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A Carnage in India: Ahmedabad, 2002


Sabarmati Express was approaching the town of Godhra on February 27, 2002. Perhaps no one abroad the train at that time, most of them were Hindu activists, would imagine that Godhra would be the last town they ever visited. Mobs of Moslem, bursting from darkness, set the trains into fire. Two cars were burned down, and most of the passengers, mostly women and children, did not manage to escape from the flame. A Human Rights Watch Report counts fifty-eight people have been killed in the brutal ambush.
 Unfortunately, Sabarmati Express incident was far from over. Weeks after the attack, the State of Gujarat witnessed a carnage unfolding with horrific intensity. Mobs of Hindus attacked Muslims, maimed and killed them, destroyed their properties, and raped the women, in an act that many Hindus proudly claimed to be “an act of retaliation.” The same Human Rights Watch Report puts an estimate of at least 850 people, mostly Muslims, have been killed during the communal violence, and the figure can go as higher as 2,000 casualties. 


Reading the account of Gujarat massacre has left me perplexed. It reminds me of the continuing ethnic and religious riots that have proliferated in Indonesia over the last few years. The strong, dictatorial style of leadership exercised by former President Soeharto indeed partly explains how the violence has exploded to a significant degree when the regime eventually weakened and collapsed in 1998, following the massive economic crisis that struck Southeast Asian countries in 1997. However, the Gujarat carnage took place in a different historical context. Unlike Indonesia, in the last few decades India has never experienced such massive political disintegration when the once-powerful State lost its authority to command to its citizen. Although Indian politics has experienced its ups and downs when the ruling political party switched from one party to another, the country seems to have managed its political transitions quite well. So far, the most traumatic and violent political crisis in India has been the Partition of 1947.


News and investigative accounts often point out that the 2002 Gujarat massacre exemplifies a deep-seated feeling of hatred, which has continued in South Asia for centuries, between the Muslim and Hindu communities. One of the worst religiously-inspired communal tensions in postcolonial India is the Babri Mosque riot in 1992. Since then, Muslim and Hindu communities have lived in a state of distrust, and a minor dispute can easily explode into a communal conflict. Although each group can be a potential perpetrator of violence, the Muslim, as a minority group in India, has suffered most from Hindu militants’ violence. In the aftermath of Sabarmati Express incident, Muslim community in Gujarat has endured aggressive attack from Hindu militant groups, and the death toll among the Muslims actually far exceeds the number of Hindus killed in the Sabarmati Express ambush. 


Sabarmati Express incident, and the ensuing communal riots which crippled the town of Ahmedabad, is a blatant example on how communal politics can fuel communal riots.
 Far from unique Indian experience, communal politics and communal riot have also characterized social experiences of many Indonesians. The Dayak – Madurese conflicts in 1999, the racially-informed riots which proliferated during Soeharto’s last years in power and culminated in May 1998 riots, the Moluccas conflicts, and the Poso religious tensions, are events which remind one of the communal riots in India with regard to their magnitude, issues advanced, and involvement of actors who, in both places, claim to fight for religious conviction and ethnic purity. 


Media accounts on ethnic conflict enthusiastically portray communal riot as manifesting deep-seated primordial interests. Academics, activists, or government bureaucrats – those who work on conflict resolution – in most cases fail to take critical stance against such depiction. Worse, they are unremittingly complicit in advancing an essentialized belief that the failure in adhering to cultural and religious norms has caused the conflicts, and it is only culture which can offer the final and eternal resolution to the conflicts.
 Likewise, most studies on communal conflicts conducted in Central Europe, Africa, and Asia, recognize violence to be what anthropologist E. Valentine Daniel (1996) calls “the counterpoint” of culture. Daniel maintains that violence constructs peripheral norms and values through a rearrangement of the taken-for-granted cultural norms which have endured for centuries in the realm of social imagination. This perspective locates violence in a marginal and ephemeral space; it is not necessarily cultural in the sense it does not conform to the ideal norms, but at the same time it does not exist outside of cultural system since the act of violence usually draws on some preconceived assumptions in cultural values.


