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In July 1965, the Malaysian military 

forcibly resettled nearly 8,000 people 

of Chinese descent into five temporary 

settlements in Sarawak’s First Division in a 

campaign known as Operation Hammer. Two 

years later, between October and November of 

1967, another campaign of forced resettlement 

targeted primarily rural Chinese on the island 

of Borneo. This second campaign became 

known as the Demonstrasi Cina, or “Chinese 

Demonstration,” during which Dayak 

paramilitary groups in West Kalimantan 

violently evicted nearly 55,000 rural Chinese 

from their homes with the support of the 

Indonesian military. The evicted fled to the 

west coast of the island.1  Belying its relatively 

bland title, the Demonstrasi Cina resulted in 

hundreds of deaths.

Despite differing levels of violence between 

the two campaigns, these operations shared 

several similarities. First, they were both responses 

to attacks from communist insurgents operating 

with help from the Malaysian-Borneo side. The 

period of Konfrontasi, or “Confrontation,” an 

extremely tense and sometimes violent political 

standoff between Malaysia and Indonesia 

from 1963 to 1966, was extremely heated and 

symbolized a national line of defense for both 

states. Second, both campaigns targeted people 

of Chinese descent based on the assumption 

that ethnic Chinese were potential backers of the 

insurgency since the communist insurgents were 

predominantly, though not exclusively, of Chinese 

background. Both the Malaysian and Indonesian 

militaries employed and manipulated aboriginal 

forces in Borneo, a strategy that promoted ethnic 
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divisions among local populations. British and 

Malay military counterinsurgency forces used Ibans 

as guides and scouts,2  while Indonesian military 

forces collaborated with Dayak headmen to call into 

being specific Dayak modes of violence.3  Finally, 

both operations were carried out during times when 

the People’s Republic of China was believed to be 

providing tacit support to insurgents.4  These last 

two points provide reasons for why the Malaysian 

and Indonesian states perceived insurgents as a 

simultaneously internal and external threat to their 

national sovereignty and territorial integrity. In 

Operation Hammer and Demonstrasi Cina, ethnic 

identities and designations were conflated with 

national and political loyalties. This conflation 

may be contextualized within a long history dating 

back to the colonial era in Southeast Asia, when 

colonial powers divided ethnicity into categories 

of native and non-native for the purposes of state 

administration.

In postcolonial Malaysia and Indonesia, the 

dominant discourse of ethnicity and race evolved 

out of British-Dutch colonial distinctions between 

indigenous and non-native ethnic groupings. 

Colonial governments borrowed the terms 

bumiputera (sons of the soil) in Malaysia and 

pribumi (roughly meaning inlander) in Indonesia to 

manage colonized populations and enforce political 

and economic divisions of labor. These bumiputera-

pribumi divisions engendered tensions that would 

spill over into the postcolonial era and play central 

roles in Malay and Indonesian imaginings of the 

nation. The delineations of these native and non-

native categories reflected arbitrarily defined 

lineages, most significantly those of Cina (Chinese) 

and Melayu (Malay), two labels with the greatest 

power to “unite and divide” identities in Southeast 

Asian history.5  During the late imperial era of the 

19th century and the rise of nationalism in the 20th 

century, Cina earned the designation of “outsider,” 

while Melayu was deemed to represent “insiders.” 

While the Melayu lineage came to dominate 

the national imaginings of the Malaysian and 

Indonesian states, the groups classified as Cina felt 

compelled to identify themselves as transnational 

Nanyang or South Seas Chinese.  

When extended to the Indonesian and 

Malaysian territorial claims in Borneo, however, the 

logic of native and non-native categories does not 

hold up as easily as in the administrative centers on 

Java and peninsular Malaysia. The island of Borneo 

itself captures the ambivalence of the boundaries 

between native and non-native. From the British 

and Dutch colonial regimes with somewhat similar 

racial policies toward a diverse local population 

to the modern Malay and Javanese nation-states 

that rule from afar and whose dominant political 

elite constitute an ethnic minority on the island, 

Borneo continues to represent a frontier of 

sorts.6  What is defined as native and non-native 

in Borneo complicates the delineation of the 

terms along national lines from the two political 

centers. Therefore, a study of the two campaigns 

of resettlement in Borneo during the late 1960s 

illustrates the ways in which ethnicity is defined as 

well as how ethnic violence is carried out.

