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My research project is focused on the production of social figure in the discourses of
urban riots in Palu and Bandung in 1973, Ujung Pandang (Makassar) and Solo in 1980,
and Jakarta and Solo in 1998. The study critically examines how the narrative and
visual representations of the riots have returned to a figure of etnik Cina (ethnic
Chinese). I suggest that the figure recounted in riot narratives and visual
representations embodies an idea of a frightening, ambiguous, but at the same time
desired state. The idea of the state emerges around critical events in the 1970s and
1980s when the New Order sought to consolidate its power and in 1998 when it
gradually lost the power. Drawing on the argument on “sacrifical crisis” developed by
Rene Girard and “critical event” by Veena Das I argue that the figure of the etnik Cina
signifies an anxiety over collapsing differences and boundary of the “Other” within
Indonesian national fold and, and at the same time also masks the inability of the state
to exercise sovereign power to control and domesticate its subject.

My talk will based on a chapter of a book manuscript that I am writing on the etnik
Cina as a social figure in the riots. The manuscript would include four major chapters.
Chapter 1 discusses the theoretical perspective of the state as an idea and suggests how
the perspective sheds light on the state as an important political construct and social
imaginary in the time of critical events and sacrifical crisis. This chapter also addresses
approaches to theorize state sovereignty through social figure. Chapter 2 describes and
analyzes the riots taking place in the 1970s and 1980s. Drawing on eyewitness accounts,
testimonies of people involved in the riot, and statements of government officials, the

chapter examines the construction of etnik Cina as a “responsible” figure accused of



triggering and provoking the violence. Chapter 3 emphasizes the May 1998 riot. By
analyzing the work of the investigative teams, eyewitness accounts (including my
personal accounts), testimonies of Indonesian Chinese, media reports, and statements
of political actors, this chapter examines the construction of etnik Cina as a “victim” of
racial violence to analyze the figurative extension and ambiguity of state power.
Chapter 4 addresses how the New Order state has unsuccessfully attempted to
categorize and domesticate the Chinese as an ethnic citizen in the national fold. Then
the chapter traces the discursive construction in the riots back to this elusive figure,
and as the Other, it has always came to haunt the New Order’s political sovereignty. My
talk will be focused on the chapter on the May 1998 riots.
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