Explanation of the Gujarat 2002 carnage I have read discusses Hindu violence in terms of enactment of communalism which has characterized Indian politics and political culture for centuries. The failure of the State to take appropriate measures to prevent and control the massacre of Muslim in Ahmedabad or elsewhere serves as an example of the complicity of Indian State in Hindu communalism. The active role of radical Hindu political parties, such as the Bharatiya Janata Party and the Viswa Hindhu Parishad, in stirring up mass emotion strengthens the assessment that one should interpret Gujarat carnage as a successful communal politics carried out in local context. To explain the massacre, one needs to contextualize it in the role of the State and radical political parties in exploiting cultural belief and norms to serve their immediate political interests. Continuous rendering of Babri Mosque dispute, in the State’s official discourse or in mass media (cf. Mankekar 2002), in the form of rhetoric of violation against Hindu’s most sacred mythology reinforces the shared conviction, among party officials and its supporters, that political practice should be part of religious faith.


The embeddedness of Gujarat carnage in the discourse of religious rights calls for a careful contextualization of violence in transnational and national spaces. Arjun Appadurai (1998) suggests that a particular violent act – a torture, a killing, a rape, also a “verbal” violence such as prison interrogation – is always a transactional bodily practice between the perpetrator and the victim. Extending Appadurai’s insight, I suggest that the transactional practice exists in the realm of discursive exchanges between nations, political regimes, and between members of different religious or ethnic groups.
 The Gujarat violence appropriates transnational discourse of “radical Muslim” – a discourse initiated by United States in its “war on terrorism” – and in so doing enacts deep-seated mythological belief continuously rendered in the public space by the State and by Hindu or Muslim communities in India.

A City on Fire: Jakarta, May 1998

Jakartans will perhaps never forget what happened on May 14th and 15th, 1998. I saw the city burned on those days. Smoke towering high, blackening the sky above the city, as unruly masses were attacking and looting offices, supermarkets, shops, banks, and, in some places, houses. The violence soon broke out in other cities outside Jakarta. Solo, Medan, and Palembang soon followed. National state of emergency ensued as thousands Indonesian Chinese were fleeing to neighboring countries, fearing that they might be the real target of the rioting crowds. Responding to the massive displacement of ethnic Chinese, international newspapers soon picked up the news and designated the violence as “anti-Chinese” riots, creating a horrifying image as though as the entire “indigenous” Indonesians had waged war against the ethnic Chinese. The image of “anti-Chinese” riots strengthened when pictures of “raped Chinese women” began to circulate widely in international media and internet mailing lists. The fact that those pictures were later found as faked photographs, taken from pictures of military violence in East Timor and some from pornographic magazines, has done little to change the image that the May 1998 riots in Indonesia is, indeed, an “anti-Chinese” violence.


Official and un-official investigations carried out after the tragedy reveal that both Chinese and “indigenous” have suffered from the rioting crowds. In Kartasura near Solo, for example, most of shops burned and looted by the masses belong to Javanese, and only a handful of big shops owned by the ethnic Chinese have been attacked. In Solo, many Chinese-owned shops located off the main streets have in fact been spared when the “pribumis” took initiative to guard them. Only those located along the main streets suffered mostly from the looting. Again, this finding has helped little to mitigate the conclusion, incessantly featured in subsequent reports, analysis, news, and public talk, that the violence was directed against a particular ethnic group. A rather thoughtful analysis appears in James T. Siegel’s essay (1998b), which suggests that the rioting crowds were preoccupied by the imagination of themselves as the “massa”, acting in concert against those belong to the higher class of society. This discourse works through a number of significations and “Chinese” is just one of them. Siegel asserts that Indonesian political discourse actually takes its form through this bipolar constructs and the task of a political regime is to make sure that the imagined construction is always in place. Whenever it fails to function, the State must reinvent the construct, and in Indonesia the State often carries it out through the use of violence (cf. Siegel 1998a). In presenting the analysis, Siegel has labored to locate the May riots in wider context of political discourse, and has tried to avoid swift conclusion on causal connection between riots and the imagination of ethnicity.


Unlike analysis of social conflicts in South Asia, studies of riots in Indonesia direct little attention, if any, to the judgment that shaped the conduct of rioters and the talk of victims, witnesses, or authorities. It also fails to pay attention to the variety of signs that mediate ethnic and political anxiety. The typical account of the May violence presents rioting as an enraged response to: a shooting incident at Trisakti University; provocation by the military and militiamen; and prolonged economic crisis that has struck the country since 1997. A detailed ethnographic account on the May violence remains to be written. Most anthropologists prefer to locate the May violence within the context of the New Order regime’s failed desire to bridge class inequality (Siegel 1998b), or its discourse on public racism (Heryanto 1999). In privileging discourse over practice, these works overlook how individuals and authorities involved in the rioting, or, most importantly, in the production of narratives of the violence, drew their understanding differently from various cultural resources. In recent anthropological account of violence, Robert W. Hefner (2000:204-13) advocates a different direction in discussing the May violence. Hefner correctly sees the relation of violence with President Soeharto’s politics in manipulating Islam.