The notion of ethnicity as a boundary is vital 

to this study. It is important to think of the ethnic 

markers involved—in this case, Nanyang Chinese, 

Malay, Iban, and Dayak—more as a part of the 

formulation and maintenance of ethnic boundaries 

than the safeguarding of cultural identity.7  Rogers 
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Brubaker argues that ethnic groups should not 

be thought of as “bounded groups,” but as a 

kind of event that “happens.”8  “Ethnopolitical 

entrepreneurs,” which can refer to states and their 

various branches, such as law enforcement agencies 

and armed forces units, as well as political parties, 

ethnic associations, social movement organizations, 

churches, newspapers, radio and television stations, 

and so on, catalyze this event.9  Brubaker explains 

how ethnopolitical entrepreneurs operate: “By 

invoking groups, they seek to evoke them, summon 

them, call them into being. Their categories are for 

doing—designed to stir, summon, justify, mobilize, 

kindle, and energize.”10  One of the most effective 

strategies for group formation is “deliberate 

violence,” an option all the more enticing to 

ethnopolitical entrepreneurs who have easy access 

to the mechanisms and manpower capable of 

violence.11  This study of the two Borneo campaigns 

and their historical backgrounds demonstrates that 

it is precisely the ambivalent nature of ethnicity 

and its entanglements with national and political 

classifications that leads states to conflate these 

various classifications through the repressive 

enforcement of their boundaries. The exclusion 

of Nanyang Chinese from national participation 

through the enforcement of native and non-

native boundaries has prompted a sense of shared 

victimization that cuts across national borders. 

Articulated in literature published outside the 

nation-state, such as the Taiwanese publications 

of Sino-Malaysian authors Zhang Guixing and 

Chen Dawei, this sense of shared victimization 

has also served to construct alliances across ethnic 

boundaries and challenge state delineations of 

ethnicity.12 

Reinforcing Borders: Konfrontasi

Konfrontasi, the confrontation between 

Malaysia and Indonesia from 1963 to 1966, 

provides a critical backdrop to the resettlement 

campaigns and violence perpetrated against 

Nanyang Chinese communities in Borneo in 1965 

and 1967. During Konfrontasi and its aftermath, 

the Sarawak-Kalimantan border was not only a 

national symbol, but also the site of national and 

political struggle, a struggle that would play out in 

ethnic dimensions.

Konfrontasi was rooted in the birth of the 

Malaysian Federation. After Malaya gained 

independence in 1957, the new political leaders 

drew up plans for the incorporation of the former 

British colonies of Sarawak and North Borneo 

(Sabah) into the Malaysian Federation. Between 

1957 and 1963, the British military aided the 

new government in its efforts to quell scattered 

communist rebellions in Sarawak, Brunei, and 

North Borneo that opposed incorporation into the 

Federated States. In September 1963, while Brunei 

became an independent Islamic state, Sarawak and 

Sabah were officially incorporated into Malaysia.13 

Communist insurgency organizations continued 

to wage guerilla warfare in Sarawak and Sabah 

into the following decade.14  In Sarawak, these 

organizations focused their demands on access to 

employment, land tenure, and citizenship—issues 

that predominantly affected the Nanyang Chinese 

community. This marked the Sarawak communists 

as a predominantly Cina organization, even though 

for years they had tried with limited success to reach 

out to rural and economically disadvantaged Iban 

communities through incentives like agricultural 
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extension programs.15  

By 1961, the Malaysian state’s plans in Borneo 

became apparent to the Indonesian government. 

With the support of the Indonesian Communist 

Party (PKI), President Sukarno denounced the joint 

Malaysian-British action as imperialist. In 1963, he 

officially declared a policy of confrontation known 

as Konfrontasi.16  During Konfrontasi, Malaysia 

sought to defend and reinforce the Sarawak-

Kalimantan border in order to prevent Indonesia 

from incorporating the former British colonies into 

its own territory. Defending this border was an 

extremely difficult task. The border was a somewhat 

arbitrarily defined (and thus highly vulnerable) line 

spanning 1,000 kilometers over rugged mountain 

terrain and tropical rainforest.17  The collaborating 

British-Malay forces recruited border scouts from 

the local Iban population who were responsible 

for border surveillance as well as guiding security 

forces.18  The Ibans were also recruited to help guide 

the counterinsurgency forces across the border into 

the PKI’s West Kalimantan stronghold. 

