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A Multiculturalism Perspective: Identity-Related Problems in a Plural Society 

as Experienced by the Protagonist of Lian Gouw’s Only A Girl  

“ I feel so weird … It’s like all the time I wasn’t me. If it wasn’t for Mr. Sardjono, I still 

wouldn’t know that my real name is Lee Siu Yin. And if something happened where I 

had to prove that I was Jenny Lee, I couldn’t, ‘cause that name isn’t even on my birth 

certificate” 

Jenny rose “Why didn’t everybody ever tell me that I have two names?”  

(Gouw 210) 

Abstract 

 This study is aimed at analyzing how Jenny; the protagonist of Only A Girl 

(OAG) who is a Chinese Indonesian girl raised in Dutch culture, faced some identity-

related problems and adapted to the situation in the newly-independent Indonesia. 

This study was inspired by many inter-ethnic and interreligious conflicts in Indonesia 

and the easy intercultural encounters of globalization that brings multiculturalism, as 

cited in Cai, is introduced as the value of tolerance, used as a tool of analysis.  The 

discussion revealed that Jenny’s identity-related problems can be solved. Moreover, 

the problems indirectly shaped Jenny to be a multiculturalist. Therefore, the findings 

are expected to encourage readers to be multiculturalists. 

Keywords: identity, identity crisis, cultural conflicts, multiculturalism.  

 

Introduction 

People nowadays live in the era of globalization where the encounter with 

other individuals of different cultures is increasing. The encounter may take place 

because of, among others, travelling, students’ exchange, work assignments, 

migration, and marriage. As a result, there is a need for people to be more culturally 

open and tolerant. Sue and Sue, cited in ego.thechicagoschool.edu, state that society 

is becoming more diverse nowadays and it is important to be multicultural so that 

people can work effectively with other culturally diverse individuals. Similarly, 
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Kinast et al. also suggests that there is a tendency for people to be more cultural and 

diverse because they live in a global world. Thus, it is important that the concept of 

diversity should be presented in our daily lives (7). However, because of those 

cultural encounters, there are some possibilities of cultural clashes. As Oberg states, 

if people enter a new culture they would be like “a fish out from the water” which is 

followed by a feeling of anxiety and frustration. In addition, there is a feeling of 

rejection toward the new environment they encounter because these newcomers or 

immigrants may feel uncomfortable due to some differences they face in the new 

society (142). Furthermore, Matsumoto added that “People also seem to have a 

natural proclivity to fears of strangers and outgroup members, which may be a 

universal basis for ethnocentrism, prejudice, aggression, and even war.” (220). In this 

case, some people still find it hard to accept other cultures they encounter, so some 

conflicts happen. For example, the case of Ahmadiyah which happened in Cikeusik, 

Pandeglang, on February 2011 reflects how the Indonesian dominant Islamic group 

could not accept what Moslems Ahmadiyah believed about their Islamic teaching
1
. 

Similarly, the inter-tribal conflicts in Papua, Jayapura, on November 2010 also took 

place because one ethnic group, Yoka, made fun of the other ethnicity, Wamena
2
. 

Considering that some cultural conflicts have taken place in different Indonesian 

societies, this study is necessary to be done to give further understanding that we, as 

Indonesians, need to not only live in a heterogeneous or plural community, but we 

also must create a multicultural society where other cultures are accepted, respected 

and considered as equals. Furthermore, this study is also important because 

                                                           
1
 http://nasional.inilah.com/read/detail/1213202/penyerangan-warga-ahmadiyah-cikeusik-versi-kontras 

2
 http://regional.kompas.com/read/2010/11/17/13524096/Perang.Antarsuku.karena.Adu.Domba 

http://nasional.inilah.com/read/detail/1213202/penyerangan-warga-ahmadiyah-cikeusik-versi-kontras
http://regional.kompas.com/read/2010/11/17/13524096/Perang.Antarsuku.karena.Adu.Domba
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Multiculturalism is also learnt in educational contexts, especially in the English 

Teacher Education Program of the Faculty of Language and Literature (FLL) Satya 

Wacana Christian University, where students are prepared to be English teachers. A 

teacher is likely to have students of various cultural backgrounds. In fact, it is 

important to know how to adjust to different cultural contexts. Because of that, this 

study is beneficial in order to give further understanding about the importance of 

Multiculturalism to equip FLL’s students to adjust themselves with their students if 

they become teachers, as well as to guide their students to be multiculturalists; i.e 

ones who can accept and understand other cultures, and treat other cultures as equal 

to their own. Therefore, readers who are also prospective teachers may learn to be 

multicultural individuals. 

