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Preface

In 19I5 a Dutch family in Surabaya had its pictures taken in the studio ofone of
the famous photographers of the day.They took their Indonesian babu(nurse­

maid) along to be portrayed with their two children, in itself a highly unusual
act. Pictures of a babu with children might occasionally be taken at home but

very seldom in an official studio.

Jantje en Agnes in the care ofBaboe Mina, Surabaya 1915

(KIT, Amsterdam).
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WOMEN AND THE COLONIAL STATE

Who they were we do not know. Only the name of the photographer remains,

the Jewish Armenian Annes Kurkdjian. The three in the photograph are

anonymous, except for their first names noted in the photo-album, 'Jantje and

Agnes in the care ofBaboe Mina'. The album in which this picture was glued,

got lost during the Japanese occupation of the former Netherlands Indies (or

Dutch East-Indies) during the Second World War. It was one ofthe many that

were rescued and collected by private initiative after 1945 and donated to the

Royal Tropical Institute in Amsterdam in the late 1970S.
Here I discovered the photo more than twenty years later at an exposition,

when I was looking for illustrations for this book. Wardy Poelstra of Amster­

dam University Press selected it from among many others for the cover. The
picture is not meant to be a romantic signal of the happy, albeit rather earnest,

relations within a colonial family. It offers a representation of both the literal

and symbolic workload ofIndonesian women and serves as an emblem for the

unequal gender and race relationships in the European household, in women's

labour situations in rural Java, in the struggle for women's suffrage, and in the

monogamy debate of1937, which are the subject of the following essays.

The research for this volume was made possible by a grant from the Research

Institute of History and Culture (Onderzoeksinstituut voor Geschiedenis en

Cultuur) at Utrecht University, for which I am highly grateful. Not least because

it also brought me, a colonial historian at Utrecht University, a part-time posi­

tion at the Women Studies Department at the same university for the years

1992-1997. The creative academic community ofthe department chaired by Rosi

Braidotti offered me an inspiring environment in which to continue my

research on the construction ofgender in colonial Indonesia. The interdiscipli­

nary discussions with my colleagues in the monthly 'Intellectual Atelier' served

as a sparkling context for this book. My sincerest thanks go to those with whom

I worked most closely: Rosi Braidotti, Rosemarie Buikema, Esther Captain,

Denise De Costa, Geertje Mak, Maaike Meijer, Boukje Prins, Berteke Waaldijk
and Gloria Wekker.

Ofthe following essays, three have been published in slightly different forms
before. The second chapter on female labour appeared as 'Female labour in twen­

tieth-century Java. European notions - Indonesian practice' in Elsbeth Locher­

Scholten and Anke Niehof eds., Indonesian Women in Focus. Past and Present

Notions (rst imprint; Dordrecht /Cinnaminson: Foris, r987)77-103 (znd imprint;
Leiden: KITLV Press, 1992) 77-103. The third chapter concerning European dis­

course on Indonesian servants was published in Indonesia 58 (October 1994;

Southeast Asia Program, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY).' Chapter four which
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PREFACE

deals with European fashion and food can also be found in Henk Schulte
Nordholt ed., Outward Appearances. Dressing State and Society in Indonesia

(Leiden: KITLV Press, 1997). I am grateful to the editors of Indonesia and the
KITLV Press for the permission to reprint the fruits oftheir editing labour.

Antoinette Burton, Frances Gouda, Maarten Kuitenbrouwer, Annelies

Moors, Henk Schulte Nordholt, Marjan Schwegman, Berteke Waaldijk, and
Saskia Wieringa read and commented on different chapters. Their sharp, clear
and precise comments offered me the richness of their particular knowledge
and put my thoughts in line. I owe them my warmest thanks for their strong

intellectual and personal support.
Julia Suryakusuma (Jakarta) provided me with photographs from her aunt

Maria Ullfah Santoso, one of the leading personalities of the Indonesian
women's movement before (and after) the Second World War. Bart Plantenga

reshaped my Dutch English and gave it a solid language base. Peter van Dijk,
Edwin van Haaren and Wardy Poelstra from Amsterdam University Press pro­

vided the original manuscript with a highly appreciated professional outlook. I
thank them all for their valuable contributions. Needless to say, the content of
the following remains my full responsibility.

Spelling ofIndonesian names always needs an introductoty remark. Here I
use the present day Indonesian spelling, except for personal names which are
kept the way they were written in the first half of the twentieth century.
Married women, who omitted their first name and used their husband's name

at the time, are given the prefix Mrs as was the normal practice in those days.

Notes

'Orientalism and the Rhetoric of the Family: Javanese Servants in European Household

Manuals', Indonesia 58 (1994) 19-40. For a shortened version see Elsbeth Locher­

Scholten, 'So Close and Yet So Far: The Ambivalence of Dutch Colonial Rhetoric on

Javanese Servants in Indonesia, 1900~1942', in: ]ulia Clancy-Smith and Frances Gouda

eds., Domesticating the Empire. Race, Gender and Family Lift in French and Dutch

Colonialism (Charlottesville/London: University Press ofVirginia, 1998) 131-153. Parts of

the fifth chapter on the vote have appeared in a different context; see Elsbeth Locher­

Scholten, 'The Colonial Heritage of Human Rights in Indonesia: The Case of the Vote

for Women, 1916-1941',Journal ofSoutbeastdsian Studies30 (1999) 54-73.

II





I ByWayofa Prologue andEpilogue:
Gender, Modernityandthe Colonial State

AFTER THE 'THE FAMILY OF MAN'

Other times, other photos. In the mid-I950Sone could visit 'the greatest photo­
graphic exposition of all times' in Western capitals like New York, London,
Paris, and Amsterdam. Presented under the title 'The Family of Man', it
exposed the many faces of mankind in multiple shades ofblack, grey and white
to the Western world: photos of people of all ages, places and races, in groups,
in couples or alone, human beings in love, during pregnancy and birth, at

games and in grief, at work and in their old age. From the happy Indian flute
player displayed on the poster to the monumental photograph depicting the
Assembly of the United Nation, this exhibition illustrated the optimism of that
decade. Even now, the mild compassion with and smiling amazement about
life glows from the pages of the catalogue.'

Since then the world has turned a few times. Other images, photographs
and exhibitions have emerged, which show that the world is not the happy
family of brotherlylsisterly connected races, classes,genders and ages that the
immediate post-World War II culture would have us believe it was or was to
become - in spite of the Cold War. The 'Family ofMan' metaphor carried and
still carries numerous ambivalent connotations. Anne McClintock has recent­

ly laid bare its colonial and racist roots.t Its nineteenth-century origin was far

from egalitarian. In many countries the metaphor of the state as a happy fami­
ly has served as a means of obscuring social and economic cleavages or to
mask authoritarian regimes. The meaning of the word 'Other' has turned 180

degrees, changing from designating your neighbour to be respected or even as
a term for God (the complete 'Other' in Barthian Protestant theology), into
the stereotyped member of another race. White' has been recognised as a

racial colour with social and economic consequences. Second-wave feminism

has led to a renewed acknowledgement of the deep-seated character ofgender
differences.