The two major concerns of the Malay state in 

implementing the Operation Hammer resettlement 

campaign in 1965 related directly to the perceived 

internal and external threats posed by Konfrontasi. 

While the Sarawak communist insurgency, which 

was reportedly receiving support from Indonesia, 

constituted an internal threat, bands of armed 

Indonesian PKI on the border posed a distinct 

external challenge.19 

With the 1965 coup and subsequent 

countercoup that overthrew Sukarno and led to 

the extermination of the PKI on Java and Bali, and 

the subsequent end of Konfrontasi in early 1966, 

the communist insurgents on the Sarawak side of 

Borneo turned their attention to guerilla warfare 

against the Indonesian military. As of late 1965, 

the Indonesian military had driven these insurgents 

into the jungle. According to Charles Coppel, 

these insurgents were “an unintended legacy” 

of Konfrontasi and now “found themselves in 

opposition to both the Indonesian and Malaysian 

governments.”20  The abrupt shift in Indonesian 

domestic politics and international alliances in 

1965, while certainly shocking and frightening 

to the predominantly rural Chinese communities 

in West Kalimantan, did not immediately affect 

the insurgents. This may explain the ability of 

communist soldiers to make greater inroads there 

even after 1965.21  The shift of power in Jakarta 

concentrated much of the military’s energies 

elsewhere, and insurgents from Sarawak, made up 

of predominantly Nanyang Chinese, continued 

to spill over the border in Kalimantan well into 

1966.22   

In September 1967, a joint Malaysian-

Indonesian border security agreement was expanded 

to allow military personnel to cross the two nation’s 

borders when in “hot pursuit” of insurgents.23  

The agreement was based on the logic that the 

communists showed “no respect for boundaries” 

and that their increased strength on one side of the 

Sarawak-Kalimantan border would have “direct 

consequences on the other.”24  The “hot pursuit” 

of this “unintended legacy” of Konfrontasi would 

become a major factor in the anti-Chinese violence 

in West Kalimantan of 1967.

�e Operation and the Demonstration: Attack, 

Counterattack, Resettlement

The plan for Operation Hammer was drawn 
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up as a response to an attack that occurred on 

June 27, 1965—approximately 30 insurgents 

in “Indonesian style jungle green uniforms with 

various types of headdress” attacked the 18th Mile 

police station in Sarawak’s First Division.25  In 

addition to stealing weapons and destroying the 

station’s communication link with headquarters 

in Kuching, the insurgents opened fire on six 

police officers, killing four and wounding two. 

While retreating, the insurgents also killed local 

Nanyang Chinese farmers and shopkeepers who 

refused to help them or who were considered 

government supporters or informants.26  None of 

those arrested during the campaign, all of whom 

were Nanyang Chinese, took direct part in the 

18th Mile killings. Rather, they were arrested for 

providing information or for acting as guides to the 

insurgents, a position relatively akin to that of the 

Ibans in the counterinsurgency.27 

Operation Hammer was patterned after 

resettlement campaigns carried out on Peninsular 

Malaysia during the Emergency from 1948-60, in 

which Nanyang Chinese in rural areas, as suspected 

supporters of the Malayan Communist Party, were 

forcibly relocated to “new villages.”28  In the case 

of Operation Hammer, over 7,600 Chinese were 

forcibly resettled to five controlled temporary 

settlements over a span of three days in July 1965. 

Those resettled were mostly Sarawak-born and 

either held legal title to their land or leased it from 

landowners under “native customary rights.” They 

were mostly from the Hakka-speaking community 

of small landholders who, for generations, had 

cultivated rubber, pepper, and other cash crops.29 

They inhabited Sarawak’s First Division, an area 

considered to be strongly sympathetic to the 

insurgency.30 

Although the Malaysian military’s goal was 

to cut the insurgency off from a base of local 

support, their message to those being relocated was 

that its purpose was to “protect the people from 

communist atrocities.”31  Although Operation 

Hammer was carried out in a relatively “peaceful” 

manner and did not involve the loss of lives, 

farmers suffered from the loss of cash crops and 

livestock. Furthermore, many vacated shops owned 

by resettled Chinese were looted. Foreigners who 

saw the temporary settlements described them as 

“concentration camps.”32  Justus Van Der Kroef 

noted that Operation Hammer “unquestionably 

deepened Chinese resentment” toward the 

Malay state.33  The campaign also deepened rifts 

between the Nanyang Chinese community and the 

Sarawak bumiputera groups. During the temporary 

resettlement, a three to six month period, the 

government began construction of “new villages” or 

permanent settlements with better amenities. The 

improvements in living conditions for the Nanyang 

Chinese fostered resentment among some native 

groups like the Bidayuh, who felt that “the resettled 

Chinese were being rewarded rather than punished 

for their actions.”34  While the material lives of 

members of the Nanyang Chinese in Sarawak may 

have improved over the long term, the campaign 

further inhibited greater cultural integration and 

cooperation across ethnic lines.

