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Abstract: This study examines the digital construction of Chinese Muslim
identity regarding the Chinese New Year (Imlek) on the BBC News Indonesia
YouTube channel. Synthesizing Stuart Hall’s representation theory with
Kozinets’ netnography, this research examines how digital media frames the
ethnicity-religion intersection and how virtual audiences decode these
meanings. The analysis reveals that while the BBC strategically frames Imlek
as cultural heritage compatible with Islam, the comment section functions as
a contested “third space.” Digital engagement manifests in three distinct
patterns: dominant-hegemonic acceptance, negotiated readings imposing
theological boundaries, and oppositional readings rejecting the practice as
contrary to Tawhid. Consequently, this study argues that the digital sphere
serves as a crucial arena of contestation, where algorithm-driven interactions
actively reinforce, challenge, and reshape the public understanding of Chinese
Muslim identity in contemporary Indonesia.
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Introduction

In the era of globalization and digitalization, the ethno-religious
identity of the Chinese Muslim community in Indonesia has transformed into
a complex arena of contestation, where ancestral traditions clash with the
religious norms of the majority in new public spaces. As a double minority
group, this community has long navigated the dynamics between Chinese
ethnicity and Islamic faith, a process that has been greatly influenced by state
policies—from New Order repression to post-Reformation freedom—as well
as dynamic social interactions.' Previous studies show that this identity is fluid
and negotiated through physical institutions such as the Cheng Ho Mosque
or organizations such as the Indonesian Chinese Islamic Association (PIT]) to
bridge cultural gaps and strengthen social integration.” However, this hybrid
identity often faces theological tensions and historical stigma, especially when
cultural elements such as Chinese New Year celebrations clash with the
principle of monotheism, forcing its actors to continuously redefine their
identity in Indonesia’s multicultural landscape.’

Although literature on Chinese Muslims continues to grow, there is a
significant gap in understanding how this identity is represented and
contested on digital platforms such as YouTube. Previous research has tended
to focus on offline contexts, such as local acculturation in Padang and

! Choirul Mahfud et al., “Islamic Law Practice among East Javanesse Chinese Muslims; PITT’s
Contribution on Its Enforcement,” AL-IHKAM: Jurnal Hukum ¢ Pranata Sosial 19, no. 1
(June 2024): 197-220, https://doi.org/10.19105/al-lhkam.v19i1.12503; Roni Tabroni et al.,
“Urban Chinese Muslims and State Politics: A Historical Analysis of Chinese Muslim
Citizenship in the New Order Era,” Journal of Indonesian Islam 19, no. 1 (June 2025): 48,
hteps://doi.org/10.15642/J11S.2025.19.1.48-71; Mulyani Karmagatri and Chyntia Ratnapuri,
“Chinese Ethnic Perspective on the Confucius Values of Leadership in West Java Fuqing
Organization,” Pertanika Journal of Social Science and Humanities 28 (March 2020): 347-57.

? Mulyani Karmagatri and Chyntia Ratnapuri, “Chinese Ethnic Perspective on the Confucius
Values of Leadership in West Java Fuqing Organization,” Pertanika Journal of Social Science
and Humanities 28 (March 2020): 347-57; Choirul Mahfud et al., “Islamic Law Practice
among East Javanesse Chinese Muslims; PITI’s Contribution on Its Enforcement,” AL-
IHKAM:  Jurnal Hukum ¢ Pranata Sosial 19, no. 1 (June 2024): 197-220,
https://doi.org/10.19105/al-lhkam.v19i1.12503; Yusuf Z. Abidin, “Maintaining Faith from
Within: How Chinese Muslim Organisations in Indonesia Improve Converts’ Understanding
of Islam,” HTS Teologiese Studies | Theological Studies 78, no. 4 (August 2022),
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v78i1.7634.

3 Roni Tabroni et al., “Urban Chinese Muslims and State Politics: A Historical Analysis of
Chinese Muslim Citizenship in the New Order Era,” Journal of Indonesian Islam 19, no. 1
(June 2025): 48, https://doi.org/10.15642/J115.2025.19.1.48-71; Ahmad Mukri Aji and Nur
Rohim Yunus, “Identity Politics in Cultural and Structural Islam in Indonesia,” Abkam: Jurnal
Ilmu Syariah 19, no. 1 (July 2019), hteps://doi.org/10.15408/ajis.v19i1.10860.
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Makassar,” social stratification,” or Confucian-based leadership.® Several
existing digital studies have highlighted Instagram, where Islamic identity is
predominantly displayed while Chinese elements are strategically modified.”
However, there has not been much research that specifically examines how
Chinese New Year celebrations by Muslims are constructed in digital news
videos that spark theological debates in the comments section, even though
this platform has become a “third space” where the contradictions between
Islamic piety and Chinese traditions are exploited for visibility.® The absence
of in-depth analysis of the visual and textual dynamics on YouTube leaves a
gap in our understanding of how digital content reinforces or challenges
tensions between ethnic inclusion and exclusion.”