'3



WOMEN AND THE COLONIAL STATE

It is against this background of altered perceptions and representations of
human relations that this book evolved. lts central theme is an analysis of how

gender differences were constructed, reconfigured, and maintained in the
Netherlands-Indies (or Dutch East-Indies) in close (dis)harmony and, or

intersecting with the differences of race, class and that for long underrated

aspect of socio-political relations - religion. The colonial context allowed for,

and stimulated, a full display of these categories. lts history thus offers positive
possibilities to study the subject of 'difference' in its many varieties.

WOMEN AND THE COLONIAL STATE

Historians of women and gender in colonial Indonesia are catching up with

their colleagues who worked on the same subject in the former British
colonies; they started publishing earlier and have done more) The early disser­

tation of Cora Vreede-de Stuers on Indonesian women, published in '959-60,

lost its unique and isolated position in the late '980s and '990S, when among
others the impressive work of Ann Stoler and Jean Gelman Taylor appeared.s

Works on women in twentieth-century colonial Indonesia for instance, now
include colonial discourse analyses and representations ofgender and gendered

language,S as well as empirical studies of different aspects of women's lives,
such as education and missionary activities," Indonesian feminism? the eman­
cipation ofChinese women.f and the role ofwhite women in the colony.s

The following five essays cover subjects little researched before: labour leg­

islation for women and female rural labour; domestic servants in colonial
households; European fashion and food patterns in the colony; the struggle for

the women's right to vote; and marriage legislation. They are centred around
the relationship between women of both the Indonesian and the European

population groups, and the colonial state or 'the colonial project'.'? How did

specific groups among Indonesian women, especially from the educated elite,

express their relation to the colonial state? To what extent and how did

European women participate in the colonial project; to what extent did they
wish to do so? How did authorities of that colonial state perceive women of
both races and different classes; how did they include or exclude them in their

policies? The question of whether or not we should 'rescue history from the
nation-state' which has been posited elsewhere," is not of prime importance
here. While it is a blessing that historical scholarship has extended its view

beyond the borders of the nation-state, the latter still remains a historical cate­
gory, which has changed in content and form and has to be studied in a colo­

nial context as well." Many present-day nation-states in Asia and Africa are its

'4
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(not altogether too happy) inheritors. There is even more reason to keep the
nation-state in focus, now that new political history studies have come to

include political culture, mentalities and values, and observe actors beyond the
narrow realm of politics itself. It is in that broader context that 'the colonial
state' of the title should be understood.

How should the other terms of the title: 'women' and 'gender' be read?
Women were never the essentialised homogeneous category that European

women, in their naive late 1960s feminism considered it to be.IJ Class, race, and

religious differences determined and still determine different positions. Here I
focus on European and Indonesian women ofspecific subgroups.v both as his­

torical agents and as subjects of government policies (such as labour legislation,
marriage laws, and voting rights). The latter offers illuminating examples of
(male) colonial discourse on women, both among the colonial and colonised
groups.

To broaden the analysis of 'women', the notion of gender has become a
highly useful category,designating that 'women' and 'men' are biological speci­
mens as well as cultural constructions.f Gender denotes perceptions of male

and female, femininity and masculinity, structuring relationships of hierarchy
and power in society. It thus offers an example of what Rosi Braidotti has
called in another context 'regulatory fiction' or 'normative activity', and serves

as a multi-layered concept, both in terms of social context (race and class) and
epistemological meanings." As a product of culture, it is socially situated and

historically produced: a valuable object of historical research. Speaking about
women and gender implies speaking about men and masculinity, a subject
which has also become popular in colonial studies.'? Although masculinity is
mentioned incidentally, I concentrate on gender in its female aspects.

The questions about the relationship between gender and the colonial state
cannot be answered without an analysis of the ways in which European and
Indonesian women were perceived and/or 'imagined' in the colony by men and

women across the colonial divide, as well as how they presented and perceived

themselves. Images ofothers imply visions of self in more complicated patterns
than in mere binary oppositions. What kind of relationship can we discern
between these perceptions and imaginings of other and self? What were the
implications of these perceptions for women of the Indonesian and the
European population groups as citizens or subjects of the colonial state?

A volume of five essays on gender in colonial Indonesia cannot he compre­
hensive.,8 The choice of these five 'female' topics is legitimized by their rele­
vance for the relationship between women and 'the colonial project' and by the
variety of the themes which illustrate specific historical aspects. Access to

'S
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source material, an important criteria in the pursuit of historical research, also
had to be taken into account. For these themes I relied on various sources, such

as censuses, periodicals, agricultural reports, the Ministry of the Colonies ar­

chives, Indonesian press surveys, children's literature, and household manuals.

All the chapters concentrate on the same time span: the period from 1900,

when a new modernisation policy (the so-called Ethical Policy) was being

introduced, until '942, when Japan conquered the Archipelago and Dutch
colonialism virtually came to an end. Specific emphasis is given to the years
between the two World Wars, which were also the heyday ofcolonial moderni­
ty and the time period of the late colonial state.

All chapters focus on Java. When studying women in colonial Indonesia,
this can hardly be avoided. Political life in colonial Indonesia was centered in
Java; it was the most developed, the most 'colonized' and the most densely pop­
ulated island in which the largest numbers of Europeans (80 %) and the largest
numbers of Indonesians (almost 70 %) lived. Indonesian feminism was born
and developed here. Most of the limited source material on Indonesian women
- be it on their labour conditions or their organisations - derived from Java.
This volume on women and gender thus stands in the java-centric tradition,
which colours most ofIndonesian historiography. '9

H,STOR,CAL CONTEXT

In order to install the following chapters in a broader historical framework, a
few remarks characterising Dutch colonialism and developments in twentieth

century Indonesia may serve as an introduction to the content and thernes.?"

Although the Dutch have been present in the Indonesian archipelago since
the early seventeenth century, a full-fledged colonialism developed only in the
nineteenth and early twentieth century. In approximately 1900 the territory of
the area fell under the full control as a result of intensified Dutch military
action and extension of the colonial civil administration. Indigenous princes

could no longer escape the grasp of the ever-extending Dutch arm, reaching
outward from the capital Batavia. Technical and economic changes as well as a

new psychological mix of both Western superiority and social concerns result­
ed in a renewed sense of a 'civilising mission' and a more active colonial policy.

Inspired by the contemporary popularity of the term 'ethical' and the norma­
tive culture ofthe period, it was named Ethical Policy, the Dutch variant of the
British 'white man's burden' and the French 'mission civilisatrice'. Its architects

aimed at the development of both the land and its people and had a form of
(limited) self-government under Dutch leadership following the Western
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model in mind. The growth of exports - tropical agricultural products, oil and
rubber - which lasted more or less uninterruptedly until the world economic

crisis of the 1930S, slowly stimulated development in that direction. In the 1920S

and 1930S, the Ethical Policy lost its progressive nature and turned into mere
conservatism, aimed at maintaining 'rust en orde', tranquillity and order."

DE UITGESTREKTHEID VAN NEDERLANDSCH OOST.I NDI~.

DE NED.·INDISCHE KOLONI~N UITGEMETEN OP DE KAART VAN EUROPA.

Postcard from the 1930S: The Netherlands Indies on the map of Europe .