As in Operation Hammer, one of the key 

incidents that brought about the Demonstrasi 

Cina in West Kalimantan in 1967 was a surprise 

attack by insurgents, which resulted in the deaths 

of military officers and the theft of weapons. In July 

1967, communist guerillas attacked the air force 
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munitions depot in Singkawang, West Kalimantan, 

killing four Indonesian soldiers and capturing 

ammunition and firearms.35  The Indonesian army 

hoped to enlist the support of villagers and civilian 

militias in West Kalimantan to put down the 

insurgency as it had elsewhere in the country during 

its violent purges of the PKI. Yet it encountered 

trouble trying to garner support among both 

Dayaks and Nanyang Chinese. Tensions flared, 

however, when the communists began making 

successful raids in the area and attacked the Dayak 

village of Uduk in the interior in October 1967. 36 

Communist bandits had reportedly been terrorizing 

the countryside and allegedly killed 12 Dayaks.37 

Prior to the violence, Nanyang Chinese-Dayak 

relations in West Kalimantan were described as 

relatively harmonious.38   Having been unable to 

obtain sufficient information about the communist 

insurgents in Kalimantan, the Indonesian military 

sought to leverage growing Dayak antagonism 

toward insurgents in order to instigate violence 

against the assumed base of insurgency support. 

The military thus turned to tactics of psychological 

warfare that escalated Dayak antagonism and 

amplified their ethnic dimensions. Army strategists 

collaborated with Dayak leaders to select certain 

Dayak cultural symbols and practices, such 

as that of the Borneo headhunter, to mobilize 

Dayak militias. This gave rise to what Nancy Lee 

Peluso calls a “cultural politics of violence.”39  The 

Indonesian military and Dayak leaders conjured 

up an exotic stereotype from the colonial era and 

turned it into the basis for imagining a collective, 

ethnic identity, which served national military 

strategy. Explanations of the violent outbursts as 

the inevitable eruption of longstanding ethnic and 

class tensions fail to recognize the fact that military 

and Dayak leaders deliberately made ethnicity a 

part of the discourse. Ethnicity was used to cultivate 

a group identity and incite violence against non-

group members at precisely the time the conflict 

occurred. 

Subsequent retaliation, known as the 

Demonstrasi Cina, was, according to Coppel, “one 

final localized but devastating gust of the hurricane” 

that swept other parts of the country in 1965.40  

Although the ethnic group was spontaneously 

conjured up, the violence was not: it was, as 

previously mentioned, an act carefully coordinated 

and manipulated through the Indonesian 

military’s use of ethnicized symbols of violence. 

Like Operation Hammer, the Demonstrasi Cina 

occurred over a three-month period, but the scale 

of violence was far greater. The Nanyang Chinese 

victims violently evicted from their homes in West 

Kalimantan totaled over 53,000. Between 300 and 

500 were reportedly killed, mostly hacked to death 

with bush knives or shot with firearms issued by 

the military.41  They were by and large cultivators 

of irrigated rice land and evicted primarily because 

they were identified as Cina, regardless of political 

affiliation or any actual connections to the 

insurgency. Refugees flooded the coast from the 

interior, and most of them were never able to return 

to their homes.42  Conditions in the coastal refugee 

camps were said to be terrible. Reports indicated 

1,500 deaths by April 1968, of which most were 

women and children who died due to lack of food 

and medical attention.43 

When drawing comparisons with Operation 

Hammer, it appears that the Indonesian military’s 

plans for resettling Nanyang Chinese communities 
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in West Kalimantan may have come from contacts 

with the Malaysian army, which agreed to provide 

logistical support to Indonesian operations 

against the local insurgency in 1967.44  Because 

of violent excesses, military authorities in West 

Kalimantan were reluctant to take credit for the 

forced resettlement as the Malaysian military had 

in Operation Hammer. Vernon Porritt claims 

that, in comparison to the Demonstrasi Cina, 

“resettling 8,000 Chinese in Sarawak was a benign 

solution.”45

Despite the comparable lack of violence during 

the 1965 campaign in Sarawak, both campaigns 

can be seen as reinforcing ethnic boundaries. 