Filling this gap, this study specifically investigates the representation of
Chinese Muslim identity in Chinese New Year celebrations through a case
study on the BBC News Indonesia YouTube channel. The focus of the issue
lies in how mainstream media frames the compatibility between
“Chineseness” and Islam, as well as how audiences respond to this framing,.
This issue is crucial because it often gives rise to inauthentic or contested
representations, where elements of the Chinese New Year and attributes of
Islamic piety are displayed together but spark controversy regarding the limits
of faith and tolerance.”” This study aims to analyze these identity
constructions and identify emerging patterns of digital contestation, referring
to the theoretical frameworks of inclusive Chineseness and cosmopolitan

# Mubhajir, Abdul Latief, and Monica Tiara, “Dialectics of Tionghoa Ethnic Identity and Local
Culture,” paper presented at 2nd Annual Civic Education Conference (ACEC 2019),
Bandung, Indonesia, Proceedings of the 2nd Annual Civic Education Conference (ACEC 2019),
Atlantis Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.2991/assehr.k.200320.038.

> Patrik K. Meyer and Tomy Waskitho, “Indonesian Weberian Social Stratification: The Case
of Tionghoa-Pribumi Inter-Ethnic Relations,” International Journal on Minority and Group
Rights 28, no. 2 (March 2021): 247-79, https://doi.org/10.1163/15718115-bjal0022.

¢ Karmagatri and Ratnapuri, “Chinese Ethnic Perspective.”

7 Jesslyn Giovanni Mulyanto, “A Contested Identity: Contemporary Representation of
Indonesian Chinese-Muslims on Instagram,” Jurnal Ilmu Sosial Dan Ilmu Politik 26, no. 1
(July 2022): 98, https://doi.org/10.22146/jsp.71859.

8 Ibid.

? Marie Vinnarasi Chintaram, “Mauritians and Latter-Day Saints: Multicultural Oral Histories
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints within “The Rainbow Nation,” Religions
12, no. 8 (August 2021): 651, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel12080651; Muhamad Ulul Albab
Musaffa et al., “Chinese Muslim Subculture: Culture and Religious Integration in Semarang’s
Muldiculeural — Society,”  Harmoni 24, no. 1 (June  2025):  1-20,
https://doi.org/10.32488/harmoni.v24il1.845.

19 Jufri Naldo et al., “Imlek dalam Persatuan Islam Tionghoa Indonesia (PITI) Kota Medan:
Integrasi dan Akulturasi Budaya Cina dan Islam,” Al-Adyan: Journal of Religious Studies 6, no.
1 (June 2025): 1-11, hteps://doi.org/10.15548/al-adyan.v6il.11258.
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Islam."" In practical terms, these findings are relevant for formulating

Indonesia-China cultural diplomacy strategies and digital inclusion policies
amid post-Reformasi identity polarization.'?

To analyze this cyber phenomenon, the study applies a dual
methodological approach that synthesizes Stuart Hall’s representational
analysis with Robert V. Kozinets’ netnography. Hall’s constructionist
approach is used to deconstruct how BBC News produces meaning through
a system of signs—such as the Chinese-style architecture of the mosque,
Muslim clothing, and the reporter’s narrative—to frame the Chinese New
Year as a cultural heritage that is harmonious with Islam."”” Complementary
to this, the netnography method is applied through the stages of investigation,
interaction, immersion, and integration to examine how audiences in the
comments section receive, negotiate, or reject these meanings.'* This
combination allows researchers to not only stop at a visual reading of the
video, but also to delve into audience interactions as active cyber cultural
practices in shaping meaning in the digital public sphere."

The main argument of this article is that digital space functions as a
crucial arena of contestation where Chinese Muslim identity is not passively
accepted, but fiercely debated through algorithm-driven interactions.
Through data analysis, this study reveals three patterns of audience reception:
dominant-hegemonic acceptance that views the Chinese New Year as cultural
heritage, a negotiated reading that sets strict theological boundaries, and an
oppositional reading that rejects it as contrary to tawhid. These findings
contribute theoretically to the study of hybrid identities in the digital age by
showing that social media reinforces tensions between ethnicity and

religiosity,'® and practically supports efforts for more inclusive media literacy
and culture-based da‘wah."”