Contrary to British liberal abstention in colonial matters, Dutch colonial prac­
tices were highly detailed. The British civil servant ].S. Furnivall characterised

Dutch welfare policies of the period - and Dutch colonialism in general - as

one ofconcerned tutelage over children: 'All these people want to help so much:
"let me help you", you can almost hear them say, "let me show you how to do it,
let me do it for you"'. 22 Yet Dutch colonialism could never 'do it' completely, if

only for reasons of sheer numbers. Compared to a population of 60 million
Indonesians in 1930, the European population counted only 240,000 persons, or
a mere 0.4 percent of the total. Of that less than half percent, II3,00o, were
women. Even if this was a relatively large group, compared to the European
presence in other South and Southeast Asian colonie s, its numbers were little
more than the inhabitants of a middle sized town, living in a territory which ­
when spread across a map of Europe - reached from Ireland to the Dral!3 It
presented some practical limitations to colonial activities to say the least.
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In the framework of this Ethical Policy, the formation of the modern state pro­

ceeded cautiously through administrative and political reforms. This process

followed patterns of state formation in Europe, albeit at a different pace and

with more reluctance; colonial democracy would never be more than a carica­

ture of its Western predecessors. The extension of the territory of the colonial

state around '900 combined with the growth of a colonial bureaucracy and a

limited extension of democratic institutions. City and other councils were

introduced in and after the first decade of the twentieth century. In 1918 a

proto-parliament with limited powers, the People's Council or Volksraad was

opened. In 1925 its advisory function evolved into one of eo-legislative authori­

ty. However, because the Indies government held the final word and could even

be overruled by the Ministry of the Colonies in The Hague, this council never

represented more than a shadow of responsible government.

'Dualism' (or better yet 'triadism') characterised Dutch colonial rule. In the

twentieth century, Dutch colonial law recognised three distinct legal groups:

so-called 'Europeans', 'Foreign Orientals' (Chinese and Arabs), and Natives

(Indonesians). Officially legitimized by differences in legal needs, it resulted in

a 'legal apartheid', which took different forms in different domains. Despite

some Ethical Policy attempts to abolish this system in the twentieth century,

racial stratification remained the cornerstone of the colonial structure,whether
it was of the legal system, civil service or education.s-

In spite of this effort toward legal clarity, however, the population groups

were never the neat, homogeneous categories the law suggested. The Indo­

nesian population group of 60 million reflected the spectrum of regional, reli­

gious and class diversity of the archipelago. Urban Minangkabau Muslims dif­

fered from Javanese princes and Madurese tani (peasants), the orthodox

Islamic santri differed from its abangan fellow believer, influenced by Javanese

cultural practices. The group of Europeans included white administrators, rich

plantation owners, Protestant and Catholic missionaries, the poor Indo­

European clerks, and their families. This group consisted of different sub­

groups: the Dutch citizens (the so-called totok born in Holland, and those born

in the Indies, whether they were 'white' or Eurasian); citizens of other Western

countries (British, German, ere) and ofsome Asian states with comparable law
systems; and Indonesians who had been 'equalised' to Europeans as a result of

their education and lifestyle. '5

Following upon the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, connections with

Europe greatly improved. Changing life styles due to modern inventions (such

as the automobile and electricity and cars) made the colony attractive to greater

numbers of totok from the Netherlands. Between '905 and '930 their numbers

18
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more than doubled in Java and Madura. This growth also included women.

Impediments to women attempting to emigrate from the Netherlands to the

Indies diminished, marriage prohibitions imposed on women from the metro­

pole were lifted, concubinage of Europeans with their Indonesian housekeep­

ers (nyai) became outdated.'6 Between the 1880s and '930S the male/female

ratio among Europeans changed considerably: from 471women per 1,000 men

(,880) to 884 per 1,000 ('930). In '905, 4,000 European women born in

Europe, were counted in Java; in 1930, there were 26,000.27

Legal distinctions turned up in administration and education. Unlike the

British system in India, where the civil service was partly unified, the Dutch

and the Indonesian civil service, the Interior Administration (Binnenlands
Bestuur, BB) and the Native Service ('Inlands bestuur) retained their separate

functions, while the Foreign Orientals were administered by their own 'cap­

tains'. Dutch civil servants depended on their Indonesian colleagues for their

exertion of power. Although the latter were usually of noble origin (priyayi),

they remained of inferior status to their 'older brethren', Dutch civil servants.

Triadism characterised education as well. The Ethical Policy expanded

educational possibilities, from a simple rudimentary form for the peasant pop­

ulation to Western Dutch language schooling for the Indonesian elite. An

intricate web of private and public schools, of village, European, Dutch­

Chinese and Dutch-Native schools (Hollands-Chineesche and Hollands-Inland­

stbe Scholen) and different secondary schools evolved during this period, where

pupils of the three population groups remained separate. Only at the high

school level, in vocational training institutes and in universities - not founded

before the '920S - did adolescents of Indonesian, Eurasian or Dutch descent

meet each other in class.

Girls education followed similar dualistic lines. The expansion of educa­

tion reached them as well. Between '920 and '930 for instance, the literacy

rate among Indonesian women increased more rapidly than that of the men.

On Java, it grew from 9 to 13 percent. It was an urban phenomenon, and an

achievement of the Indonesian female elite in the first place. However,

despite the rapid increase of literacy among both male and female

Indonesians in the '920S (from a little more than 1.5 million to nearly 4 mil­

lion), illiteracy still remained the norm. In '930 IQ percent of all Indonesian

men on Java and Madura could read and write either in one of the Indonesian

languages or in Dutch, while only 1.5 percent of the Indonesian women of

that region could do so. Those who were able to write in Dutch comprised

less than one half percent ('36,000) of the native population in Java, of which

about one quarter (34,000) were womcn.v Due to the late start of the univer-

'9



WOMEN AND THE COLONIAL STATE

sity system the academic elite comprised an even smaller group of a few hun­
dred graduates only.

In the years between the two World Wars, two manifestations of national­
ism - one Indonesian and one Dutch - broadened the colonial divide. Dutch
nationalism found an organised outlet in the Europe-oriented conservative

Patriotic Club (Vaderlandsche Club), which in '929 proclaimed the permanence
of the colonial relationship. It encouraged the repression of Indonesian
nationalism, the older and the more enduring of the two forms of nationalism.
In the early '900S Japanese and Chinese examples of revolution and victory
over the West provided Indonesians with new Asian models of hegemony.
Education (geography) brought about a new sense ofIndonesian territoriality
and national identity. Starting as a loosely-structured movement or pergerakan,

Indonesian nationalism developed into a full-fledged modern political party
system during the '920S and '930S. National parties evolved out of organisa­
tions that expressed a regional consciousness (of being Javanese, Minangkabau
or Minhasan) into national structures, and from organisations that looked for
the practical lessons in modernisation to be learnt from the Dutch, into self­

reliant institutions aiming at national independence.