Studies on Indonesian violence seem to share a common perspective with most presumptions advanced to explain communal violence in India, as the talk of Gujarat violence has shown. Whereas Indian politics has explicitly exploited the discourse of communalism (Freitag 1989) – the discourse drawn largely from the political legacy of British colonialism, in Indonesia the idea of communalism seems to have taken root as well, although the New Order regime has insisted that it restricts public talk of any forms of communalism. Even though I agree that ethnic and religious groups in Indonesia have often drawn from the idea of communalism in furthering their political interests, I will argue that the study of communal violence in Indonesia still have to explore moments and settings which contextualize how communalism works to fuel riots. One way to do this is by looking at how imagination of any forms of communalism works through certain mediation of social and cultural practices. Here I emphasize the production of public narratives as an indispensable social practice that affects riots and the talk of the riots. 

Approaches to the Study of Communal Riots: South Asian and Southeast Asian Interpretive Traffics


Mary Steedly (1999) has recently noted that ethnographic research in Southeast Asia has not paid sufficient attention to the study of violence. Although historians have been interested in studying political violence in Indonesia (e.g. Cribb 1990; Robinson 1995), anthropologists working in that country have yet to take violence as their main focus of study, although this situation has slowly changed over the last year. Some ethnographies have indeed touched upon the theme of violence, but their focus remain on locating violence within the realm of ritual and exchange (George 1996; Hoskins 1996), within narratives of identity in out-the-way places (Tsing 1996), or as part of the symbolic manifestations of a cargo-cult culture (Rutherford 1999). Only recently have Indonesianists begun to deal with violence in its own right (e.g. Siegel 1998a, 1998b), or devote chapters to addressing violence as political practice (Hefner 2000). I should note, however, that young Indonesian anthropologists have begun to take violence more seriously and they critically challenge the conservative view, persistently sustained in Indonesian anthropology, which consider violence as just an aberration from “ideal cultural norms and values”.


Communal violence shares a common feature that it usually begins with a small localized incident before it turns into widespread rioting. Various factors can trigger the incident: a dispute over parking spot or street access, a conflict over religious procession, a quarrel over bus ticket, and many other examples. These are “contributing factors”; they do not necessarily cause the riot but contribute to create a situation for rioting to take place. Donald Horowitz (2001) calls them “occasions for violence”. Large scale collective violence does not always follow the incidents, usually there will be a “lull period” between the initial, localized incident, and the collective, scattered rioting. The Sabarmati Express incident in Gujarat, the dispute over Islamic public announcement in Tasikmalaya, the quarrel initiated by a person who shows disrespect of religious shrine and mosque, and the fighting over the rights to collect informal taxes in the market place, are several examples of local factors that have led to deadly urban riots in parts of India and Indonesia.


In trying to explicate comparative causal factors that might trigger riots, social scientists often arrive at a widely accepted explanation that economic inequality helps shape collective envy of the less disadvantaged groups against the more favored groups. Despite its popularity as a perspective to explain why riot occurs, the economic argument is unable to elaborate the process which develops from the moment of initial incident until the collective violence unfolds and proliferates. It tends to overlook the most puzzling question on how a local incident involving local actors has been easily converted into a widespread urban violence. I suggest that the answer is hardly an ideological one, since I find it difficult to imagine how rioting crowds might have evoked their shared ideology as they are committing violence. In order to make sense of rioting behaviors, I think one should begin from the position of an eyewitness to provide one with a vantage point to capture the moment with its discursive ramifications.
 In emphasizing the position, a researcher of collective violence can conduct her study without necessarily advocating the preconceived assumption that ideology manipulates rioting behavior.