! Rahmawati Rahmawati et al., “Chinese Ways of Being Good Muslim: From the Cheng Hoo
Mosque to Islamic Education and Media Literacy,” Indonesian Journal of Islam and Muslim
Societies 8, no. 2 (December 2018): 225-52, https://doi.org/10.18326/ijims.v8i2.225-252.

12 Aji and Yunus, “Identity Politics in Cultural and Structural Islam in Indonesia”; Lidya
Christin Sinaga, Atika Nur Kusumaningtyas, and Syafuan Rozi, “Tionghoa’ or ‘Cina’:
Negotiating Chinese-Indonesians’ Preferred Identity in the Post-Reform Era,” Asian Ethnicity
25, no. 2 (April 2024): 340-66, https://doi.org/10.1080/14631369.2023.2257615; Naldo et
al., “Imlek dalam Persatuan Islam Tionghoa Indonesia (PITI) Kota Medan.”

13 Stuart Hall, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (New York:
SAGE, 1997).

14 Robert V. Kozinets, Netnography: Doing Ethnographic Research Online (SAGE Publications,
2010); Robert V. Kozinets, Netnography: Redefined (SAGE, 2015).

15 Kozinets, Netnography (2010).

16 Musaffa et al., “Chinese Muslim Subculture”; Mahfud, “The Role of Cheng Ho Mosque.”
17 Dwi Surya Atmaja et al., “Islam and the Struggle for Multiculturalism in Singkawang, West
Kalimantan: Local Ulama, Theological-Economic Competition and Ethnoreligious Relations,”
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The Narrative of Chinese Muslim Identity in Chinese New Year
Celebrations on BBC News Indonesia

As an international public broadcasting media entity, BBC News
Indonesia uses its digital platforms, including the BBCIndonesia.com website
and YouTube channel, as a means of disseminating journalistic content
covering a wide spectrum of global issues. With a distinctive journalistic
approach, this channel presents informative narratives designed for
Indonesian audiences, offering an international perspective on various world
events and contemporary issues.'”® In the context of the digital media
ecosystem, this channel plays a strategic role in shaping public discourse
through the curation of in-depth and reliable visual content.

The main material object in this study is a documentary video entitled
“The Story of Chinese Muslims Who Continue to Celebrate Chinese New
Year to Preserve Their Culture.” This content presents visual narratives and
in-depth interviews that explore the identity struggles and politics of
representation of the Chinese Muslim community in the post-Reformation
era in Indonesia. From the outset, the BBC reporter explicitly frames this issue
in a historical context, highlighting the transformation of the Chinese New
Year from a tradition that was banned under the New Order regime to a
symbol of cultural freedom of expression for ethnic Chinese today. This
opening serves as crucial historical framing, placing the subjective experiences
of Chinese Muslims within a broader sociopolitical landscape, while also
legitimizing the continuity of the Lunar New Year tradition as an integral
element of cultural identity."”

Ulumuna 27, no. 1 (June 2023): 172-200, https://doi.org/10.20414/ujis.v2711.516;
Rahmawati et al., “Chinese Ways of Being Good Muslim”; Choirul Mahfud, “The Role of
Cheng Ho Mosque: The New Silk Road, Indonesia-China Relations in Islamic Cultural
Identity,”  Jowrnal — of  Indonesian  Islam 8, no. 1 (June 2014): 23,
https://doi.org/10.15642/J11S.2014.8.1.23-38; Musaffa et al., “Chinese Muslim Subculture,”
June 2025.

¥ “(41) Imlek 2025: Kisah Muslim Tionghoa Yang Tetap Merayakan Imlek Demi
Mempertahankan ~ Budaya - YouTube,”  accessed  January 10, 2026,
https:/[www.youtube.com/watch?v=tKMKU1S5KiY.