The major boundary was drawn along nativist 

lines, ultimately serving to inhibit the cultural 

assimilation and ethnic integration of the so-called 

native and immigrant populations. Just as the 

Sarawak-Indonesian border was reinforced as part 

of nationalizing the island of Borneo, so too was 

resettlement enforced as a means of ethnicizing the 

land. 

�e Ethnic-Nation Conflation: Nanyang Chinese as 

PRC Communists

By targeting specifically ethnic Chinese 

communities, Operation Hammer and the 

Demonstrasi Cina were directly related to 

antagonistic relations with the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC). In both cases, Nanyang Chinese were 

seen as co-conspirators of the PRC.46  Yet many of 

them had been living in Malaysia and Indonesia for 

generations. They remained Chinese only insofar 

as they were denied citizenship, were segregated 

from natives based on lingering colonial racial 

policies, and perhaps chose an identity based on an 

emerging sense of Chinese nationalism. Nanyang 

Chinese were thus the targets of violence, forcible 

resettlement, and deportation. 

There is an obvious muddling of ethnicity and 

nationality here, but this misinterpretation can 

be easily explained with reference to the various 

modes in which nations are, to borrow from 

Benedict Anderson, “imagined.” Nationalisms, or 

ways of seeing the nation, are “modular”—they 

follow a certain set of generic conventions and 

are capable of being transplanted to a wide range 

of “social terrains.”47  In Indonesia and Malaysia, 

nationalism merged with a social terrain that, as 

in most postcolonial spaces, was deeply inscribed 

with the lasting racial and ethnic ideologies of the 

colonial state.

Like bumiputera and pribumi concepts of the 

native, the idea of a distinct Chinese identity in 

Southeast Asia also has its roots in the colonial 

era following the establishment of Western-ruled 

enclaves by the Spanish and Dutch. The Spanish 

and Dutch sought to regulate commercial activity 

and trade, and assigned economic and political 

functions according to indigenous and non-

indigenous categories. Thus, it became difficult for 

people of Chinese descent to maintain a “culturally 

ambivalent” creole status between native and 

immigrant populations.48  Dutch colonial census-

makers, for example, displayed an “intolerance 

of multiple, politically ‘transvestite,’ blurred, or 

changing identifications.”49 

A native versus non-native dichotomy, 

however, has not always operated in Southeast 

Asia. Creolized societies, which are composed 

of the progeny of intermarriages between 

immigrants from China and indigenous peoples, 
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often functioned as “intermediate social systems” 

between local and colonial power in Southeast 

Asia. These communities experienced different 

fates depending on the policies of the colonial 

governments or the nations that replaced them. 