Stanley J. Tambiah is one of a few social science scholars who try to understand how riot works. In his superb comparative study on collective violence in South Asia, Tambiah collect and compare a large number of cases from Sri Lanka, India, and Pakistan. Despite the comparative angle, he is less interested in finding a common causal factor which might unite the different events into a single explanation of rioting behavior. Instead, by comparing a large number of cases, Tambiah seeks to explore the process which enables how a local, small-scale incident can explode into massive collective violence. In other words, he wants to proceed beyond a simple explanation of communal politics, an explanation often exhausted to make sense on how collective violence breaks out in the first place. In so doing, Tambiah manages to critically interrogate the presumed role of the State and its apparatuses in allowing violence to happen, and at the same time to avoid the trap of deterministic perspective in explaining the role of ideology in informing rioting behaviors.


Tambiah further argues that riot is discursively mediated. In other words, ideology, if any, works through discursive mediation in stories, gossip, rumors, et cetera, and it is such mediations that allow rioters to make sense of what they have done or are going to do. Drawing on the work of Elias Canetti (1966) on crowds and power, Tambiah shows how the spread of rumors, political speeches, news, and gossips, constitutes collectivity. It allows individuals to see themselves as part of “leveled crowd”, sharing a common submission to ideology or any other collective belief such as religion and ethnicity. 


Tambiah’s work also discloses how discourse works to feed riot. Tambiah has identified that all forms of mediation, such as rumor, gossip, et cetera, needs to undergo a process of what he calls “focalization” to enter the discursive domain of the rioting. “Focalized” narrative points to a certain form of verbal depiction which has been stripped off its localized contents and conformed to a wider discourse, such as the discourse of nationalism, ethnicity, religious belief, et cetera. In a “focalized” discourse, the details of local incident become less important since what matters more to be presented in the discourse is a specific and wider theme that may be reenacted across different contexts and localities. I argue that Tambiah’s notion of focalization can be applied to understand the proliferation of ethnic and religious riots in Indonesia.  


Over the last six years, Indonesia has witnessed proliferation of urban riots, taking place not only in big cities but also in small towns. In 1996, for example, a riot broke out in Jakarta following the government’s violent initiative to take over the Indonesian Democratic Party’s headquarter. The localized brawl quickly spilled over to nearby neighborhoods and unruly crowds then started to destroy shops and buildings. In 1997 and 1998, small towns in East, Central, and West Java Provinces were rocked by riots which shared religious and racial tones. Small dispute between a Chinese woman and her neighbors over the sound of public calling for a pre-dawn meal during the fasting month had turned into urban riots which destroyed several churches in the town of Tasikmalaya. In Situbondo, rumor that a Moslem religious leader, kyai, had been beaten to death had sparked three-days rioting which left dozens of churches burned down by angry mobs.


1997 and 1998 witnessed the most crucial political transition in Indonesia, when Soeharto slowly lose his power and other political leaders failed to offer convincing proposal for determining the future of the nation. However, the collapse of Soeharto’s political regime can explain none of the proliferation of riots in Indonesian cities, except the fact that the State and security apparatuses are no longer as powerful as it had been during the Soeharto regime. The lack of power to suppress hardly leads to immediate spread of riots with religious, ethnic, and racial tones. It is also difficult to perceive the riots as emerging from ideological conflict since the riots have arisen out of different and unrelated “contributing factors”, ranging from dispute over sound, rumor of killing, and rumor of forced conversion. The extensive widespread of riots calls for an alternative interpretation which allows one to explore how religious, ethnic, and racial discourses are transmitted across diverse locations over a short period of time.


I suggest that Stanley Tambiah’s comparative insight in juxtaposing practical politics and narrated politics can help to trace how riots spread across the Java Island. In India, and I believe in many other Asian and African countries as well, national politics extends religious and ethnic politics, and as religion and ethnicity are sustained through allegiance to charismatic and customary leaders, the national political process is very much shaped by the practice and performance of the leaders. Tambiah shows how the mobilization of news about a particular leader can sustain to level political interests of different individuals and work to create the sense of “collectivity.” In Indonesia, over the short period that led to the 1998 political reformasi (reform), we saw a contested process that I call, following Tambiah, the “nationalization of news.” The nationalization of news takes place through statements made by prominent national public figures and through media depiction of rioting, both narratives which conclude that alleged actors of national politics have invested interests in initiating the collective riots and each riot should have linked to national politics in one way or another. Such discourse, rehearsed many times through electronic and printed media, endows meaning on the supposedly scattered and unrelated events.
 