' Nugroho et al., “Chinese New Year Celebrations: A Reproduction of Muslim Chinese
Culture  in  Palembang,”  Religia 27, no. 1 (April  2024): 1-12,
https://doi.org/10.28918/religia.v27i1.2323.
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Imlek 2025: Kisah Muslim Tionghoa yang tetap merayakan Imlek demi
mempertahankan budaya
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Figure 2. BBC News Indonesia Chinese New Year celebration content

The narrative then shifts its focus to the main subject, Lilik Sugianto
Lie (54 years old), a Chinese convert to Islam who continues to celebrate
Chinese New Year. Visualizations of Lilik in his home and temple serve as a
visual representation of the hybridity of his cultural identity: a Muslim who
continues to maintain the traditions of his ancestors. In his interview, Lilik
emphasized that his presence at the temple was not a form of theological
worship (Buddhist/Taoist), but rather a manifestation of cultural respect for
his ancestors.”® This statement illustrates the mechanism of boundary work,
namely a strategic effort to demarcate cultural aspects from religious ritual
aspects in Chinese New Year practices, in order to preserve traditional values
without compromising his Islamic beliefs.”" This position confirms that for
some Chinese Muslims, the Chinese New Year is interpreted as a marker of
cultural identity only, not doctrinal identity.

Furthermore, this video exposes the social conflict and religious
resistance often faced by actors such as Lilik. Through direct quotes, Lilik
reveals that there is external criticism that his actions violate Islamic law
because he entered a place of worship of another religion. This narrative of
conflict represents the dialectical tension between cultural continuity and
religious conformity. The BBC presents this tension as a social reality faced
by the Chinese Muslim community, while also showing the plurality of
religious interpretations within Indonesian Muslim society. Public criticism

20 “(41) Imlek 2025: Kisah Muslim Tionghoa Yang Tetap Merayakan Imlek Demi
Mempertahankan ~ Budaya - YouTube,”  accessed  January 10, 2026,
https:/[www.youtube.com/watch?v=tKMKU1S5KiY.
21 Nugroho et al., “Chinese New Year Celebrations.”
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of Lilik reflects an ongoing process of identity negotiation, in which the
preservation of ancestral culture is often pitted against the normative
framework of Islam.

As a counter-narrative, this video presents an alternative perspective
from another Chinese Muslim subject who chooses a different approach. This
second subject, although not specifically named, expresses his rejection of
temple rituals because they are considered contrary to the principle of
monotheism, and chooses to limit Chinese New Year celebrations to social
aspects such as family gatherings. The presence of this perspective
demonstrates that Chinese Muslim identity is not a monolithic entity, but
rather a diverse spectrum shaped by personal choices influenced by levels of
religious understanding, family background, and theological sensibilities. The
BBC utilizes this diversity of choices to emphasize that Chinese cultural
identity and Islamic practices can coexist in various spectrums of adaptation.*

To strengthen its analytical weight, this video features the expert
opinion of Hew Wai Weng, an academic who has extensively researched the
dynamics of Chinese Islam in Southeast Asia. Hew provides academic context
by explaining that the Chinese New Year celebrations by Chinese Muslims
can be seen as a reflection of religious flexibility and tolerance in Indonesia.”
He emphasizes that despite having experienced structural discrimination,
Indonesia’s Chinese Muslim community now has greater space for cultural
expression than similar communities in other Muslim-majority countries.
Hew’s insights serve as expert framing that strengthens the credibility of the
video’s narrative and places the local experiences of Chinese Muslims in a
regional context.”

In the closing section, the video summarizes the overall narrative by
emphasizing that for many Chinese Muslims, the Chinese New Year serves as
a marker of identity and connection to their ancestors, not merely a religious
ritual. This celebration is positioned as a symbol of cultural reconciliation in
Indonesia’s pluralistic society, which persists amid internal debates within the
Muslim community. The BBC closes the broadcast with a visual montage of
Chinese New Year celebrations, multicultural families, and symbols of
tolerance, which representatively constructs the image of Indonesia as a nation

22 Abu Muslim et al., “Mapau Na Maloppo Batu: The Concept of Cultural Adaptation and
Identity of Chinese Muslims in Bulukumba, South Sulawesi,” Heritage of Nusantara:
International Journal of Religious Literature and Heritage 12, no. 1 (June 2023): 25-59,
heeps://doi.org/10.31291/hn.v12i1.693.

# Conrad William Watson, “Hew Wai Weng (2018), Chinese Ways of Being Muslim;
Negotiating Ethnicity and Religiosity in Indonesia,” Wacana 20, no. 1 (April 2019): 175,
https://doi.org/10.17510/wacana.v20i1.748.

24 Ibid.
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that is inclusive of hybrid identities. Overall, this content represents Chinese
Muslims as a community that continuously negotiates between cultural and
religious identities. The BBC narrative combines personal stories, social
conflicts, alternative perspectives, and academic analysis to present a complex,
dynamic, and humanistic picture of the persistence of Chinese New Year
celebrations as a cultural symbol among Muslims.