Considering the present world we live in, Only A Girl (OAG), a novel by 

Lian Gouw, offers an interesting phenomena because it portrays different cultures 

and points of view. In addition, OAG shows how cultures affect individuals, in this 

case, the protagonist, Jenny. As a Chinese Indonesian girl who was raised in Dutch 

culture, Jenny did not have any idea about her Chinese culture. Besides, she also felt 

mixed up at the time Indonesia gained its independence which resulted in the 

replacement of all Dutch systems; they were taken over by the natives. The Dutch 

teachers, the Dutch subjects, and the Dutch language were all changed into 

Indonesian. Despite Jenny’s awareness that she was an Indonesian, she did not know 

about Indonesia, so even her friends even called her the abandoned Dutch dog. Based 

on these two cases, OAG, through the character of Jenny, shows some different 

cultures and points of view that Jenny encountered. 
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Additionally, OAG is appropriate to be used in this study because firstly the 

novel itself can be called a Multicultural literature. As cited in Cai, “… multicultural 

literature consist of literary works that are explicitly ‘about multicultural societies’ or 

‘are implicitly multicultural in the sense of inscribing readers from other cultures 

inside their own cultural dynamics’” (4). OAG contains the issue of Multiculturalism 

because it explicitly describes various cultures and points of view which its 

character, Jenny, tried to cope with. Moreover, OAG shows the importance of 

Multiculturalism as the character Jenny tried to understand, accept, and appreciate 

the cultures that implicitly built her. Furthermore, the author of OAG, Lian Gouw, 

also knows Indonesia very well since she also experienced the political backdrop in 

the Dutch colonization and Indonesian revolution. What Gouw wrote is based on her 

first-hand experience.  

Moreover, analyzing the protagonist, Jenny, in the novel Only A Girl, this 

study aims to find some cultural conflicts that Jenny experienced related with her 

identity crisis as a Chinese Indonesian girl with a Dutch backdrop, particularly the 

ones emerging in her adolescence, as a result of Indonesian independence where 

Dutch culture was no longer valued. Moreover, the objective of this study is also to 

find out how those conflicts were solved, using a Multiculturalism perspective. 

Multiculturalism is the appropriate tool to analyze OAG because the work depicts its 

protagonist’s encounter with different cultures. 

Multiculturalism is seen “as the natural extension of liberal democracy and 

the democratic values of tolerance and respect for diversity” (cited in Borooah and 

Mangan 36). Thus, as stated in Cai, the term Multiculturalism gives an authority to 
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marginalized cultures so that they can achieve social justice and equality within all 

cultures with the intention that people of different cultural background can feel the 

sense of democratic world that creates a happy living circumstances (7). In other 

words, the term Multiculturalism does not distinguish the dominant and non-

dominant cultures (13). As a result, Multiculturalism inspires us to be more tolerant 

with other cultures and not to emphasize only the dominant cultures. 

Furthermore, the findings of this study are expected to prepare the readers to 

solve multicultural – related problems, such as identity crisis. As what was stated by 

Okamoto, adulthood has been known as the ‘peak period in life’ and adults may 

undergo an identity crisis that they cannot solve by themselves (117). Thus, 

adolescence can be called as a stage when someone, mostly, experience identity 

crisis. Hopefully, the research findings will enable readers to better understand and 

can solve such problems related identity, moreover consider the Indonesian society 

which should be a multicultural society. 

My search for previous studies on OAG reveals that there are no studies or 

researches that have been done related to OAG, especially one associated with the 

issue of Multiculturalism. Therefore, this study cannot be a copy or replica of any 

previous research. 

Multiculturalism 

Multiculturalism is introduced as the values of tolerance and respect for 

diversity which applies some standards of accepting, understanding, and appreciating 

others. Moreover, Multiculturalism, as proposed by Chicago Cultural Studies Group, 
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“… stands for a desire to find the cultural and political norms appropriate to more 

heterogeneous societies within and across nations, including norms for the 

production and transmission of knowledges” (531). In this case, Multiculturalism 

refers to the non-homogeneous societies and each individual in the society shares his 

or her own perception of beliefs, backgrounds, especially their own culture. 

In addition, Jackson defines Multiculturalism as “… a stance that takes a 

position on the racial and ethnic diversity … - a position that rejects assimilation and 

the melting pot image as an imposition of the dominant culture …” (324). Thus, 

Multiculturalism sees other culture as equals and rejects the more dominant culture 

to power or control on other cultures. Multiculturalism more celebrates the 

differences (324).  

A person who is able to adjust to some different cultures is called a 

multicultural personality, which Jackson explains as “… individuals who 

successfully negotiate and thrive in multiple cultures simultaneously” (326). A 

Multicultural personality is related to a person’s identity which is “… characterized 

by … behavioral components … include emotional stability, secure racial, ethnic,… 

a sense of connectedness to all persons,… a self-reflective stance,… sense of 

humor,… and other identities” (326) 

Identity 

Identity, as Rummens proposes, “… is the distinctive character belonging to 

any given individual, or shared by all members of a particular social category or 

group” (qtd. in Daraz et.al 1). Identity shows a person’s personality and it builds 
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someone’s character, who he or she is, where he or she belongs to, what culture he or 

she brings, etc. Additionally, someone’s identity is also built by the society 

surrounding him or her. As Jones suggests “Identity is a social system which works 

like an organic system and is made up of structure and cultural values, rules, 

establish beliefs and practices to which their members are expected to conform” (qtd. 

in Daraz et.al, 1). Jenkis also points out that “Identity can only be understood as a 

process of ‘being’ or ‘becoming’” (17). Indeed, how someone will be and become; 

his or her identity, is influenced by the surrounding. 