The concept of “leveling crowd” that Tambiah develops to talk about the process which enables local incidents turn into large urban riots helps us to understand the work of political ideology in its daily context. The role of prominent political figures, the importance of holding mass gathering, and the spread of religious and ethnic symbols embedded in verbal and visual representations of the media, are examples which facilitate the constitution of “collectivity” commonly found in South and Southeast Asian political settings. Tambiah’s comparative insight that draws from his study on political and social institutions in South Asia and their direct and indirect role in shaping collective behavior may contribute to shed light on similar process that takes place in Southeast Asia recently. The comparative potential stems from the fact that religious ideology, allegiance to ethnicity, and political role of charismatic leader still inform political practices of the State and the conducts of political parties in most Southeast Asian countries. Whenever these national issues get entangled in local conflicts, they shape “leveling process” which focalizes different individual and group interests, and links different localities.


Social scientists often carry out research aimed to clarify how the State’s politics is related to rioting or other social conflicts. Investigative reports written by fact-finding teams or human rights activists also often emphasize the importance of understanding riots in the context of State’s interests, whether it takes the form of State’s complicity or State’s ignorance which allows the event to take place. Along the same line, social scientists studying riot often pay less attention to experiential dimension which directly affects the way rioters and victims encounter the violence. I suppose that such neglect in exploring riot experiences is linked to the presumption, widely held in positivistic social sciences, that experience is anecdotal and helps little to explicate a general conclusion on the cause of the riot. In this tradition, social science is supposed to offer a general explanation, and the emphasis on experience will result in a range of subjective engagements which speak none of the factors that trigger rioting. As a consequence, either the emphasis on State’s politics, or the need to achieve a generalized explanation of the event, has failed to situate riot as part of everyday events that people must confront. In other words, social science theorizing must attend to, or draw from, the experiential dimension in order to arrive at a more humanistic view of the study of riot and all of its subjective ramification.


In South Asia, many occasions of social conflicts have invited a more humanistic approach. The scale, intensity, and duration of the conflicts have implied that, far from presenting a neat picture of State-instigated violence, social conflict has been entrenched deeply in the complexity of daily fabric of community lives. The Partition of 1947, the Babri Mosque carnage in 1992, and the recent massacre in Gujarat, are incidents whose ramification has gone beyond the simple logic of State violence. In Indonesia, we can take the 1965 mass killing, the Dayak – Madurese conflicts in 1999 and 2000, the 1999-2000 religious war in the Moluccas, and the May 1998 “anti-Chinese” riots, as similar examples of violent event which seems to have exceeded the realm of State’s politics or existed on the fractured boundaries of the State and various public realms. Major violence requires research attention focused more on learning how people should live their lives amid the continuing violence. The explanation based on institutional politics alone will miss the fact that the degree of violence people experience in their everyday lives have surpassed, but not necessarily dissolved, the realm of State’s politics (cf. Nordstrom 1997).


In South Asian scholarship, Veena Das (1995) is one among social scientists who pay attention to the study of communal violence in its everyday contexts. She begins her exploration of Partition violence not from the State’s point of view, but from the site of community history. She starts from a certain social location which shows how people engage Partitition violence, and she manages to explore the realm of subjectivity which informs how community confronts past and present political realities of Partition. In other works (Das 1997, 1998, 2000), she situates subjectivity on the horizon of experience of individuals who have confronted the Partition and appropriated it to be part of violence reality and gender, class, and ethnic discriminations that she or he must endure not only to live but also to deal with the past.


Das critically interrogates the study which depends largely on institutional perspective of violence and social conflicts. For instance, the existence of the Partition as a historical reality does not necessarily endow similar meaning to individuals who must face and negotiate the reality in their everyday lives. Das presents a number of different factors which inform how individuals interpret their past and present experiences of violence. Some of the factors are metaphors of suffering and loss, cultural politics of the State, shared community values, and in some occasions, the role of anthropologist herself in eliciting the stories of violence. In Das’s account, these factors are not merely “contributing factors” which explain how violence has taken place through the deployment of institutional force, but they provide horizon for the victims of violence to situate his or her experience and make sense of it. Das shows that experiential realities for victims, and I might add for “perpetrators”, of violence emerge in a realm beyond the space of State’s interest, that is, the interest of practicing politics based on religious differences. Das explores experiential realities -- the particular moment when individuals encounter violence -- through traumatic memories and narrated experiences when the actors try to relocate their subjectivities amid the various possibilities of ways to make sense of the experiences.