Netnographic Analysis of Public Responses on YouTube to Content on
“Chinese Muslims Celebrating Chinese New Year”

This study applies a netnographic approach to examine how digital
audiences negotiate meanings related to the practice of Chinese Muslims
celebrating Chinese New Year, as represented in BBC News Indonesia video
content.” Referring to Kozinets’ framework in Netnography: Redefined, this
study positions YouTube comment sections as vibrant cultural interaction
spaces. In this space, users do not merely respond passively to the broadcast,
but also participate in producing, deconstructing, and negotiating discourses
on identity, culture, and theological boundaries.”® The netnography process
was carried out systematically through four integrative stages: investigation,
interaction, immersion, and integration.”’

a. Investigation Stage

The investigation stage in netnography is a fundamental phase that
aims to identify the digital space most relevant to the phenomenon being
studied and to select representative data.”® In this study, the investigation
identified YouTube as the main field site, given that the BBC News Indonesia
videos that were the object of analysis were distributed and consumed
massively through this platform. YouTube is considered to provide an organic
ecosystem of public interaction, where users have the freedom to openly
express their opinions, emotions, and theological arguments. This makes
YouTube an ideal socio-communicative environment for exploring the
construction and contestation of the meaning of Chinese Muslim identity.

An in-depth investigation was conducted into the content structure of
a video titled “The Story of Chinese Muslims Who Continue to Celebrate
Chinese New Year to Preserve Their Culture.” Initial findings show that the
BBC strategically reframed the history of the Chinese New Year ban during
the New Order era and its revival after the Reformation. The choice of this
historical framework is crucial because it confirms that the video contains

» Kozinets, Netnography (2010).
26 Ibid.
% Kozinets, Netnography (2015).
28 Ibid.
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representations of cultural identity that are bound to a broad sociopolitical
context, thus making it highly relevant as an object of ethnographic study.”
Furthermore, the identification of visual and narrative elements—such as the
ritual of ancestor worship by the subject Lilik and his theological
affirmation—are indicated as trigger content that inherently provokes public
discourse.”

The validity of the data is further strengthened by findings regarding
the intensity of audience interaction and temporal representativeness. Initial
observations show hundreds of comments with high levels of engagement,
covering a spectrum of responses ranging from cultural support, negotiation
of sharia boundaries, to theological criticism. This diversity of responses
confirms that the video has been transformed into an active discursive arena.
In addition, the momentum of the video’s publication ahead of the Chinese
New Year 2025 provides a relevant temporal context in which public opinion
on this issue is peaking.’’ By integrating indicators of platform selection,
content relevance, interaction intensity, and temporal context, the
investigation stage ensures that the selected data corpus has strong empirical
validity for further analysis.

b. Interaction Stage

At the interaction stage, researchers entered public discussion forums
in comment sections to observe how audiences responded to BBC
representations. The focus of this stage goes beyond simply collecting textual
data; rather, it involves reading how netizens negotiate meaning, maintain
theological boundaries, and position themselves within the narratives
constructed by the media.’® Analysis of audience interaction patterns maps
five dominant categories that reflect the ideological positions of netizens.

The first and largest group showed full support, which Stuart Hall
categorized as preferred reading. This group adopted the narrative of identity
hybridity offered by the BBC, with comments such as “Chinese New Year is
culture, greetings of tolerance” receiving high numbers of likes. This indicates
widespread acceptance of the compatibility between Islam and Chinese
culture.”” In contrast, the second group engages in negotiated reading. They

¥ Kozinets, Netnography (2010).

3 Rosana Eri Puspita, Ria Jayanthi, and Oga Satria, “On Netnography: Digital Promotion to
Build Religion Moderation in Indonesia,” Harmoni 22, no. 2 (December 2023): 267-86,
https://doi.org/10.32488/harmoni.v22i2.708.

31 Kozinets, Netnography (2010).

32 Ibid.

3% Achmad Muhibin Zuhri and Winarto Eka Wahyudi, “Social Theology of Chinese Muslim:
From Islamic Inclusivism towards Social Movements,” Al-Araf Jurnal Pemikiran Islam Dan
Filsafar 18, no. 2 (December 2021): 171-96, https://doi.org/10.22515/ajpif.v18i2.3826.
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accept aspects of Chinese New Year culture (such as social gatherings) but
firmly reject rituals that are considered syncretic through a mechanism of
boundary work, namely, establishing clear demarcations between “culture”
that is permissible and “rituals” that must be avoided in order to maintain
faith.