Identity Crisis 

However, culture changes as people are becoming more mobile and the 

changes will require some adaptations related to what they believe, how they act, 

how they should deal with people, etc. As Tomlinson, cited in Daraz et al., points 

out, “… culture is changing … and the transmission of cultural traits affect the 

assimilation and acculturation which indirectly influences culture, religious and 

economic structure of local community or society” (2). Because people make some 

adjustment of the new cultures they encounter, they may experience identity crises. 

Cherry, cited in psychology.about.com, based on the theorist Erik Erikson, points out 

that “… identity crisis is a time of intensive analysis and exploration of different 

ways of looking at oneself.” Additionally, Phinney, cited in French and Seidman, 

proposes that someone will later undergo identity search or exploration stages related 

with his or her identity development (1-2). Thus, identity crisis is one’s self-

reflective process in seeing him or herself from a different perspective. 



Pramesti 8 
 

Only A Girl 

 OAG focuses on three women characters; i.e. Nana, Caroline, and Jenny. 

However, considering the time limitation, this study will only analyze Jenny, a 

Chinese Indonesian girl raised in a Dutch upbringing. At the time Indonesia gained 

its independence, all things related to Dutch slowly disappeared. The school’s 

regulation required students to speak Indonesian and to learn Indonesian; as the 

official language, and Indonesian History subject which were not previously taught. 

Indonesian was even officially stated as the national language. The turnover of the 

government’s rule and policy was not favorable for the Dutch, and those brought up 

in a Dutch life style. Feeling alienated due to her culturally Dutch-based lifestyle, 

Jenny questioned her identity. 

Jenny’s Life and Her Identity before the Indonesian Independence 

As Rummens, quoted in Daraz et al., and Jones point out, one’s identity is 

shaped by the societies and also by cultural values, rules, and beliefs (1, 1). 

Similarly, raised by a mother with a Dutch-life style upbringing, Jenny was 

introduced to Dutch culture. Jenny’s family was close to Dutch people because her 

grandfather worked for the Dutch government. This made the family indirectly 

adopted the Dutch way of living. 

“Her (Caroline, Jenny’s mother- my own explanation) father had fallen into 

the good graces of the mayor of Bandung in the early 1900s, when he 

helped close a major opium den … Chip and Ting, received Dutch 

education, he (the mayor of Bandung - my own explanation) also helped 

them secure position in the colonial government … Caroline received a 

Dutch education as well …” (Gouw 11-12) 
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As stated in the quotation above, the family’s close relationship with the Bandung 

mayor, who must have been a Dutch, helped secure Jenny’s grandfather’s position. 

Moreover, the close relationship with the Dutch also resulted in the family strong 

financial condition and their introduction to Dutch lifestyle. As the family was close 

to the Dutch government, they also had a higher social status. Suryadinata and 

Lohanda explain that, in the era of Dutch colonialism, VOC (Vereenigde Oost 

Indische Compagnie) differentiated the social status of the Dutch, Chinese, and 

native Indonesian. The European people were in the highest class, the Chinese and 

other Foreign Orientals, such as the Arabs and Moors, were in the middle class, 

while native Indonesians or “pribumi” occupied the lowest class (78, 40). By 

adopting Dutch culture, Jenny’s family turns to be one of the prominent families 

among the Chinese and Indonesians because of their higher social status.  

Considering the values, beliefs, and rules existing in the environment Jenny 

grew up in, she should identify herself with the Dutch culture. Her mother, Caroline, 

adopted Dutch life style which she applied to her own family later. The following 

examples clearly reflect how the Dutch culture was applied by seeing how Caroline 

shaped Jenny’s identity. 

 First, Caroline applied some of the Dutch customs in her family since Jenny 

was a kid, such as reading habits. “At bedtime, Eddie read Jenny stories. The family 

had adopted the Dutch habit of reading for pleasure.” (Gouw 77). Moreover, 

Caroline also served and introduced Dutch meals to her family. “‘Do you mind 

having a Dutch meal mid-week and on Sundays?’ Caroline searched Po Han’s face. 
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‘I’ll eat what comes to the table.”’ (Gouw 28). In this case, Caroline familiarizes her 

family with Dutch things. 

Then, Caroline gave Jenny a Dutch name. By doing so, Caroline obviously 

prepared her daughter to mingle with the Dutch more easily than the Chinese or 

Indonesians. 