The Mestizos in the Philippines were absorbed into 

the native population; the Baba Malays, during 

the rise of distinct ethnic nationalisms in the early 

20th century, were forced to assume status as Cina, 

while the Peranakan Indonesians continued to exist 

as an “ethnic group apart.”50 

The varying fates of creolized societies were the 

result of often contradictory colonial and national 

policies of assimilation and segregation. Countries 

like Thailand and the Philippines, which focused 

more on policies of assimilation, saw a much 

greater integration of Chinese diasporas into the 

local population. Assimilation, like segregation in 

Malaysia, was also an enforced policy that included 

periods marked by anti-Sinicism.51  For Chinese 

immigrants in Southeast Asia, assimilation has 

always been a “partly coerced, partly voluntary 

strategy.”52 

In Indonesia and Malaysia, hostilities toward 

Nanyang Chinese resulted from the conflation 

of ethnicity with a host of economic, political, 

and religious issues.53  As the background to the 

events in Borneo in 1965 and 1967, this series of 

conflations seem to feed the more general conflation 

of ethnicity with nationality. This conflation is due 

in part to the rise of Chinese nationalism in the 

early 20th century. Indeed, much of the funding 

and support for Sun Yat-sen’s 1911 Revolution in 

China came from the monetary and ideological 

support of overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia.54  

What is more, the institution of local Zhonghua 

schools by the KMT (the Nationalist government 

in China), which offered instruction in the newly 

standardized Mandarin, as well as the establishment 

of Chinese language presses across Southeast Asia 

fostered a sense of nationalism among Nanyang 

Chinese communities that were traditionally 

divided by dialect and region.55  This newfound 

nationalism gave people a sense of a “unified, 

historically rooted community.”56  While the rise 

of nationalism may have reformulated Nanyang 

Chinese perceptions of “homeland” within a 

national framework, for many Malays and Javanese, 

it “hardened attitudes toward those newly viewed as 

outsiders.”57  In Peninsular Malaysia, nationalism 

was predominately ethnicized, which produced an 

ethnically polarized social sphere; Malays embodied 

the “ethnic nation,” while Nanyang Chinese and 

Indians were considered outsiders.58 

The major difference in Indonesia was that a 

sort of civic nationalism, as opposed to an overtly 

ethnic nationalism, had to be articulated in order 

to include large numbers of ethnic and religious 

minorities.59  Indonesian nationalists, consisting 

primarily of the Javanese elite, perceived a separate 

nationalism articulated along separate ethnic and 

linguistic lines as subversive, like that perpetuated 

by the Zhonghua schools or the Nanyang Chinese 

press. As in Indonesia, Malaysia would encounter a 

similar situation when trying to spread its vision of 

the nation to an ethnically diverse Borneo, where 

the Malays were neither the majority nor native. 

Thus, the Malay-dominated government found the 

colonial legacy of the bumiputera category there 

useful as a strategy to divide and conquer. 

Once the PRC was perceived as meddling 

in Indonesian-Malaysian relations, the strategic 
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conflation of ethnicity with national and political 

loyalties had severe consequences for Nanyang 

Chinese communities in Borneo. In 1961, China 

allegedly agreed to give Sukarno “a free hand” 

to carry out Indonesian designs on the Malayan 

archipelago.60  It was at this time that Malaysia 

stepped up its military campaign against the 

Sarawak communists by targeting what they 

believed was its base of support in rural Nanyang 

Chinese communities. The Nanyang Chinese in 

Sarawak were generally much poorer than their 

peninsular counterparts, and support for the 

communists among Nanyang Chinese youths in 

the 1960s was usually due to dissatisfaction over 

access to employment, land tenure, and Malaysian 

citizenship.61  Under such conditions, many 

members of the insurgency found inspiration in 

Maoist doctrine. Captured insurgents from both 

sides of the Sarawak-Kalimantan border reportedly 

carried Chairman Mao’s Little Red Book.62  True or 

not, such reports could only further the ethnicity-

nationalism conflation. 

During this period, many of the captured 

Nanyang Chinese members of the Sarawak 

insurgency were deported to China for repatriation. 

Deportation was certainly not limited to Borneo 

alone; an estimated 10,000 Nanyang Chinese were 

repatriated from Malaya during the official period 

of Emergency from 1948 to 1960.63  In the wake 

of the breakdown of Sino-Indonesian relations 

following the 1965 countercoup, Suharto’s New 

Order government also undertook a repatriation 

policy. Anti-PKI violence was, for the most part, 

ethnically neutral, victimizing a vast number of 

PKI-affiliated, non-Chinese as well. In fact, most 

of the violence during the chaos of 1965 occurred 

in Java and Bali, where Nanyang Chinese did 

not constitute a significant proportion of the 

population.64  

Alleged PRC involvement in the September 

30 coup, however, led to mass protests at Chinese 

embassies, presses, and schools.65  As Van Der 

Kroef notes, suspicion about PRC involvement 

in the coup “seemed to fall on the whole Chinese 

minority in Indonesia and ever more restrictive 

control measures were imposed on the movement, 

residence, location, or business dealings of its 

members.”66  In areas where demonstrations took 

place, such as Makasar and Medan, politically 

non-affiliated Nanyang Chinese, such as pedicab 

drivers and street vendors, were also deliberately 

attacked.67

Prior to the Demonstrasi Cina in West 

Kalimantan, insurgency operations were officially 

viewed by the Suharto government as a “campaign 

of subversion” instigated by communist China. 