On the other hand, there is a group with an oppositional reading that
completely rejects the BBC’s representation. This group uses exclusive
theological terminology to label the subject’s practices in the video as deviant
or shirk. In addition to these three polarizations, there are also neutral
educational groups that function as cultural interpreters, providing historical
context to ease the tension of the debate, as well as humorous groups that view
the Chinese New Year from a popular cultural perspective without ideological
baggage. The dynamics of this interaction prove that the audience is not
passive consumers, but active participants who continuously reproduce
meaning through public dialogue, making the comments section a site for the
formation of fluid discourse.**

c. Immersion Stage

During the immersion stage, researchers delved into the depths of
digital culture formed in comment columns to understand the construction
of meaning through language, symbols, and argumentation logic.”> An
immersive analysis of thousands of comments reveals that language operates
as a significant cultural code: tolerant groups use affective lexicon (such as
“beautiful” and “peaceful”), moderate groups use normative terminology
(“sharia limits”), critical groups use sacred-exclusive language (‘harim’ and
“kaffah”), while the educational group uses informative-historical language.

Furthermore, symbolic analysis at this stage reveals how visual markers
in the video (such as incense, temples, and ancestors) are interpreted in various
ways (polysemic) by the audience. These symbols are not understood in a
singular way, but are contested: some see them as a noble heritage, while
others see them as a threat to monotheism. The mapping of opinion polarities
shows a numerical dominance of the preferred reading group (60-70%), but
the intensity of the debate is dominated by clashes between the negotiated
and oppositional groups.*

Sociologically, the social dynamics in comment columns reflect a
“politics of representation” in which netizens negotiate the power of
meaning—defining who is “most Muslim” or “most tolerant.” Thus, the
immersion stage confirms that comment spaces are not merely a repository

3% Kozinets, Netnography (2010).
3 Ibid.

3¢ Hall, Representation.
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for responses, but rather an arena for the social production of meaning. The
audience does not merely consume the signs produced by the BBC, but
actively deconstructs and reconstructs their meaning through their own
ideological frameworks, creating a collective discourse that expands or even
challenges the media narrative.”

d. Integration Stage

The integration stage is the final synthesis process that connects digital
field findings with theoretical frameworks to produce a comprehensive
understanding.”® In this study, integration was carried out by dissecting Stuart
Hall’s encoding/decoding mechanism in the context of BBC videos.”” From
the encoding perspective, the BBC intentionally framed the identity of
Chinese Muslims as a hybrid identity through visual and narrative
representation strategies—such as emphasizing the history of repression,
reinterpreting temple symbols, and academic validation by Hew Wai Weng.*
All of these elements construct a preferred meaning that Chinese New Year
celebrations are a legitimate form of cultural preservation and do not conflict
with faith.*!

However, the audience’s decoding process shows significant variation.
Netnographic findings confirm the dominance of preferred reading (60-
70%), in which the audience fully accepts the BBC’s narrative on tolerance.
Nevertheless, the presence of negotiated reading (10-15%) indicates a process
of critical filtering, in which the audience accepts the cultural narrative but
rejects the ritual aspects. Furthermore, the existence of oppositional reading
(10-15%), which labels these practices as theological deviations, illustrates the
politics of representation”,”” in which the media does not have absolute
authority over meaning,.

The integration of these findings confirms that the relationship
between BBC representation and public response is dialogical.”’ The BBC

«

37 Kozinets, Netnography (2010); Kozinets, Netnography (2015); Hall, Representation.

38 Kozinets, Netnography (2010).

3 Kozinets, Netnography (2015); Hall, Representation.

0 Hew Wai Weng, “Archipelagic Chineseness: Competing Ways of Being Chinese Muslims in
Contemporary Indonesia and Malaysia,” Asian Ethnicity 24, no. 1 (January 2023): 132-50,
https://doi.org/10.1080/14631369.2022.2122396.

4 Farrah Wahida Mustafar and Adam Badhrulhisham, “Pesta Pongal Dan Tahun Baru Cina,
Perayaan Adat Atau Perayaan Keagamaan? Satu Toleransi Agama Di Malaysia: Pongal Festival
and Chinese New Year, Customary Festivals or Religious Festivals? A Religious Tolerance in
Malaysia,”  Abgari  Journal 25, no. 1  (September  2021):  80-96,
https://doi.org/10.33102/abqari.vol24n02.415.