“Caroline suggested, ‘Let’s give Siu Yin a Dutch calling name.’ … It will 

be easier for her when she goes to school, and it will be a name we choose 

for her.’ … ‘Sue and I (Caroline – my own explanation) have Dutch 

names, so do my nieces and nephew.’ … ‘Okay,’ Po Han (Caroline’s 

husband-my own explanation) whispered. ‘That’s what we’ll call her, 

Jenny.’” (Gouw 56) 

By having Dutch a name and socializing with the Dutch, it puts Jenny into the upper 

social class, as the Dutch, which is a European country, is considered to have higher 

social status than Chinese and Indonesian. Moreover, if Jenny can successfully 

socialize with the Dutch, it will help her to have access to Dutch school or later to 

find job in the colonial government. 

 Furthermore, Caroline passed on her Dutch life style and values to her 

daughter by enrolling her in a Dutch school and hoping Jenny would be a woman 

with a good career. Moreover, Caroline brought up Jenny not in the Chinese one that 

taught girls to better respect and depend on men. 

“Caroline pursed her lips. She had no intentions of teaching her daughter 

subordinate behavior or the traditional reverence for males … Caroline 

wanted Jenny to have a prominent place in society, and Dutch education 

was the first step.’” (Gouw 77). 

Caroline did not teach her daughter like the traditional Chinese way like what her 

mother, Nana, did with her daughter, Sue, Caroline’s sister (Gouw 12-13). Sue 
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always respected the family, mainly the males; she also prepared the food and did the 

chores. 

 In addition, family was not the only means for Jenny to be accustomed to 

Dutch culture. Being enrolled in a Dutch school, Jenny also dealt with Dutch friends 

and teachers. Even, Jenny could easily mingle with her Dutch friends on her first 

time at school. 

“School agreed with Jenny and her teachers liked her … She spent most of 

recess watching the boys play tackle ball … ‘C’mon, why aren’t you 

playing?’ Tim de Vries yelled.’ From that day on Jenny joined their daily 

tackle-ball games after school track practice” (Gouw 123). 

Having Dutch friends and being enrolled in Dutch school, Jenny must learn more 

new things about Dutch and its culture. 

Indeed, as Jenny mingled with the Dutch people and how her family applied 

Dutch culture, it indirectly shaped her to be Dutch-like. As Jones, quoted in Daraz et 

al., and Jenkis suggest, a process of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ is known as a process to 

form identity, and it is socially made from the members of the society’s rules, beliefs, 

and values (1, 17). The society indeed formed Jenny to be what she would become. 

Her identity was built by her surroundings. Jenny always dealt with Dutch, whether 

that was the people, the culture, and the values. Some of the examples above show 

how the environment shaped Jenny to have Dutch habits, cultures, and characters.  

Jenny’s Identity Problems 

 Adopting the Dutch culture more than the Indonesian one posed Jenny to 

experience a cultural conflict after Indonesia proclaimed its independence. The 
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environment she lived in gradually changed and the Dutch people whom she had 

always dealt with left Indonesia one by one. The Indonesian values, language, and 

life style gradually took over the Dutch culture applied by the colonial government 

(Gouw 187-188). As a result, Jenny encountered elemental, psychological, as well as 

social conflicts related to her identity. This fits what Jackson states that a person will 

experience a process in order to have a multicultural personality which is 

characterized by some behavioral components, such as emotional stability (326). 

Some examples below explain some problems related with identity experienced by 

Jenny. 

Jenny’s problem about her identity is firstly caused by the use of the 

Indonesian instead of the Dutch language, especially at her school.  

“Daily Dutch class had been reduced to once a week. Bahasa Indonesia 

replaced all of the periods previously allocated to Dutch … ‘The president 

also insists that the Indonesian language be used for all matters of 

importance’” (Gouw 205 & 207).  

Jenny’s worry before Indonesia gained its independence finally came true. She was 

no longer permitted to speak Dutch during the lessons. At the beginning she was 

actually worried “Jenny frowned. Dutch was the only language the family used. How 

was she going to learn anything if she couldn’t speak Dutch?” (Gouw 126). She was 

afraid if she could not adapt with the new Indonesian situation because of her 

language problem. The situation shows that Jenny experiences emotional destability, 

the elemental conflict, where she is feeling afraid because she is unable to speak 

Indonesian. 
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Another conflict Jenny experienced is the psychological conflict which is 

related with her name. First, she only knew her name was Jenny Lee, a Dutch name; 

later she found out that her real name was Lee Siu Yin, a Chinese name, after Mr. 

Sardjono told her that the changing names by Indonesian and Chinese people was 

aimed to accommodate the Dutch (Gouw 207-208). In this case, Jenny felt that all 

her life she had been deceived by her parents or family because she felt that all this 

time she was not Jenny (Gouw 210). However, her parents seemed not to pay too 

much attention to this. They called her Jenny because they liked the name. Jenny 

then only forgot about the matter of her two names as her parents called the problem 

as a ridiculous thing made by inlander (Gouw 208). However, Jenny undergoes inner 

conflict since she starts to be unsure about herself. The quotation “It’s like all the 

time I wasn’t me” (Gouw 210) shows how Jenny doubts herself; she is not Jenny but 

Siu Yin; thus, a Chinese instead of a Dutch. Jenny is aware that the name Siu Yin is 

different in origin from Jenny. Since she was born, the name Jenny was her identity. 