Nanyang Chinese, as a local minority grouping, 

were not only perceived as linked to communism, 

but also assumed to harbor national loyalties 

to the PRC.68  While the rupture in Sino-

Indonesian relations may have been a political 

game of propaganda and misinformation carried 

out by both sides, it had real consequences for 

Indonesian Nanyang Chinese. They were driven 

from their homes and placed in emigrant camps 

where conditions were brutal. Many were slated for 

repatriation to China without their belongings.69 

The military moved 5,000 Nanyang Chinese living 

near the Sarawak border to the provincial capital of 

Pontianak for repatriation to China.70  Regarding 

the conditions in the emigrant camps there, Van 

Der Kroef notes that 
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Subsequent deportees among the Chinese in 
Indonesian Kalimantan reportedly complained 
that haphazard implementation of, and even 
official confusion in, citizenship regulations 
had not permitted them to opt for Indonesian 
nationality where they lived, even if they had 
wanted to do so, and that now, after having lived 
peaceably for years, and sometimes even decades, 
in West Kalimantan, they were being treated as 
enemy aliens.71  

This conflation of ethnicity with political orientation 

and nationality, situated within its larger historical 

context, is the crucial element to understanding the 

anti-Chinese violence and resettlement campaigns 

in Borneo in 1965 and 1967. 

Articulating Victimization: Crossing the Ethnic 

Boundary

In Borneo, the hegemonic discourse of ethnicity 

in terms of native and non-native categories 

combined with the experience of repressive 

resettlement campaigns have forced a significant 

portion of the island’s population to disidentify 

with the nation-state. Instead, Nanyang Chinese 

imagine themselves as part of a transnational 

community spanning much of Southeast Asia. Yet 

just as the labeling of Malaysian and Indonesian 

nationhood in terms of native and non-native 

categories is problematic, so too is the notion 

of a singular, transnational category called the 

Nanyang Chinese. History has demonstrated that 

the integration of people of Chinese descent into a 

local cultural, national, and socioeconomic milieu 

has taken extremely diverse forms throughout 

Southeast Asia. The term Nanyang Chinese 

conjures up a panorama of stereotyped images: 

seafaring immigrants and indentured coolies 

working in tin mines and on rubber plantations 

to middle-class merchants, wealthy business 

magnates, and community leaders of native-place 

guilds. The interests of members belonging to 

these various socioeconomic classes and native-

place, dialect associations became historically 

entangled in those of colonial powers, local elites, 

landholders, peasants, and state administrations. 

One way in which the Nanyang Chinese have 

transcended these differences is through a certain 

sense of shared historical victimization that cuts 

across colonial and national divides, such as the 

Sarawak-Kalimantan border in the case of the 

1960s resettlement campaigns. In the last section 

of this paper, the category of Nanyang Chinese is 

called into question through an examination of 

Nanyang Chinese literature. 

If exclusion from national participation and 

shared victimization for the Nanyang Chinese has 

forced the construction of transnational, ethnically 

based alliances, then it must also be asked whether 

this exclusion may also provide a condition for 

the imagining of trans-ethnic alliances obscured 

by the dominant national narrative. While certain 

vernacular literatures have provided the vehicle for 

the predominant national imagination, others may 

be seen as challenges to that same narrative, even 

as they are marginalized by it. The evocation of 

shared victimization in Zhang Guixing’s Herds of 

Elephants, a contemporary work of fiction, can also 

be read as an attempt to cross the ethnic boundary 

historically delineated by the Malaysian nation-

state. Zhang is from Sarawak, but he now lives 

in Taiwan, one of the only places where Chinese 

language literature written by Malaysian authors 

has significant access to publication and literary 

awards. In Taiwan, Zhang has been compared to 
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the likes of world literary giants such as Gabriel 

García Márquez, William Faulkner, and Joseph 

Conrad. He is most well known for his Rainforest 

Trilogy, which consists of three novels about his 

former homeland of Malaysian Borneo.72 

Growing up in Sarawak in the 1960s, Zhang 

witnessed many momentous events: guerilla 

warfare against the colonial British in the struggle 

for national liberation, Sarawak’s absorption into 

the Federated States of Malaysia after independence 

in 1957, operations by the Malaysian state and 

British military against the communist insurgency 

in Sarawak, and state campaigns targeting 

the Nanyang Chinese population through 

disadvantageous economic policies and forced 

resettlement. All of these events form the backdrop 

to Herds of Elephants (Qun xiang), the second 

installment of the Rainforest Trilogy, in which 

the author details the rise and fall of the Sarawak 

insurgency through the story of Shicai, a young boy 

of Chinese descent. This literary example articulates 

a sense of shared victimization not simply in terms 

of how it transcends national boundaries, but also 

in relation to how it crosses historically delineated 

ethnic boundaries. What is more, the novel is a 

personal story of Shicai’s family’s involvement 

in the communist movement, his interactions 

with an Iban friend who works with him in the 

timber industry, and his search for the diminishing 

elephant herd on the island of Borneo. 