2 Hall, Representation.

# “(41) Imlek 2025: Kisah Muslim Tionghoa Yang Tetap Merayakan Imlek Demi
Mempertahankan Budaya - YouTube.”
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produces narratives of tolerance, but the public processes them based on their

ial and religi des and i “ These findi h
own social and religious codes and experiences. ese findings prove that
the media’s encoding process is only the starting point for the circulation of
meaning, while the actual interpretation of signs occurs through the discursive
practices of society in a digital space fraught with contestation.”

Stuart Hall’s Constructivist Representation Analysis of BBC News
Indonesia Content

BBC News Indonesia’s content entitled “The Story of Chinese
Muslims Who Continue to Celebrate Chinese New Year” does not merely
serve as neutral journalistic documentation, but rather as a signifying practice
that actively constructs meaning regarding the intersectionality of culture,
religion, and ethnicity in the context of post-Reformation Indonesia.*®
Applying Stuart Hall’s theoretical framework, this analysis reveals that the
video operates beyond a reflective approach—which considers the media as
merely a mirror of realitcy—towards a constructionist approach, in which
meaning is produced through the deliberate articulation of visual and verbal
signs.”’

From the opening sequence, the BBC sets the scene by framing the
historical narrative: the transition from the banning of Chinese New Year
during the New Order era to freedom of expression in the Reformation era.
In Hall’s perspective, the choice of this historical framework is not accidental,
but rather a discursive strategy to guide the audience towards a specific
understanding: that the Chinese New Year is a cultural tradition that was once
repressed, and is now reclaimed as a symbol of national freedom, rather than
a theological ritual.*® This historical reality is selected and highlighted to form
the basis of legitimacy for the practice of cultural hybridity that will be
presented next.”’

The essence of this representation is evident in the visual narrative of
the main subject, Lilik Sugianto Lie. The BBC presents Lilik in a mise-en-
scene laden with Chinese symbols—red lanterns, incense, and ancestral altars.
Semiotically, these objects commonly function as signifiers of non-Islamic

# Kozinets, Netnography (2010).

# Kozinets, Netnography (2015); Hall, Representation.

“ Hall, Representation.

47 Nugroho et al., “Chinese New Year Celebrations.”

% “(41) Imlek 2025: Kisah Muslim Tionghoa Yang Tetap Merayakan Imlek Demi
Mempertahankan Budaya - YouTube.”

# Lukman Hakim, “The Narration of Religious Moderation for Mitigating Radicalization
among the Millennial Generations on Pesantren Lirboyo Instagram,” Profesik: Jurnal
Komunikasi 16, no. 2 (December 2023): 368—84, https://doi.org/10.14421/pjk.v16i2.2633.
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religious rituals. However, through a verbal narrative that emphasizes Lilik’s
prayers are addressed to Allah, the BBC undertakes a process of
resignification. The symbols of the temple are rearticulated not as markers of
faith, but as markers of respect for ancestors. This strategy is in line with Hall’s
concept of the intentional approach, in which message producers consciously
manipulate the relationship between signs and meanings to promote the idea
that cultural practices can be separated from religious doctrine.”® The
empathetic close-up visuals and calm tone of voice further reinforce Lilik’s
image as a subject who has successfully balanced this dual identity.”!

Furthermore, this construction of meaning is reinforced through a
mechanism that Hall refers to as the “politics of representation.” Although
the BBC presented a polyphony of voices by featuring other Chinese Muslim
sources who rejected temple rituals, the narrative structure and duration of
the broadcast gave dominant weight to Lilik’s inclusive perspective.”® This
editorial choice confirms the media’s bias in the discourse hierarchy: narratives
of hybridity and tolerance are positioned as the ideal norm, while narratives
of exclusivism are relegated to the other or merely serve as a comparison.
Through this strategy, the media directs the audience to read the
phenomenon of Chinese Muslims within the framework of positive
diversity.*

The presence of academic Hew Wai Weng confirms the epistemic
legitimacy of this construction. Within Hall’s framework, which borrows
from Foucault’s concept, experts function as part of a “regime of truth’—a
discursive authority that determines which knowledge is valid.”* Hew’s
academic explanation of cultural flexibility naturalizes these hybrid practices,
transforming them from mere personal experiences into scientifically
accountable sociological phenomena.”® Scientific authority is used here to
expand the credibility of the narrative of tolerance constructed by the BBC.*

>0 Hall, Representation.