This fits Rummens, quoted in Daraz et al., who proposes that identity builds 

someone character and it show someone’s personality (1). Moreover, Davis also 

explains that a name is a part of someone’s identity (7). However, as her identity 

changes, Jenny’s character and personality somehow may also change. Jenny 

experiences an identity crisis when she undergoes the psychological conflict 

development where she started to search for her identity. Like what proposed Cherry, 

cited in psychology.about.com, that someone experiencing identity crisis will try to 

find who he or she is by looking at him or herself. The process is also called the 
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exploration stages as proposed by Phinney that someone will try to search his or her 

identity (cited in French and Seidman 1-2). 

 Jenny may picture herself, among her Dutch friends, to have a high social 

status. However, as Jenny knew her name was actually Siu Yin, which did not belong 

to the upper class as the Chinese occupied the middle class in the society, she knew 

that she did not fit the description. As Jenny’s identity and the environment she lived 

in had changed, she felt inferior. Like what was stated by Oberg, people will feel like 

a ‘fish out from water’ if they encounter different cultures or environments, followed 

by a feeling of anxiety and fears (142). Jenny had to deal with either Chinese or 

Indonesians and she might have felt insecure and alien to both groups because she 

was used to dealing with the Dutch. This could be a quite serious problem for Jenny 

because there was a feeling of disappointment, insecurity, or alienation because she 

had to socialize with different people and environment (Gouw 240). 

Another identity-related conflict that Jenny experiences is a social conflict 

with Mr. Sardjono, with his new school subject, the Indonesian language, which she 

could not cope with. As Jenny was raised and educated in a Dutch life style, she only 

spoke Dutch in the family and with her society. Therefore, she felt frustrated when 

she was demanded to speak the language she had not mastered.  

“Sardjono looked at Jenny … ‘Saja tidak mengerti … ‘How can I read 

fluently if I don’t understand most of it?’ … ‘Bicara Bahasa Indonesia, 

Jenny, speak Indonesian!’ Sardjono interrupted. Jenny slammed her book 

shut. ‘Why do you always pick on me? I can speak Dutch whenever I want 

… This is still a Dutch school!’ The tension in the classroom was thick. 

Sardjono reached for the dismissal slips … ‘You’re dismissed’, he said, 

placing the red note on Jenny’s desk.” (Gouw 220-221). 
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Jenny’s surrounding firstly teaches her to be Dutch-like; however then the society 

makes Jenny comes out from her comfort zone by forcing her to speak Indonesian. 

However, as an Indonesian language teacher, Mr. Sardjono actually ‘is forced’ not to 

tolerate his students’ inability to speak Indonesian. He is actually a victim of the 

euphoric situation of the Indonesian independence. The newly independent Indonesia 

might be in a state of ‘high nationalism’, which compels everyone to show their 

“Indonesianness”. However, the situation, including the transition of Jenny’s school 

system (Gouw 181), actually does not reflect a multicultural atmosphere. As 

proposed by Cai, Multiculturalism does not distinguish dominant and non-dominant 

cultures and results in tolerating and accepting other cultures (13). In addition, 

Jenny’s anger and rejection to speak Indonesian also reflects her monoculturalism. 

Her anger represents her attitude, which considers Dutch as more superior than 

Indonesian. As cited in Suryadinata and Lohanda that European country is 

considered to have a higher class and the natives are the lower one (78, 40). 

 On the other hand, the conflict Jenny had with Mr. Sardjono can also be 

influenced by her point of view of Indonesian people, as cited in Suryadinata and 

Lohanda that natives are in the low class. “She (Jenny - my own explanation) never 

had an inlander as a teacher and was doubtful that he (Mr. Sardjono - my own 

explanation) had anything to teach her” (Gouw 182). Jenny might not really respect 

Mr. Sardjono because she was unsure whether the native or indigenous teacher could 

teach her. Additionally, Jenny does not want to use Indonesian because Bahasa 

belonged to Indonesians or pribumi, the lowest class. 
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Besides, Jenny’s inability to associate with her Chinese and native friends is 

another problem. Firstly, language lies as the first barrier. Jenny only knew Dutch 

language while her friends spoke with Indonesian or Chinese. “Grace and Theresa … 

they spoke Malay with each other …” (Gouw 182). As a result, Jenny felt she was a 

stranger in a place where she used to live. 

“Most of the students arriving, checking roosters, and looking for 

classrooms were either Chinese or Indonesian. None of her old Dutch 

classmates were there and Jenny began to feel as if she was a stranger in 

what used to be her own environment.” (Gouw 240). 