The many Indonesian parties of the time can be divided along ideological
lines in a secular, religious (Islamic), socialist/communist and traditionalist

stream. Although the Islamic party Partai Sarekat Islam, one of the oldest in a
country that was 90 percent Muslim, could look back on the loosely organised

mass support of the '9IOS, it was surpassed by the secular party, Partai Nasional

Indonesia, in the 1920S. The latter gained ascendancy when the communist

party,Partai Komunis Indonesia, was prohibited after its abortive revolt of1926­

'927. In the conservative '930S the Dutch colonial government exiled the PNI'S

most famous leader Sukarno, as well as the leading personalities of successive

secular parties, Mohammad Hatta, Sutan Syahrir and others. Confining party
membership largely to the cities, it attempted to separate the nationalist move­
ment from the rural areaswith some success. In the mid-rojos, the merging of
different small secular groups created two larger secular parties, Parindra and
the more leftist Gerindo.29

In 1936 the neo-traditionalist group ofpriyayi and civil servants offered the
moderate plea for a Round Table Conference to discuss the colony's political

future. The so-called Petition Sutardjo won the support of the People's
Council. When the Dutch government two years later rejected it, Indonesians

realised that they could no longer hope for any political reforms.This furthered
a new, more united front of all the different parties and movements, the

Gabungan Politik Indonesia (Gapi, or Indonesian Political Federation). As a

20
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- ,
'.

' .&

Raden Ajeng Kartini in 1902 (KIT, Amsterdam).

result of the voluntary monogamy debate of 1937 (see chapter 5 of this volume),
the Islamic parties had founded a federation in the MIAI (Majelis Islam A'laa

Indonesia) as well.3°
Women in this period organised themselves along similar ideological lines,

as they also sought unity. In the 1920S nearly every town in colonial Indonesia
had a women's organisation, while nationalist parties and the modernist Mus­
lim a-political movement Mubammadiyab either included (educated) women
or had more or less independent women's branches."

The gender issues they struggled for first of all concerned cultural and
social questions. Indonesian feminism is acknowledged to have started with
the Indonesian priyayi daughter, Raden Ajeng Kartini (1879-19°4), renowned
for her book of letters written in DutchY For a long time her threefold fight
for the education ofwomen, the promotion of monogamy and a re-evaluation
of]avaneseculture, had been the standard for Indonesian feminism, even if this

21
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fight ended tragically in her polygamous marriage and her premature death in
childbirth. Some thirty years long the emerging women's movement remained
focused on similar social issues. One might even question whether the label
feminism applies at all, since feminism presupposes not only the creation of

women's organisations but also a general questioning of gender inequalities as
well as the struggle to change these inequalities.f Due to its colonial context,
Indonesian women sought national awareness and unity more than confronta­

tions with men regarding gender issues.In view of the growing unity and grad­
ual politicisation of Indonesian women's organisations I will use both terms:

the women's movement and feminism. Their history shows the many faces of

feminism.

In December 1928, the first Women's Congress led to a federation of
women's organisations, which in 1930 came to be called the Perihatan Per­

himpunan Isteri Indonesia (PPlI or Federation of Indonesian Wives' Organisa­
tions), Although it claimed its position within the nationalist movement, it

refrained from political issues in order to prevent conflict. In '930, the newly
formed Isteri Sedar (the Conscious Woman) was the first to opt openly for
political activities. It influenced the women's movement at large,which became

more alert to economic questions, labourers and the problem of illiteracy

among the rural population. Isteri Indonesia, formed in '932 by a fusion of other
socio-economic women's organisations, applied this program as well, albeit in a

more moderate manner. Three years later the Kongres Perempuan Indonesia

(KPI, Indonesian Women's Congress) was organised. It was to be held every
three years, and was based on nationalism, socialism, religious neutrality and
'womanhood' (keperempuanan). The KPI replaced the PPlI, which was disband­

ed. All its efforts would be directed to the improvement of society as a whole,
but issues of politics and religion would still be avoided. Women of the urban
middle and upper classeswere the most active and consequently profited most
from these efforts.t-

This striving for national unity by both Indonesian men and women in the
late 1930S was inspired by a growing distrust in Dutch concessions for change
and the emerging threat of war. Although some of the leaders feared Japan's
anti-democracic tendencies, this prominent neigbour was also considered the
only alternative for realising independence. The Japanese victory over the colo­
nial army in March 1942 was to finally usher in the long end of the Dutch
empire in the Indonesian archipelago.
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CONTENTS

The chapters of the book are part of this general history while they delve
more deeply into various aspects of it. But they do more than simply inscrib­
ing women into this history. Writings about gender in a colonial context

reveal the iniquities and inequalities of the colonial system at its most
uncompromising, not because white women tended to be more racist than
white men nor because Indonesian women were more susceptible to racism,

but because the category of gender also sheds light on other categories of

difference. The following essays thus clarify the ambivalences of colonial
mentalities and their effects on people, social institutions and discourses, in
short on the widely divergent worlds of the racial population groups in the

Netherlands Indies.
The second essay 'Female Labour in Twentieth Century Colonial Java:

European Notions - Indonesian Practices' starts with the perceptions of rural

and industrial labour by Indonesian women, as expressed by the male
European and Indonesian elite. Members of the People's Council, the Indies
proto-parliament, debated the matter extensively during the 1925 debates on
female night labour and differed in opinion on whether Indonesian women
worked for economic reasons or because of adat, Javanese customs. Their per­

ceptions are compared to the 'realities' of female agricultural labour as they
read from other historical sources, such as census and agricultural research

reports. Part of their labour could indeed be retraced to cultural patterns, but
women's work originated first and foremost from economic necessity.

Moreover, it did not imply a neglect of their families, but rather derived from
women's concrete daily responsibilities for their off-spring. This responsibilty
was expressed in close cooperation with their husbands, 'as two oxen before

the plough'.
The third chapter 'So Close and Yet So Far': European Ambivalence

Towards Javanese Servants' offers an analysis of European perceptions of
another aspect of JavaneselIndonesian female (and male) labour: those of
Indonesian domestics within the European household. To European women

domestic servants were often the only Indonesians they met - coming close to

the skin, yet always kept at a safe distance. The analysis is based on European
household manuals and children's fiction, both highly prescriptive sources as to
the correct ways to behave. The representation of Javanese servants by

European women furnishes views of these racial others as well as elucidating
the strongly ambivalent feelings among Europeans about those household
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members. It also gives us an insight in the construction of whiteness and the
images of selfof these European women as clean mothers and teachers to their

servants. This task provided them with a self-appointed 'white woman's bur­

den', comparable to that of their husbands in the colonial project.

The construction of whiteness or 'Europeanness' is also the subject of the

fourth chapter 'Summer Dresses and Canned Food: European Women and

Western Lifestyles'. Household manuals and the women's pages of magazines

and newspapers offered an entrance to the normative discourse regarding

fashion and food among European women in the Netherlands-Indies. This

discourse illustrated and stimulated the ever greater attraction of Europe and

the growing distance from Indonesian culture that these European women

developed. Living within the framework of the colonial nation-state they

shared a Europeanised colonial culture, an illusionary Netherlands in the

Tropics, with their husbands.

The fifth chapter 'Feminism, Citizenship and the Struggle for Women's

Suffrage in a Colonial Context' addresses questions regarding the struggle for

women's voting rights, which was won in September 1941,but for the election

of city councils only. Archival material from the Ministry of the Colonies, par­

liamentary reports, journals and press reviews provide the source material for

the analysis of this subject. The struggle offered Europeans and Indonesians,

men and women, the opportunity to voice their perceptions of femininity and

their imaginings (or the lack of imaginings) of a female citizenship. Women,

organised along racial lines in an Indonesian women's movement and a

European feminist movement of Dutch women, remained at a safe distance

from one another, although both expressed their desire for female representa­

tion in the colonial state.

