
forms. Further, most of the informants acknowledged that they weren’t involved even 
with the quite vital performative genres such as Barongsai and Liong. Paradoxically I 
could observe that some informants in Semarang were very active in fighting for the 
conservation of traditional Javanese arts such as “wayang orang” and that in both cities 
Barongsai was mainly played by groups that completely consisted of “Pribumi”. In 
accordance to the here described condition of the traditional arts, it isn’t further 
astonishing that the knowledge about those art genres wasn’t very deep and that most 
informants weren’t aware of any historical meaning. Hence, most of them also had a 
pessimistic opinion on the future of those arts. Especially the older generation expressed 
deep concerns about the missing interest of the younger generation in their own 
traditions and the possible upcoming loss of the Chinese culture.  

This phenomenon may partly be explained by similar reasons as the dealing with 
the “de-facto-history” and the fact that a lot of Chinese Indonesians still relate traumatic 
experiences with their cultural identity, what may inhibit them from a free, untroubled 
display. However, it may somehow appear surprising that the legal permission to 
perform Chinese traditions in public, which was issued by Gus Dur and which every 
one of my informants described as THE turning point, didn’t have stronger impacts on 
the revitalization of those traditions. But if the wider historical background is taken into 
account, the current condition of Chinese traditions can largely be seen as a legacy of 
the New Order regime. As first explanation the informants mentioned that there was still 
a certain insecurity concerning the political developments and that history had taught 
them that things could change very fast as political systems changed. Furthermore they 
clarified that they nearly forgot about their culture, because it was forbidden for more 
than 30 years and that now only the older generations, who still grew up in the Chinese 
education system, had a deep cultural knowledge. Another reason was the fact that 
during this time they were situated in the economic sector and that they were somehow 
stuck in this position because of missing opportunities. But those arguments wouldn’t 
explain why there were so few Chinese Indonesians that participate in Barongsai-
groups. It appears that religion also plays an important role, even though it was never 
directly mentioned by my informants. Because of the fact that during the New Order it 
wasn’t possible to have no religion and Confucianism wasn’t yet officially 
acknowledged, a lot of Chinese Indonesians had to convert to another religion and in 
most of those religions they weren’t allowed to follow the tradition of worshipping the 
ancestors. Even though a lot of my informants stressed the argument that worshipping 
the ancestors had purely to be considered as tradition and was distinct from any 
religious practice, no one insisted on this right. For some of my informants this was an 
indication for the fact that a lot of Chinese Indonesians had recovered from economic 
and social depression and had re-acquired a comfortable position that they didn’t 
necessarily wanted to give up by getting involved in things that may have negative 
impacts. This also could be an explanation for the fact that some of my informants on 
the one hand emphasized the Chinese origins or elements of a lot of performances that 
were commonly considered as traditional Javanese, but on the other hand didn’t think 
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that this knowledge should be made public. Even if this doesn’t have to be the most 
likely explanation, it has to be taken into consideration.   

To analyze what kind of relations can be established between the above 
described perceptions of and dealings with the past (in the shape of de-facto-history and 
traditions), the related reasoning and the popular celebration of the Chinese Lunar New 
year, I will first briefly describe the concept and then the intentions of the organizing 
committee of this public event in Yogyakarta 2011. 

The Public Celebrations of the Chinese Lunar New Year 

The popular celebration of the Chinese Lunar New Year (Imlek), which is 
organized in an analogical way since seven years, took place in the beginning of the 
month February 2011. The celebrations consisted mainly of a big opening parade along 
Malioboro-Street and a Chinese culture fare (Pekan Budaya Tionghoa (PBTY))). Both 
happenings illustrated the theme of the whole stagings, “Jogja Pelangi Budaya 
Indonesia” (“Jogja Rainbow of the Indonesian Cultures), very well. The parade not only 
focused on the Chinese culture, but on the diversity of cultures that prevails in 
Yogyakarta and Indonesia. Besides the celebration of the Chinese culture that mostly 
became visible in the form of different kinds of Barongsai and Liong, it also included 
traditional local Javanese, national and international elements and participants. This 
multitude of cultures could also be witnessed in the five-day-long fare that took place in 
Ketandan, an area in Yogyakarta that is mainly inhabited by Chinese Indonesians. The 
presentations on the stages covered artistically genres from very different backgrounds. 
They ranged from Islamic, Javanese, Chinese, and international inspired dances, 
theatres, sketches and music over modern and traditional interpretations of these 
different genres to artists and performers of all ages. Additionally to the program on the 
big stage there were Potehi performances every night. Furthermore, the visitors could 
enjoy a great culinary diversity of Chinese, Indonesian and international food, buy 
Chinese New Year decorations, take pictures in a Chinese setting, join Karaoke contests 
and visit an exhibition of Chinese kebayas.  