Those identity-related conflicts happened because Jenny had to encounter a different 

society, new rules, new cultures, new people, etc. As Matsumoto and Oberg propose, 

people will feel frustrated and have natural feeling anxiety and fears as they 

encounter a new society (220, 142&220). The assimilation process, that was applied 

by Soekarno after Indonesian revolution (Gouw 207), made Jenny went through 

identity crisis. As Cherry, cited in psychology.about.com states, an identity crisis is a 

process of analysis and exploration to look at oneself. Here, Jenny also starts to see 

her identity. Then, what she thinks or her point of views of something may change 

because she encounters different societies from the one she used to deal with. This 

fits what Tomlison states, that as culture is changing, the alteration will influence the 

culture even the people (2). Some examples below portray some of Jenny’s changed 

viewpoints such as her perspective of natives. Moreover, she starts reflecting, seeing, 

and searching her own identity. 

After the Indonesian independence, Jenny noticed that there were few 

Chinese and Indonesian students in her school. Her observation and experience with 
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these students helps change her perspective of these middle and lower class members 

because she found out that some Indonesian students were smart and brave enough to 

answer the teacher’s questions (Gouw 219), as also represented by the following 

quotations.  

“‘What does the word assimilation means?’ Sardjono drew a box around 

the word. ‘Muchtar?’ Sardjono pointed … at a new Indonesian student. 

‘Assimilation means becoming one …’. ‘Very good.”’ (Gouw, 206). 

“‘Muchtar raised his hand … The three other Indonesian students youths 

threw Muchtar admiring glances … She (Jenny - my own explanation) 

didn’t particularly like Muchtar, but she knew his facts were correct”’ 

(Gouw 220). 

The above quotation implies that the Indonesians seem to be aware of their new 

social status and position in the school which used to be a Dutch school; they are 

minority. Therefore, the three other Indonesian youth students glanced admiringly at 

Muchtar because of his courage and ingenuity. Jenny’s changed perspective toward 

natives may occur because she encounters a new culture or environment. Like what 

was stated by Tomlison that a changing culture will cause to the assimilation and 

acculturation, and it will directly influence culture, people, society, local community, 

etc. (2) 

The other point that shows Jenny’s confusion of her identity is when she was 

called as Nonnie and little miss, how Dutch call a young girl. 

“‘Why are you sitting here by yourself, Nonnie?’ Prawira walked up … 

Jenny shrugged. It struck her that the custodian always spoke Dutch to her 

and still addressed her as little miss, instead of using her name the way she 

heard him do with other students.”’ (Gouw 244). 
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As the quotation mentions “It struck her that the custodian spoke Dutch to her and 

addressed her as little miss”, indicates that Jenny was shocked and felt confused. 

Jenny just realized that she was seen as a Dutch. However, Jenny is definitely not a 

Dutch. Moreover, Jenny was also called as “the abandoned Dutch dog” (Gouw 243) 

and her new native and Chinese friends called her as a “mighty colonialist” (Gouw 

248). How the surrounding people addressed her showed that they saw Jenny as a 

Dutch, neither as a Chinese nor Indonesian. The situation indicates that people know 

Jenny is Dutch-like because of her Dutch name, her family’s relation with the Dutch, 

and how she speaks and behaves like a Dutch.  

Furthermore, as Jenny goes through a psychological development period, she 

starts to reflect on why people treat her like a Dutch, while she is a Chinese 

Indonesian girl. This situation also shows that Jenny experiences a self-reflective 

stance where she reflects and sees herself based on how other people see her 

(Jackson 326). In addition, Prawira, the native, is a member of the lower class. He 

puts himself in a lower position since he works as a Custodian and addresses Jenny 

‘little miss’ the way a maid or a servant would call their mistress. This actually does 

not reflect Multiculturalism since the natives are not given a space to be equal with 

either Dutch or Chinese. Moreover, Jenny’s friends calling her as “mighty 

colonialist” and “the abandoned Dutch dog” both are actually a mockery and do not 

reflect multiculturalism. They do not appreciate Jenny’s Dutch upbringing and 

Jenny’s inability to speak Indonesian. 

 Indeed some of Jenny’s views to the natives have changed when she 

encounters new culture, new environment, and new people, especially Indonesians. 
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First, Jenny felt uncomfortable with the situation; she had some conflicts. She was 

not accustomed to talk with Chinese because she could not speak Chinese. Moreover 

with natives as Jenny always thought that inlanders were in the lower classes. 

However, Jenny started to look at people differently, and then she moved to re-

examine herself. 

Jenny’s Problems Related to Identity Crisis, Solved 

 After Indonesia gained its independence, Jenny tried to adapt herself to the 

new Indonesian setting. This indicates that Jenny starts to be a multiculturalist. Gouw 

described how hard it was for Jenny to adjust herself because of the matter of 

language (Gouw 220-221), the new regulation system at school (Gouw 205), her 

inability to mingle with natives and Chinese (Gouw 240), etc. She also pictured 

Jenny’s worry about how she could adapt with her surroundings (Gouw 244). The 

following quotations show some problems Jenny had and how they were solved. 

First, Jenny’s effort to mingle with some new friends she had just never met. 

Yet, she felt rejected. 