The last chapter 'Marriage, Morality and Modernity: The '937 Debate on

Monogamy' deals with more examples of both official and public opinion on

gender: the colonial draft legislation on voluntary monogamy for Indonesians

and the ensuing debates of '937- The public struggle regarding this (abortive)
Western attempt to regulate Indonesian Muslim family life sheds a sharp light

on the relationships and allegiances of Indonesian feminists, nationalists, the

Muslim parties and the colonial government. The draft itself was rooted in

racial as well as class and religious differences. Originally it was meant to pro­
tect European women from eventual polygamous practices of the Indonesian

men they chose to marry, but its regulations were extended to the small group of

Indonesian elite women who desired a monogamous relationship. Drawing on
the same kind of material as chapter four, I focus on the fierce verbal battle and

demonstrations against the draft ordinance among Indonesians of all Islamic
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signature, modernists as well as traditionalists, Javanese abangan as well as

orthodox santri. Due to strong Muslim protests the draft never even reached
the People's Council.

Although each essay can be read separately, they share some common
themes. These are connected to the theoretical concepts that inspired me:
Orientalism and the construction of whiteness, colonial modernity and gender,
and female colonial citizenship. These themes also organise some concluding
remarks, offered here by way of introduction.

ORIENTALISM, GENDER AND CLASS

No exploration of the cultures and societies affected by European imperialism
can ignore Edward Said's Orientalism,35 His analysis of the European percep­

tions and imaginations of the colonised has sharpened our scholarly views and
broadened our research questions. Palestinian by birth and a literary scholar in
the us by profession, Said drew attention to a centuries-old tradition in West­
ern literature and scholarship of stereotyping the Oriental other as different
and inferior. He made visible the binary opposition between coloniser and
colonised in Western intellectual processes and laid bare the mechanisms of
fossilising and dehistoricising cultural and political forms in the world East of
the Suez Canal. Moreover, Said postulated the political purposes of all
Western knowledge on the Orient, which was produced as an instrument of
colonial power and authority. With his statements about politicised know­
ledge, he reminded historians of the inherently biased roots of their colonial
source material and of the critical function of their profession.

Said has offered us a new view of the colonial past. Prior to the 1970s, the
history ofcolonialism had already undergone some major shifts, varying from a
focus on the colonised instead of the coloniser to a reformulation of the theo­
ries of imperialism and colonial state formation. The study of new research
subjects and new theories was effectively stimulated by new source material
from now accessible colonial and other archives and a renewed analysis of
already known material. Said now flung open the gates of colonial discourse as
a legitimate field of research. His overall concepts have had a highly stimulat­
ing influence on colonial scholarship and have laid the groundwork for the
field of 'colonial studies'. The recent inclusion of'the colonial'within the histo­

riography ofWestern identity, and of colonial influences on the formation of
European culture and civil society, takes this approach one step further,36 As a
point of departure for questions and analyses, the concept of Orientalism has
thus been highly useful, also for this study.
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However, Said's ideas should be adopted with care and caution. In the past
twenty years he has received praise as well as criticism. I list some of the latter,

relevant to this study. The absolute dichotomy between 'we' and 'they', 'us' and
'them' has been questioned and has become outdated. Culture, even colonial
culture, is constantly recreated in a dialogue or contest between the different

contributors and participants, even when occupying unequal power positions.v
Plus Said seemed to deny the agency of the colonised themselves. Yet the
Orient informed Orientalists. In the early nineteenth century British scholars
on India, for instance, got their knowledge from Indians ofthe Brahmin group,
who were serving their own interests, and thus their strategies should be taken
into account."

Moreover, the discourses of both groups themselves appeared to be more
pluralistic than Said considered them to be. Overlooking internal contradic­
tions and debates Said created a homogeneous or monolithic colonial dis­
course. Yet, it was the debate betvveen various factions in the colonial project

that produced a cultural exchange or modernity, as anthropologist Peter van
der Veer has stated recently. Western knowledge regarding the Orient was not
a uniform and closed system, as Said has it, but was produced in specific places
at specific times. It thus has its own historicity.39

Feminist scholarship has added the criticism of Said's male bias.40 Women
as authors or subjects of Orientalist texts or as agents in a colonised context are

almost completely absent." They do not figure prominently in his early work
at all; not as subjects/actors, as objects/victims nor as anything in between. The
Oriental Other, which Said constructed as a classless male category, can be
deconstructed according to gender and class. Indonesian women, for instance,

may well have been double or triple others, other as Indonesians, other as

women, others according to class.

Incidentally, Said describes the Western sexualised representation of the
Middle East as the consequence of the sexual preoccupations of the West, or in
other words the East as a paradise of sexual male fantasies in an era of
Victorian moralism and prudery. He also alludes to the perception of the East
as feminine versus the masculine West." Yet, he does not elaborate upon this

theme of gendered discourse, which can be characterised, in general, as a

broader literary practice that labels opponents or the unknown in universally
recognisable terms.f Nor does he pay attention to the psychoanalytical oppor­
tunities colonial texts may offer, as Homi Bhabha has pointed out. According
to Bhabha, colonial discourse was less an instrumental intention of the West to
control the East than an unintended instrument to express and control uncon­

scious desires and fears.44
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These criticisms have led to an overall fragmentation of Said's postulates: no
absolute dichotomy between coloniser and colonised; interactive agency by the

colonised; a differentiated, gendered and class-bound subject; and multiple

colonial discourses often expressed in gendered language, masking hidden
motives. Scholars on colonialism have tested Said's concepts, refined their

instrumentality, sharpened its lenses. Some of these patterns can be recognised

in the Indonesian context.
Indonesian women were viewed as others, 'steeped in adat and religion', as

one European feminist summed up a common European perception in the

'930S.45 Recourse to adat (indigenous customs and law) itself,which developed
as a regular field of scholarship in twentieth century colonial Indonesia, held
Orientalising connotations. Codification of adat led to a conservative freezing

of indigenous law practices, marking juridical differentiation. It served conser­
vatives in more than one of the cases I cite here: labour legislation, women's

suffrage and the debate on monogamy.

However, Dutch opinions were rarely in unison and static, as debates on
these same subjects illustrate.46 In the discussion in the Volksraad, or People's

Council on the 1925 draft concerning female night labour (chapter 2) moderate

Dutch representatives, supported by Indonesians, wanted to change Indonesian
rural family structures to contemporary European ideals of the woman as 'the

angel of the house', always present for her children. Their political opponents,
Dutch industrial managers, expressed their conservative and 'Orientalist' per­

ceptions of Indonesian peasant women and their work, which better served
their industrial interests. Following their native life patterns and customs (adat)

Indonesian rural women were considered to be completely opposed to the
Western tradition of family life. The result of this collision of opinions was a
hesitant first step on the path to social state care: the regulation of night labour
among women.

European men (and women) also disagreed regarding the rights of Indo­
nesian women to vote (chapter 5).Until the end of the struggle in '94', internal
debates among champions of the cause and conservatives frustrated the intro­
duction ofthis right. Here again, the argument of adat and religion (Islam) pro­
vided opponents to female suffrage with Orientalising perceptions of women:
neither adat nor Islam would allow for the introduction of this Western
'acquirement'. Indonesian spokespersons were divided on the issue aswell.