The approach developed by Veena Das and other scholars of South Asia, such as Shahid Amin in his work on Chauri-Chaura riot (1995), extends the study of violence and social conflicts through reworking the significance of narrative. When other approaches are mostly focused on the relation between political ideology and violence, or on explicating how transition of political regime might allow communal violence to occur, Das’s perspective emphasizes the work of narrative in constructing the sensibilities of violence. In so doing, it opens up a new domain of research rarely touched by social scientific approach to violence, namely, the relationship of subjectivity and violent, or in most cases rioting, experience.


Although Das’s perspective has contributed in initiating critical discussion of violence study in South Asian scholarship, the relevance of narrative in Southeast Asian academic and public discourse of violence has so far remained limited. The situation has arisen more from the character of social science practice in Southeast Asia, and less from the notion that Southeast Asian experience is unique and therefore incomparable one. Although one can of course compare violent events in South Asia with those in Southeast Asia, different history of social science practice has indeed shaped different ways “data” gathered, assessed, and discussed. One of the most relevant issues here is pertaining to the significance of narrative in social science theorizing of violence and riot.


The explosion of ethnic and religious riots in Indonesia over the last few years is often located in the realm of national and State’s politics. Social science accounts of violence in Indonesia are largely aimed at explaining or showing how “perpetrators” or “victims” of violence might have been connected to apparatuses of the State. Despite the importance of exposing the State complicity in the violence, the voices of the actors, let alone their experiences getting caught in the violence, are hardly present in the standard accounts of academic work. As a consequence, the explanation of ideological politics predominates and the exploration of actor’s subjective experience has been overlooked. The scale of religious and ethnic riots in Southeast Asia, especially in Indonesia, suggests that the narrow emphasis on ideological contestation will tend to ignore how various experiential dimensions, constructed through continuous bodily and sensory encounters with violent events, have constituted and shaped meaning for actors involved in the violence. The need of locating violence in the habitus of religious and ethnic certainty becomes the most serious obstacle to any effort to explore the narrated ephemerality of violence experience. 

Epilogue

 
Reading the accounts of 2002 Gujarat carnage leaves me wondering to what extent can religious or ethnic sentiment actually fuel such massive collective violence? Urban riots I have witnessed in Indonesia seem to prove the relationship between the State’s politics with the episodes of riot. Moreover, it has been assumed that nothing but the State which has the capability to mobilize religious and ethnic sentiments in such a large scale. The same assumption of State’s complicity has also been found in various reports of Gujarat massacre produced by human rights organizations. Although I would not discount the role that the State and its apparatuses have played in the violence, both in India and Indonesia, I am more interested to explore, in ethnographic way, how the collective riots proliferate and how the riots are interpreted along the boundaries of religion and ethnicity by rioters and victims, as well as by scholars and the media. Several theorists of violence I discussed earlier have taken up the issue with different emphases and perspectives. Some of the perspectives developed in South Asian context can help shed light a similar practice which has unfolded in Southeast Asia, in particular with regard to the riots having ethnic and religious overtones.


Southeast Asian scholarship on violence and social conflict should, I think, begin to seriously and carefully think how religious and ethnic riots can spread across extensive locations and continue to linger over a longer period. The same situation has existed in South Asian context, and several studies have tried to discuss it in their research. Stanley Tambiah’s comparative work, for instance, offers an alternative viewpoint to confront the issue head-on, and his theory of “leveling crowd” and “focalizing narrative” resonances well with most situations in Southeast Asia. In Southeast Asia, heightened emotion evoking public allegiance to particular religious and ethnic causes have also contributed to advance local incidents into a national space. When a specific issue has been “nationalized”, the spread of such issue becomes easily embedded in the proliferation of media accounts, stories, political speeches, and gossips about violence and riot. Both South Asian and Southeast Asian scenes of violence has witnessed such entanglement of narrated politics in the proliferation of urban riots. In both contexts, “nationalized” narrative finds its site of reproduction and rehearsal in the act of violence and in the subsequent talk about the violence.


Unfortunately, social science research on violence in Southeast Asia, especially in Indonesia, has remained ignorant to the experiential dimension of living under violence, and the role of narratives in mediating such experience. Positivistic approach continues to haunt the tradition of social science theorizing in Southeast Asia, and as a consequence, the research on violence in the region has sidelined issues of subjectivity and narrative politics. This condition prevents a more critical and humanistic approach to develop, and as a result, most discussion of violence promoted by Southeast Asian scholars sounds like “beating the dead horse”, in which structural explanation predominates and interpretive framework of victims and perpetrators remains overlooked.