 “Grace and Theresa chose adjacent seats a few rows behind Jenny … They 

spoke Malay with each other, but she could make out what they were 

saying … ‘She has a boys’ haircut.’ Theresa giggled … ‘She might as well 

be a boy.’ … Tim yelled out … She (Jenny - my own explanation) was 

running towards the lawn ... She stopped … shouted in Grace and Theresa’s 

direction, ‘Want to come?’ The girls shook their heads, giggling, and Jenny 

ran off.’” (Gouw 182-183) 

Jenny was used to playing with Dutch boys, never with either Chinese or natives 

because her previous school was a Dutch school. Grace and Theresa do not want to 

join Jenny to play because they see Jenny always mingles and plays with the Dutch. 



Pramesti 20 
 

As previously discussed, Jenny was called as the abandoned Dutch dog (Gouw 243) 

and the mighty colonialist (Gouw 248). Those cases show that they see Jenny as a 

Dutch, a colonizer, either a Chinese or Indonesian. In other words, they see Jenny as 

‘different being’. Since Jenny is accustomed to play with the Dutch, it makes them 

keep a distance. Moreover, they also mocked Jenny’s boyish appearance. Jenny 

actually felt uncomfortable about what they said about her clothes. 

“Jenny put her thumbs behind her denim overall straps and 

straightened them, then she made sure the collar of her blouse lay 

flat. For a moment she wished she’d paid more attention to Nana’s 

(Jenny’s grandmother - my own explanation) lectures about 

dressing.” (Gouw 182). 

As the quotation mentions, Jenny felt she dressed differently than she should. How 

someone dresses is also a picture or reflections of one’s identity. As proposed by 

Rummens, cited in Daraz et.al., and Jenkis, identity is a character belonging to 

individuals and a process of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ (1, 17).  However, as the 

quotation mentions, Jenny wishes to pay more attention to her grandmother’s 

explanation about dressing, which indicates that she does not want to be mocked and 

wants to be accepted by Theresa and Grace. The situation shows that Grace and 

Theresa do not reflect multiculturalism since they do not appreciate and accept Jenny 

related to her boyish attitude and appearance.  

Second, Jenny was not fluent in Malay, while most of her new friends spoke 

either Indonesian or Malay. The matter of language becomes one of Jenny’s 

problems to socialize with friends. However, Jenny could only get rid of those 
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problems after she met Lam, one of the richest boys in school, and dated him (Gouw 

244-245).  

“Jenny caught Grace looking their way and watched her lean into Theresa’s 

side.  They waved and beckoned her to an empty spot they made by moving 

over. They had never before invited to join them and it was obvious that 

having Lam’s attention was causing the change … She waved back at the 

girls …” (Gouw 249). 

Lam became a connector for Jenny to her new friends because he was rich and came 

from a prominent Chinese family. Lam was adored by everyone.  

“Lam’s father owned the only car dealership in town … Under the new 

order, Lam Ching was winning the popularity competition … She (Jenny - 

my own explanation) had seen how the two girls (Grace and Theresa -my 

own explanation) flirted with Lam, how all girls flirted with Lam” (Gouw 

244-245). 

Jenny knows that the students respect Lam because he is popular and rich. By dating 

Lam, she also becomes respected. However, the girls changed attitude towards Jenny 

reflects that the society is plural, but not multicultural. They may respect Jenny 

because they respect Lam and do not dare to hurt Lam’s feelings. Their attitude 

shows that they see people based on wealth, looks, etc. In other words, their attitude 

does not reflect Multiculturalism. Multiculturalism introduces the value of tolerance; 

however, at the beginning the girls did not accept and appreciate Jenny. They only 

respected Lam as the rich and popular boy they adored.  

However, despite what the girls felt toward Jenny, she realized that she felt 

happy that she could have friends, although not with the Dutch ones. 

“She (Jenny - my own explanation) waved back at the girls and 

turned to Lam. ‘Okay, let’s’. Jenny tossed her head as they walked 
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toward the garden bench. She couldn’t help feeling a sense of 

triumph as she took a bite out of her sandwich” (Gouw 249). 

She knew that she could be friends with anyone. The quotation indicates that Jenny is 

happy having friends with all people. Jenny, who firstly came from a mono-cultural 

environment that only applied the Dutch life style then jumped to the more plural 

society with Chinese and natives way of life. Although firstly Jenny had some 

problems to mingle with either Chinese or Indonesians as she could not speak Malay 

or Indonesian and felt alienated (Gouw 240); however finally she could socialize 

with them and felt connected. As Jackson points out, someone who develops a 

multicultural personality finally can have a feeling of connectedness to all people 

(326). The situation that Jenny could mingle and feel connected shows that indeed 

Jenny starts to have a multicultural personality.  

 Furthermore, besides the social problem, the next conflict related with 

Jenny’s trouble is in mastering the Indonesian language. At first, Jenny was reluctant 

to speak Malay because it was only the language of maids. “In Nana’s (Jenny’s 

grandmother-my own explanation) house only the servants spoke Malay, everyone 

else in the family spoke Dutch” (Gouw 21). As Jenny considered Indonesian to be 

the same as Malay, the lower class language used for servants, she did not want to 

learn it. She is more concerned to use Dutch because of its prestige; she sees it as the 

language used for the upper class. However, Sardjono explained that they were 

actually different. 