Child marriage offered another opportunity for debate among Europeans
(chapter 6). While in the '920S conservative civil servants opted for govern­
ment prohibition of this 'evil', the moderate Adviser of Native Affairs preferred
a more moderate approach. He wanted to refer the matter to private initiative,
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because he considered the subject too sensitive and too private for effective
management by the government.

Colonial discourses on women differed not only according to political posi­
tions of European men, thus marking inter- European differences. They could
also vary within the texts of one person, revealing internal fragmentation of
opinion and deep-seated fears. Indonesian servants (see chapter 3) were cer­
tainly the ultimate other - different in race, class and religion. On the other
hand they were the closest to the European families, encountering them in the
most intimate instances of the house. Their presence offered many possibilities

for ambivalence, fears and desires, as expressed in the textual representations of
this socialgroup.47

European perceptions of colonised women in the Indies were indeed far
less uniform than the ones Said found for the colonised in general. What
strikes one the most, is their divergent views with respect to class.Whether it
concerned labour and work, the female enfranchisement or marriage law, in all
instances colonial perceptions followed the class divisions which existed within
JavaneselIndonesian society such as those between the elite (priyayi) and the
peasant population. In the twentieth century the younger generation of noble
descent (priyay,) largely received Western education, moved to the cities and

took positions in the colonial administration, education and journalism.
Western notions ofa woman's proper place and the family were guiding princi­
ples in colonial policies concerning female labour, enfranchisement and mar­

riage of this priyayi class. Indonesian educated elite women should follow
Western patterns of the modern woman as wife and mother. Not only was edu­
cation for this group geared to a model of 'housewifisation'rf but ideally

women of this class should live in monogamy in order to strengthen family life
and to provide society with better educated offspring, able to develop as thrifty
and trustworthy subjects of the colonial state.t? In its policies regarding this

female class the colonial government followed the same evolutionary model,
that it tended to use with the male priyayi. In the colonial authorities' opinion,
this class was the first to reap the fruits of an 'uplifting' education and its 'asso­
ciation'with the West (see chapter 2).50

While colonial authorities considered women of the Indonesian elite open

to education and change, they thought women of the rural masses should be
left in their own cultural environment as much as possible. Voting was already
limited for men of all population groups, whether Europeans, Foreign
Orientals or Indonesians, by exigencies of literacy and census. Hence, the right

to vote for city councils, which was the only voting rights that a small elite
group of literate and tax paying women ultimately acquired in '94', would not
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be extended to rural women. Interference in the rural women's marriage cus­

toms such as child marriage,divorce and polygamy was consciously avoided in
the years between the two World Wars. Voluntary monogamy would not
impinge on their behavioural practices. Ultimately, colonial policies towards
women and the family were mainly directed at women of the elite."

Dutch colonial Orientalism with regard to gender was thus a 'qualified'
one. It was class-specific. 'Othering' and 'essentialising' into static patterns of

difference occurred first and foremost with relation to rural women, the class
which was most distant and strange to the colonial bureaucrats. This was not
only a means of handling the unknown, but it served pragmatic and oppor­
tunistic reasons as well. Female labour was an important asset to European

agriculture and thus should not be hindered by a prohibition of female night
labour. The government recognised its limited power to control child mar­
riages and based its non-interference with this aspect of life on a certain
acknowledgement of its own limitations. While the chapters thus underline
the aforementioned fragmentation of Said's postulates, they confirm his point

that Western knowledge production on the Oriental other was political and
geared to purposes ofgovernance and self-interest.

Yet, there is one remarkable exception to the general pattern of a Dutch
class-bound Orientalism. European women did not express the class distinc­
tion between priyayi and rural women to the same extent as European men

did. As housewives responsible for their servants, these women shared the con­
temporary political attitudes of ,uplifting' and 'education' with their husbands.
However, their rhetoric on servants did not mention class differences (chapter

3).This could perhaps be explained by the dominant position these women had

over their servants. Yet in their struggle for female suffrage European feminists
overlooked this relevant category as well (chapter 5). In the early 1900S the
Javanese feminist and priyayi daughter Raden Ajeng Kartini (1879-1904) was
the darling of the Dutch because she inspired their social and political expecta­
tions of Indonesian elite women. Twenty years later,however, Dutch feminists

in the Indies seemed to have forgotten her exemplary function. In line with the
general conservatism of the two decades before the Second World War these
feminists defined Indonesian women as 'not yet educated'or as 'steeped in adat

and religion', thereby conflating educated Indonesian women with the rural
majority (chapter 5). In their hesitation about the chances of the suffrage for
Indonesian women, these colonial feminists did not seem to realise that the
mass of Indonesian women would not profit from this right. Limited for men

as well, they would reach women of a select class only, those of the educated
elite.
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This difference between a class- and non-class-bound 'Orientalism' of Dutch

men and women in the Indies can be attributed to social circumstances; it was
certainly not part of {nature' or female genetic structures. While Dutch men

met Indonesians ofvarious classes in their work, Dutch women were focused

on, and enclosed within, their households, families and the social relationships
among Europeans. If they came in contact with Indonesians, they did so most­
ly through the work contacts of their husbands. Until the preparation for war

in the early '940s, when European urban women became involved in public
activities of civil defence, they met few women ofother population groups, and
then only in restricted numbers.5' The discourse analyses in the following
chapters all point to the social isolation or 'apartheid' of Dutch wornen.v In the

Netherlands Indies of the years between the two World Wars, the binary
opposition between women of the East and the West was in most cases a social

and political reality.Individual exceptions to this pattern did occur, for instance
between women in the missions.v However, the general discourse on

Indonesian women by Dutch women expressed the existing social distance.

Indonesian fiction of that period, in which Europeans do not figure, reveals the

same patterns, confirming Said's general dichotomy between coloniser and
colonised after all.They remained so close yet so far.

WHITENESS AND 'EUROPEAN-NESS'

The interaction of the three categories of gender, class, and race, also becomes

obvious when analysing perceptions of and by European women. In recent his­
toriography, the role of white women in colonialism has been the subject of
critical analysis, compressed succinctly into the opposition of 'complicity' and
'resistance' . Were white women participants and perpetratorswithin the colo­

nial project, its opponents or its victims?55 The examples of this book conform

to the notion of McClintock (and many others) that European women were
'not the hapless onlookers of empire, but were ambiguously complicit both as
colonisers and as colonised, privileged and restricted, acted upon and acting',56

The struggle for women's voting rights for instance, offers a fine example of
this situation. When Dutch women crossed the equator, they lost their voting

rights, which they had won in '9'9 in the Netherlands. In their struggle for this
right in the Indies they firstly opted for the right to vote for themselves, basing
their argument on their contribution to the colonial project.