In the passage highlighted below, Shicai’s Iban 

friend invites him into the community longhouse 

where he is shown the skull of a Nanyang Chinese 

member of the communist insurgency. While the 

image of the skull could be said to exploit and 

exoticize fables of Iban headhunting traditions, it 

has a different symbolic meaning that connects the 

two young characters. For the boy’s Iban friend, 

the skulls on the wall represent Iban achievements; 

however, these are relatively insignificant compared 

to the large-scale massacres of the Iban people 

committed by the British, the Malay state, and 

the predominantly Chinese communists with their 

contending claims to Sarawak and its resources.73 

For the protagonist, however, the image of the 

skull triggers the historical memory of violence 

against Nanyang Chinese in Southeast Asia. The 

Iban friend explains to Shicai, most often referred 

to in the novel simply as “the boy,” the reasons his 

people’s historical struggles against groups perceived 

as invaders:

    “�ere are three main reasons my people lost in 
the battle against tyranny: the first is weaponry, 
the second is my people are scattered, and the 
third is other ethnic groups and people from 
outside, especially Malays.  Although the Chinese 
did not support them, they still behaved like wild 
beasts, just like the communists.” 

  �e communists.  �e boy scanned the 
skulls on the wall for one with a “communist 
countenance.”  

    “Compared to the countless massacres of my 
people at the hands of the British, these few 
achievements by my people don’t really amount 
to much.”

	 Massacres. Great massacres. In 1603 the 
Spanish massacred more than 20,000 Chinese 
people on the island of Luzon in the Philippines. 
In 1740 the Dutch massacred more than 10,000 
Chinese people on the banks of the Kali Angke. 
And in 1969 there were the anti-Chinese riots in 
Kuala Lumpur – who knows how many Chinese 
perished then?74  
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This fictional sequence is very provocative, 

for it posits two visions of a shared experience of 

massive violence. The first vision, in which ethnic 

Chinese spread across vast geopolitical spaces 

and history are imagined as collective sufferers of 

state violence, is transnational but united through 

ethnicity. It conceives of Nanyang Chinese as one 

unified group, which can be understood as the 

result of state enforced ethnic boundaries. Ethnic 

boundaries, as evidenced by the Malaysian and 

Indonesian campaigns in Borneo in the 1960s, 

also cut across international boundaries in similar 

ways. The second vision, which links the historical 

memories of atrocities committed against Nanyang 

Chinese and the Ibans in Sarawak, is trans-ethnic 

but united through locality. This vision attempts 

to connect the corresponding victimization of 

Nanyang Chinese and Ibans across the arbitrarily 

enforced ethnic boundaries. Moreover, it can be 

understood as a response that challenges state-

defined notions of the ethnic versus the indigenous 

which prevent, or perhaps disrupt, the formation 

of inter-ethnic alliances and hybrid cultures. Zhang 

reveals that the realization of a shared experience 

of violence, manipulation, and censorship through 

the reinforcement of ethnic boundaries may be 

the starting point for crossing those boundaries. 

Unfortunately, as Zhang demonstrates, the 

imagining of inter-ethnic alliances that transcend 

native and non-native categories in Sarawak is a 

vision excluded from the national arena and can 

only be articulated from afar.

Conclusion

In summary, Operation Hammer and 

Demonstrasi Cina arose out of the contestation 

over national space and the general conflation 

of ethnicity with national loyalties and political 

orientation. This conflation is best understood 

by tracing the tradition of dividing ethnicity 

into categories of native and non-native back to 

the British-Dutch colonial era in Malaysia and 

Indonesia. The arbitrariness of the native/non-native 

delineation as well as the conflation of ethnicity 

and nationalism was amplified when extended by 

both the Malaysian and Indonesian governments 

to reinforce ethnic boundaries in Borneo in the 

1960s. Repression and violence used by state 

military campaigns to secure ethnic boundaries 

contributed to the transnational imagining of the 

Nanyang Chinese as a distinct group linked by a 

shared experience of victimization. Exclusion from 

national participation has also offered the possibility 

for re-imagining local alliances that transgress 

the imposed native/non-native boundary. As in 

the literature of Zhang Guixing, however, such 

examples must still be articulated from positions 

and discursive arenas outside Malaysia. 
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