“‘Remember, Bahasa Indonesia is not the same as Malay. Bahasa 

Indonesia is … official language … Malay is the dialect the Dutch 

used to speak to Indonesians, mainly their servants.’” (Gouw 221). 
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However, Mr. Sardjono’s explanation indeed changed Jenny’s perspective of the 

Indonesian language.  

“‘Bahasa Indonesia is different from Malay.’ Jenny protested. ‘There 

are many words I’ve never heard. I don’t understand anything 

anymore.’ … She now understood that there was indeed a difference 

between the Malay spoken to the servants and the Indonesian taught 

and used in the schools. (Gouw, 242). 

Jenny already knew that Indonesian and Malay were both different. However, despite 

how hard it was to learn Indonesian, Jenny should keep up with her studies (Gouw 

241). Moreover, she was also forced to learn Indonesian because of her mother 

encouragement and her demand to get good grade for the examination. “‘Until you 

(Jenny - my own explanation) bring your grades up, you have to go to Mr. 

Sardjono’s office for tutoring after school …”’ (Gouw 242). However, finally, Jenny 

could pass the examination with a satisfying result (Gouw 286-287). 

 Additionally, at the end of the story, OAG depicted Jenny’s decision to study 

in veterinary medicine in America. Her choice to go to America was not because she 

could not adapt or that she disliked the Indonesian society, but it was what she 

wanted, “‘I have been thinking about what I want in the future … I’d like to be 

veterinarian’” (Gouw 272). Since Jenny was a child, she had been interested in 

animals. 

 “‘I’m going to have many dogs.’ Jenny wiggled loose … ‘What are you 

going to do with them Jenny?’ Sue collected her mending. ‘Teach them 

tricks …’ Jenny answered with her face buried in the shepherd’s fur.” 

(Gouw 76).  
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Moreover, to Jenny, the Indonesian context is not a problem anymore, as seen 

in her conversation with Mr. Warner Ford, her American teacher, below: 

“Warner walked to a file cabinet … ‘Suppose you get a degree in veterinary 

medicine, do you think you’ll be able to find job here?’ … Jenny shrugged 

… ‘I don’t know.  May be I could work for the zoo’” (Gouw, 272). 

Jenny shows that she starts to be accustomed to live in Indonesia by later perhaps 

working in the zoo. By mentioning a possibility to work in Indonesia upon her 

graduation, Jenny shows that the Indonesian culture, the society, and the 

environment are not a threat anymore for her. In addition, Jenny’s changed attitude 

towards different cultures is mirrored in her rejection to go to Holland with Lam 

although all tuition would be paid by his parents (Gouw 287). 

“Jenny interrupted nervously ‘Are you going to Leiden or Amsterdam?’ … 

Lam moved closer to Jenny. ‘Where would you like to go? … Wouldn’t 

you like to go Holland together?’ … ‘I’m going to America on a 

scholarship. I already have my visa and passport.’ … Jenny Added, ‘All 

I’m waiting for is my exit permit’” (Gouw 287-288).   

Jenny’s refusal shows that she does not consider the Dutch culture to be 

everything anymore. It also implies her readiness to adjust herself to a new culture. If 

she accepted Lam’s invitation, she could easily mingle with people there because she 

was also raised in Dutch culture. In contrast, American culture must be different 

from the Dutch and Indonesian cultures. However, she chose to re-adjust to the new 

culture she would encounter in America. The situation indicates that Jenny finally is 

a multiculturalist who does not differentiate between cultures, but accept other 

cultures, and is ready to understand, adapt, and treat other cultures as equals. 
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Conclusion and Findings 

The protagonist, Jenny, finally can solve her identity problems as a Chinese 

Indonesian girl raised in Dutch culture. Although, at first, she experienced an identity 

crisis and found it hard to socialize with her new friends, learnt and spoke Bahasa 

Indonesia, accepted her name is Lee Siu Yin, etc., but then she finally could adapt 

with the new rules and environment. Jenny also finally built a multicultural 

personality, which was portrayed in her eagerness and readiness to make friends with 

people who were different from her, especially in their backgrounds and cultures, 

and also in her willingness to learn Indonesian. 

 However, the discussion also shows that the society depicted in the story 

actually does not reflect the multicultural but the plural society. The people firstly 

did not accept Jenny with her Dutch background and mostly saw Jenny as a different 

being. 

 For the next research, it will be helpful if the study also discusses about how 

the practice of Multiculturalism can be encouraged in mono-cultural and plural 

societies. Indonesia, as previously discussed, consists of plural societies. However, 

the term Multiculturalism seen as the value to appreciate other cultures, is less 

applied by Indonesian societies. Thus, the value of Multiculturalism is not only 

applied by the individuals who encounter a new community, but Multiculturalism 

should also be introduced and applied to the society. 
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