Colour of skin always expresses itself in contrast to other colours. Although
in the Western world whiteness may still be seen as the common unnoticed

denominator or a non-colour, whiteness is a colour as well, with many expres-
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sions. As Ruth Frankenberg has argued, 'whiteness needs to be examined and
historicized (... ). Whiteness needs to be delimited and "localized"'.57 How has
the West looked at its own whitenessi'f

For European women in the colony whiteness was not a self-evident cate­
gory, white was not an 'essential colour to be unconscious of',59 as it was in

(contemporary) Europe. Coming out in ever larger numbers - generally at a
young age - into an 'expatriate' community, Dutch-born, totok women felt

forced to formulate their racial identity. Whatever their social background in

the metropole might have been, in the Indies they automatically became part
and parcel of the hegemonic colonisers class.6o As one of them stated slightly
ironically, 'Isn't it true, every European woman in the Indies is a lady?'61 These

'ladies' reframed their identity in their behaviour towards servants, in choosing

their clothing - an all important symbol of social starus - and in their struggle
for suffrage. They formulated their identity with ever stronger connections to
'patria' (Europe). Their 'long-distance culture', as Henk Schulte Nordholt, fol­
lowing Ben Anderson's 'long-distance nationalism', has aptly defined it, was

expressed in various culrural and political repertories of difference between
West and East such as those of dress and cooking, of monogamy and female
suffrage." It was anti-Indonesian because these women refused to acknow­

ledge their locale; they could have been siruated anywhere in the world.
Yet 'whiteness' may not be the most appropriatenotion in a colony in which

Indo-Europeans of mixed blood legally belonged to the 'European population
group'. In party politics and culrure twentieth-cenrury Indo-European men

and women choose overwhelmingly for Europe and for Dutchness. Highly
aware of their European legal status and their concomitant position in colonial

hierarchy, Indo-European women organised themselves in the '930S. The
women's organisation of the largest Indo-European political party, the Indo­
European Alliance (Indo-Europeesch Verbond), explicitly formulated its self­
image in immediate relation to Dutch norms and values.63

In their responsibility for domestic servants, in their efforts to Europeanise
colonial culture and in their struggle for women's suffrage, European women
inscribed themselves full-heartedly within the colonial project without paying
much attention to the Indonesian social settings. Therefore, as illustrated in
the following chapters, in line with these women's culrurallonging, their legal
position and their colonial affiliation, the term 'Europeanness' is preferred to
'whiteness'.
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COLONIAL MODERNITY AND GENDER

The topics of the following chapters can all be arranged under the heading of
'modernity'. As a result of the fierce academic debates on the notion of the
'post-modern' of the last fifteen years, the term modernity has won great popu­
larity. As an umbrella term it encompasses the 'grand'notions of post-Renais­

sance and Enlightenment's history: the application of rationality, the develop­

ment of capitalism and industrialisation, including concomitant long-term
processes, such as urbanisation, consumerism and individualisation. But it also

refers to the longing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries for
progress, development and 'the modern' as well as the attraction of twentieth­
century 'modern' objects like cars and telephones. With the acknowledgement
of national, regional, or local variations of modernity, its recent use has been

extended to the plural: 'modernities'i'v It is modernity in its longing for
progress and 'the modern', that makes it useful as a narrative label for the vari­
ous chapters on gender in colonial Indonesia. The notion offers an encompass­

ing framework regarding the subjects of this study, while its content illuminates
some aspects and paradoxes of this phenomenon with regard to gender in a
colonial context. 65

Labour legislation, women's suffrage and monogamy were issues ofmoder­

nity; state concerns with these topics were an expression of the same. Debates
about servants fit into larger patterns of the 'modern' household, while fashion
itself formed part of a modern commodification process. It has recently been

argued that modernity encompassed both colonial authority and nationalism,
the Ethical Policy as well as nationalist ideas6 6 In line with this statement we
can argue that it encompassed both the Indonesian women's movement and

European colonial feminism. Women of the two population groups were
affected by and also affected modernity in congruent ways.

European housewives broadened their roles to issues ofhygiene and health;
they 'professionalised' their activities by training and organising themselves and
they took up the self-appointed task ofeducating their servants (chapter 3). By
wearing Western summer dresses European women were definitely part of 'the

modern'; it was 'modernity that introduced fashion as a new phenomenon in
the colony' (chapter 4).67 Not only their dresses, but also their feminism was
part and parcel of modernity (chapter 5).

For Indonesian women European clothing was not a primary concern:

Javanese girls attending Dutch school began to dress in European clothing in
the '920S, adult women would do so only in the '950S after independence. Yet,
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women of the educated elite, whether secular or Islamic, stimulated modern

motherhood and hygiene." But it was education that developed as one of the

strongest pillars of their modernity. As mentioned above, since the days of

Kartini education for women - whether for girls, adults, or later the masses ­

stood first on the agenda ofIndonesian feminism. During the 1920S and 1930S

many of the leaders of the Indonesian women's movement had themselves

been trained as teachers. Their main support came from women educated in

various institutions, whether public or private, secular or Islamic, high school

and vocational school in rapidly increasing numbers.69

In the first half of the twentieth century, these women crossed the fluctuat­

ing boundaries between private and public, a line which in Indonesian society

had never been absolute. As of old, rural women occupied a visible position in

economic life. Even ifelite women were more secluded, this seclusion had never
reached the almost total invisibility of women in the Middle East. Now they

entered the modern world of emancipation abhorring of a future as 'domestic

drudges', and they came more actively to the fore in newly developing public

institutions such as newspapers, women's organisations and political debates.

These women acted as the most visible symbols ofcultural change; their eman­

cipation presented the most explicit form ofliberation and of modernity?" The

prime examples of their agency came out of the cities, for the 'modern' was a

largely urban phenomenon, and this was no different in the colony'?'

Secular feminists agreed on another central issue, the battle against

polygamy, also introduced by Kartini. However, it would be too easy to read the

fierce Islamic protests against their modern monogamy struggle as a purely

anti-modern opposition. Even if some opponents to modernity got their inspi­

ration from that source, it was not only fear of modernity that stimulated

Islamic protests against voluntary monogamy for Indonesian women on an

unprecedented scale (chapter 6). These protests revealed a more complicated

convergence of both anti-modernity and anti-colonialism. The Islamic com­

munity as a whole refused a modernity directed from above by a kafir (heathen)

government. For that reason the colonial state's attempt to influence the family

- the centre ofIslamic culture - was doomed to fail. By putting marriage and

polygamy on its own agenda - as Islamic organisations did in the wake of the

state ordered debate of 1937 - Islamic modernity formulated its own forms,

independent of foreign norms and values as much as possible. Thus modernity

did not necessarily imply secularisation as an unavoidable consequence; Islam

selected its own appropriate points from the modern repertory.

This is not to deny that anti-modernity existed. It did among both popu­

lation groups: Europeans who denied the right to vote to women and Indo-
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nesians who blocked monogamy for purely orthodox reasons. Both could find
support for their argument in adat and Islam, and both did so.7' The anti­
modern colonial position found its clearest expression in what has been called
'the most threatening form of modernisation', the democratising of colonial

government.73 In conservative colonial eyes denial of the right to vote for

women from the Indonesian elite 'shielded them' from modernity. That these
anti-modernists gave in in r941 , was for practical exigencies only: the threat of
war meant that they had to win loyalty and support of as many indigenous
groups as possible.