Southeast Asian scholars can definitely learn from the works of South Asian scholars such as Stanley Tambiah, Veena Das, Shahid Amin, Arjun Appadurai, and others, since the magnitude and scale of riots taking place in South Asia – with the Gujarat carnage as the most recent example – bear a resemblance to the violent events in Southeast Asia, especially the recent ethnic and urban riots and religious conflicts in Indonesia. In advancing such comparative endeavor, one should not necessarily seek to find a common causal factor that “proves” the similarity of violent events in South Asia and those in Southeast Asia. Instead, the comparison should further critical reflection on the contexts that shape rioting as a social event and that invite certain theoretical and methodological approaches drawing on more actor-oriented and humanistic perspective.
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� Human Rights Watch Report, Vol. 14, No. 3(C), May 2002.





� For a good discussion on communal politics in India, see Freitag (1989).





� A quick take a look at newspapers reporting conflict resolution efforts conducted in Moluccas, Kalimantan, and Sulawesi will reveal an uncritical reliance on “cultural” norms and institutions as the only option that can resolve the conflict. This is a widely held belief shared by activists, bureaucrats, and academics alike. Indonesian cultural political discourse presents “culture” as a set of perpetual norms that governs the conducts of society. It overlooks how negotiation over power – including negotiation among cultural authorities themselves – shapes what we understand as “cultural norms and institutions”. The discourse on culture is often oblivious to the fact that the negotiation of power, in which “culture” gains its form and meaning, also involves violence. In this sense, emphasizing “culture” in conflict resolution means that one privileges one version of cultural interpretation over the others, and it often leads to acknowledging a specific practice of social domination. I further suggest that popular confidence on culture in Indonesia is in fact the effect of New Order cultural politics and educational system that appears to derive from colonial attitude and taste on “culture”.    


� Here I extend the pragmatist notion of “discourse” as a material practice. Linguists have shown that the “discourse” consists of elements of alphabets and sounds that must be rendered as material signs which we recognize as the “word”. In addition to this linguistic aspect, “discursive exchange” takes place through material mediation. Material signs do not simply “represent” discourse, but constitute it. Allen Feldman (1991), in his ethnography of North Ireland violence, lists a few material signs which constitute the discourse of violence in North Ireland during the “Trouble” – arrangement of prison space, photographs, and the body of Republican fighters and mothers. It will be important to examine what signs that might constitute the discourse of New Order violence, but the task is beyond the scope of this paper. 


 


� Works by anthropologist Degung Santikarma on Balinese violence is exemplary in this regard. Degung has written about the trauma and memory of 1965 massacre in Bali, and consistently writes against the notion of Balinese idea of cultural harmony by exposing how Balinese often draw from its “culture” to perpetrate violence against the ethnic others. Unfortunately, this kind of work remains sidelined in the mainstream thought of Indonesian anthropology. I would also say the same thing applies to the discipline of history in Indonesia. Only a handful historians have worked to address violence in its own right, and not merely perceive it as the “unwanted child” of revolution or other diplomatic or military achievements. 


  


� Here we enter the most difficult theoretical issue in ethnographic and social scientific work with respect to the notion of “eyewitness” and “eyewitness account.” Studies on the holocaust, for instance, often confronts theoretical dilemma which shows how we have been trapped in an ambiguous position to be a “listener” and at the same time an “eyewitness” to the holocaust experience told to us by survivors. In this essay I maintain a position which perceives “eyewitnessing” as a rendering of an event by individuals whose immediate experience to the event is mediated through his or her sensory and bodily encounters.   


� However, a careful ethnographic research is still needed to elaborate how the discourse of national politics feeds into local conflicts and in so doing offers an incentive to rioters and victims to interpret the violence. Tambiah himself has stopped short in embarking on such ethnographic project. His aim to conduct comparative study might have prevented him to attend to a more nuanced process of everyday appropriation and redeployment of narratives on national politics. In addition, only rarely does one get a chance to study riot at the time when it is unfolding. Most study on riot is initiated and completed after the event subsides, and it poses a methodological challenge to elaborate how the national political narrative works to inform rioting.  
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