The explicitly voiced intention of the organizing committee consisted mainly in 
promoting the Chinese culture as a part of the Indonesian multicultural setting and 
especially in painting a harmonic picture of the coexistence of the different cultures in 
Yogyakarta. It therefore was of central interest to include as many cultures as possible 
and to celebrate this multiculturalism in a light-hearted, entertaining and above all not 
political sensitive way. The location of the PBTY also played an important role for the 
conception of the event. Because it took place in the area that is mainly inhabited by 
Chinese Indonesians, their everyday surroundings were made accessible to a wider 
public. In addition, every year a certain aspect of the Chinese culture, such as 
architecture, religion, clothes, arts etc., is in the focus of the celebrations. This year’s 
aim was to promote knowledge on traditional Javanese-Chinese clothes and on the 
traditional Potehi-play. This promotion of knowledge wasn’t only directed to a non-
Chinese public, but explicitly also to a Chinese public to increase the awareness about 
its own culture. Furthermore, the organizing committee intended to create a space, 
where all Chinese Indonesians can find a common ground despite differences that might 
exist outside of this event.  

Based on these descriptions I will try to answer the question on how this popular 
celebrations can be related to everyday contexts of dealing with history, traditions and 
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in generally the past and what influences they may have on the difficulties that people 
face in those other contexts of dealing with the past. 

A Tentative Conclusion 

From an emic point of view a positive evaluation of those celebrations prevailed 
in most cases. Even though not every informant necessarily participated in those events 
and some especially criticized the quality of the Chinese performances, the majority was 
glad about the fact that these holidays finally could be celebrated in public after being 
forbidden for such a long period. They weren’t even bothered by the fact that these 
public celebrations didn’t have a lot of commonalities with the proper traditions of these 
days, which normally are celebrated within the family only. This attitude can be 
understood in consideration of the “bad” condition of Chinese traditions and the missing 
sources to learn about them. It indicates that this event is perceived as a possibility to 
increase the awareness for Chinese culture and traditional arts outside as well as inside 
the Chinese communities. Thus, it also increases the possibility to preserve the historical 
knowledge that is inherent to these traditional performances.   

Another effect that can be concluded from the fact that these public displays of 
Chinese culture only refer to a mere cultural perspective, is that they don’t give any 
reason for offence and therefore can be seen as a starting point to promote a greater 
acceptance of Chinese culture in the pluralistic mosaic of Indonesian cultures. Creating 
a neutral or even entertaining space of interaction and thereby connecting Chinese 
culture with positive and nice experiences may further help to overcome the bad 
memories of past times for “both” sides. On the side of the “Pribumi” it can help to 
enlarge the perspective on Chinese culture and thereby abolish existing prejudices. Even 
though not every visitor of this public event might acquire a deep knowledge about the 
situation of the Chinese minority, at least the actors that are actively involved in the 
organization or realization of the event, such as non-Chinese members of the organizing 
committee or of the performing acts, can establish a close relationship with other 
participants that are of Chinese descent. A closer spatial and interpersonal contact may 
also increase the awareness of the fact that a lot of “traditional” Javanese cultural 
elements have Chinese origins or at least influences. On the side of the Chinese 
Indonesians this neutral and entertaining events can support the process of creating an 
atmosphere of security and safety and consequently contribute to overcome the 
“traumatic” silence. It further can increase the awareness that tradition isn’t necessarily 
linked to religion and can be celebrated without interfering with the sensitive sphere of 
religious rules and morality. In addition, the neutral field of “culture” can be seen as 
possibility to cope with differences that reportedly exist within the Chinese community. 
And last but not least, the public celebrations can be considered as a success in 
overcoming past restrictions. Even thought they don’t touch the sensitive topic of the 
political history, they somehow contest the historical ban of the Chinese culture. 

It becomes clear that under the umbrella of the concept Historical Culture 
different kinds of dealing with the past can be related. It is even possible to demonstrate 
that popular celebrations such as Imlek can be considered as alternative ways of dealing 
with the past. It could even be stated that those public events might on a long time 
perspective prepare the field for the process of coming to terms with the “de-facto-
history”. Nonetheless it has to be mentioned that those popularisations not necessarily 
replace “serious” dealings with the past and that they may have negative impacts as well 
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that cannot be recorded through direct Historical Communication. This concerns the 
“silent” side of the Historical Communication, which consists of the people that are not 
interviewed, i.e. people that are not identifiable as Chinese Indonesian, the stories that 
are not told, such as egoistic or economic interest in commercialisation of those public 
events, and the concepts that can’t be expressed in a direct way, such as understanding 
culture and tradition as a fluent processes of negotiation.   
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