>! Hakim, “The Narration of Religious Moderation for Mitigating Radicalization among the
Millennial Generations on Pesantren Lirboyo Instagram.”

52 “(41) Imlek 2025: Kisah Muslim Tionghoa Yang Tetap Merayakan Imlek Demi
Mempertahankan Budaya - YouTube.”

53 Hall, Representation.

>4 Achmad Ubaedillah, “The Minority and the State: Chinese Muslims in the Modern History
of Indonesia,” Al-Jami'ah: Journal of Islamic Studies 61, no. 1 (June 2023): 107-36,
https://doi.org/10.14421/ajis.2023.611.107-136.

>> Rois Imron Rosi and Ahmad F Yousif, “Trajectories of Chinese-Muslim Students’ Cultural
Identity in Indonesia,” Ulul Albab: Jurnal Studi Islam 25, no. 1 (June 2024): 1-19,
https://doi.org/10.18860/ua.v25i1.25376.

°¢ Hall, Representation.
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In closing, the visual montage of Chinese New Year celebrations and
the Cheng Ho Mosque serves as an anchoring mechanism. This technique
aims to minimize ambiguity or polysemy, ensuring that the audience leaves
the broadcast with a single, pre-constructed understanding: that for Chinese
Muslims, the Chinese New Year is a cultural bridge that is compatible with
Islam.”” This representational analysis concludes that BBC News Indonesia
constructs the identity of Chinese Muslims through three main mechanisms:
1) Selection of Reality: Highlighting specific social realities regarding Chinese
New Year practices as a symbol of freedom after the New Order; 2). Encoding
Signs: Resignifying visual symbols (temples/incense) through verbal narratives
to separate cultural aspects from theological aspects. 3). Stabilizing Meaning;:
Using academic authority and inclusive framing to establish pluralistic
interpretations as the preferred reading.’® Thus, this video does not reflect the
identity of Chinese Muslims as a static entity, but rather constructs it as a
fluid, contextual identity that is continuously negotiated in Indonesia’s digital

public sphere.

Concluding Remarks

This article asserts that the BBC News Indonesia program entitled
“The Story of Chinese Muslims Who Continue to Celebrate Chinese New
Year” goes beyond the function of mere journalistic documentation, operating
as a representational construction that actively frames the identity of Chinese
Muslims through visual and narrative strategies and the selection of sources.
Through the lens of Stuart Hall’s theory of representation, this study reveals
that the BBC employs a specific process of encoding meaning, rearticulating
the Chinese New Year not as a theological ritual that conflicts with religious
beliefs, but as a cultural tradition that is compatible with contextual Islam.
The mechanism of resignification of symbols such as temples, incense, and
lanterns effectively shifts the meaning of these objects from the realm of
religious ritual to expressions of respect for ancestors, thereby positioning
Chinese Muslim identity as a harmonious, fluid, and negotiable hybrid entity.

Through the narrative of Lilik Sugianto Lie and the epistemic
legitimacy of academic Hew Wai Weng, the BBC confirmed its preferred
meaning: that Chinese New Year cultural practices do not violate Islam as
long as they are understood within the framework of ethical respect, not
worship. The choice of a narrative structure that prioritizes inclusive discourse
demonstrates the workings of “the politics of representation,” in which media

7 “(41) Imlek 2025: Kisah Muslim Tionghoa Yang Tetap Merayakan Imlek Demi
Mempertahankan Budaya - YouTube.”
>8 Hall, Representation.
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institutions editorially direct audiences to read this phenomenon as a symbol
of pluralism, historical reconciliation, and positive acculturation. Thus, the
representation in this video does not appear as an objective reflection of
reality, but rather as a production of meaning that reinforces the discourse of
culturally inclusive Islam, which is open to ethnic diversity.

However, netnographic findings on public interactions in YouTube
comment sections prove that the meaning constructed by the BBC is not
accepted monolithically. Audience decoding analysis reveals a polarized
spectrum of responses in three patterns: preferred reading that affirms Chinese
New Year as cultural heritage; negotiated reading that accepts cultural aspects
but sets strict theological demarcations; and oppositional reading that rejects
it based on doctrinal purification. The dynamics of these responses confirm
that the identity of Chinese Muslims in the digital space is not only shaped
top-down by media representations, but is also exchanged, debated, and
reconstructed by the public. Therefore, this study concludes that the
representation of identity in new media is a dialectical field between
institutional meaning production and audience meaning negotiation, which
ultimately presents a contextual, plural, and continuously negotiated face of
Chinese Islam in the cyber public sphere.
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