Nowhere in the world did modernity follow a straight course. But in the
colonial context, it met with even more hesitation and ambivalence than in the
West. It was hampered by colonial fears about the loss of Indonesian tradi­

tions and culture, which would endanger political tranquillity and ultimately
Dutch sovereignty. It was thus a 'half-way' measure of 'gendered' and 'classed'

colonial modernity, which Indonesian women experienced: night labour of
rural women was regulated but not forbidden; servants were to be educated
but kept at a safe distance; European fashion in the Indies did not refer to an
Indonesian context but focused on Europe instead; political rights were some­

thing that was denied to women for a long time and would have been granted
- had it not been for a strong opposition - to Dutch women only; monogamy

should be introduced to a select group of the Indonesian elite, but was also
meant to protect Dutch women, who might chose to marry Indonesian

Muslim men.
The debate on modernity includes the question of the Western origin of

the 'modern'. For many Indonesians of the early twentieth-century elite,

Dutch culture and education opened the doors to modernity, as educated

Javanese women enthusiastically confirmed in 1914. But, although modernisa­
tion and colonialism have often been conceived as 'tandem developments', it

would be a simplification 'to conflate colonialism, modernity and Westerni­
sation', as Vickers has pointed out. Modernity's culture came from many more

directions other than just the coloniser alone. Processes of totokisation, West­

ernisation and modernity were inflenced by American culture, Parisian fash­

ion,]apanese examples, and Islamic reforms in the Middle East and during the
process took particularIndonesian expressions.Pt

For Indonesian women, for instance, modernity did not just come from
colonial authorities, state sources or Dutch culture alone. In fact, it was exter­

nal pressure from the International Labour Organisation (1LO) that prompted
the colonial government to initiate social legislation. Through its educational
policies for girls the government introduced modernity. But this modern edu-
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Pupil s, teachers, and board memb ers of the new Kartinischool at its opening in

1915, Batavia (KIT,Amsterdam).

cation for girls was not a governmental prerogative; it was offered by private

European institutions (the Kartini and Van Deventer schools, and the mis­

sions) and the modernist Muslim movement on a larger scale.75 Nor did
modernity come from Dutch women's organisations. In the early 1930S their

modern ideas about households, hygiene and female participation in politics
found expression in the apolitical Association for Housewives in the Indies and
the politically-inspired feminist Association ofWomen's Rights in the Indies.

Yet, despite the participation of a few Indonesian memb ers, both institutions
largely confirmed existing patterns of social distance or 'apartheid', as chapters
4 and 5 on fashion and women's suffrage illustrate. Female solidarity across the

colonial divide did not exist nor did it come into being over common goals. In
the Indies Dutch feminists did not forge alliances with nationalist men and
women, as female Briti sh theosophi sts and left-wing (Irish) revolutionaries
had done in British India, albeit in 'maternalist' forms. Although Theosophy

inspired early Javanese nationalism, European women never made a name for
themselves in that movement nor in the Indonesian women's movernent.Z''

To Indonesian women of the 1920S and 1930S Dutch women rarely served
as role models. 'I have so longed to make the acquaintance of a "modern girl''',

Kartini wrote to her new Dutch pen pal in 1899, which she understood to be a
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self-confident woman working (like herself) in and for society and of high

moral standards.:" But she did not follow European modernity blindly; she

sought to reshape Javanese values and culture. Moreover, she actually fought a

struggle for modernity on two fronts: against a hegemonic Western modernity

and against a traditional Javanese society.'" She, however, never totally broke

with the latter. Her love for her father and her fear of 'black magic' by a menac­

ing suitor made her choose for a polygamous marriage in 1903, thus remaining

within traditional Javanese boundaries. Her new ideal was to work alongside

her husband to develop her people through education at home, but this was

never realised because ofher premature death one year later.

Kartini, now a national Indonesian heroine, set the stage. Many educated

Javanese women in later years framed their gender identity along similar lines.

In r9r8, for instance, Sriati Mangoenkoesoemo, who was personally affiliated

with the first Javanese nationalist association Budi Utomo, argued that 'the

Javanese woman', educated as she might be, should not opt for a Western

lifestyle of equality, but should strive for 'her own destiny'. She should educate

herself to be a better mother to her children and a better partner to her husband.

This did not mean being his 'plaything': on the contrary she should 'consciously

serve [him] and, by it, reign'Z? In the 1930S, women from the Association of

Indigenous Civil Servants, the PPBB, voiced similar opinions. Educated Java­

nese priyayi women should stand beside their husbands to develop women of

the lower classes and seek the harmony they had sought and not found in

Western thought, in their own culture.i? In the late 1930S male and female

authors in the nationalist press repeatedly emphasised, that Javanese women
should not lose their 'female' qualities of 'ibu yang sejati' ('the true woman').

Their education, economic independence, social activities and political partici­

pation should not harm or endanger their central position within their harmo­

nious marriages and family lives.8r In view of these common ideals, it may be

considered as consequential that in the marriage debate Indonesian feminists,

although personally in favour of monogamy, stuck to Indonesian values and

preferred an all-Indonesian harmony of Muslims, nationalists and themselves

above codified monogamy (chapter 6). They thus claimed their right to fashion

a 'modern'national culture, that was not Western. 82

Twentieth-century modernity, however, offered women of both population

groups one common emblem, that of modern motherhood. Yet this would not

bridge the colonial divide. The centrality of this notion for both racial popula­

tion groups permeated all debates on and by women. Modern mothers, healthy,

hygienic and caring for the upbringing of their children, were considered the

carriers of modernity by Europeans and educated Indonesians. Some Euro-



GENDER, MODERNITY AND THE COLONIAL STATE

pean and Indonesian men considered all women to belong at home and not to
work at night. However, as good mothers Indonesian rural women indeed

worked to support their families (chapter 2). European women considered it
their - and other European women's - duty to be like mothers to their Indo­

nesian domestics (chapter 3). Early protests against polygamy by Indonesian
women were inspired by similar notions of motherhood and harmony in the

family (chapter 6). The modernist Muslim movement fostered these ideals as
well.

This maternal role should be extended to the society at large. Motherhood
inspired women of both population groups to join in a 'maternal' or 'familial
feminism' (chapter 5).Women should be responsible for the social issues of the
nation-state. Their motherhood ideals influenced their blueprint of a 'new
woman', one who would be moral, responsible and active in society at large.

Both feminisms frowned upon the idleness and luxuries of Western and
Westernised women in the colony. Both voiced chaste protests against liberat­

ed sexual mores.t' Yet, colonial power differences and racial distance prevented

this shared ideology of a modern motherhood from serving as a common
ground for (political) actions of Dutch and Indonesian feminists together. It
has been argued recently that 'marriage and motherhood are always imagina­
ries in the making' instead of 'essential categories' and may even become part of

the struggle between colonial and nationalist groups.84 Here these 'imaginaries'

of motherhood remained enclosed within each group. In the colonial state,
modernity followed and actually acerbated existing racial differences among
women.

NATION-STATE AND FEMALE COLONIAL CITIZENSHIP

Colonial modernity also implied the process of colonial state formation. In the
Western world the process of state formation resulted in the creation of the
nation-state, by which the government extended its authority over civil society

and by which civil society influenced or even determined government action.

Eventually, the state found its modern legitimation in the nation, as Anderson

has stated.85 Perceptions and imaginations of nationhood and nationalism

simultaneously stimulated and were stimulated by this proccss.t" The extension

of citizenship through education, social welfare, voting rights and organised
labour was the visible sign of these changes.

Yet, modern colonialism never brought a whole-hearted emulation of the

West to the Rest.87 At most it aimed at the construction of reformed subjects
as 'almost the same but not quite'.ss Or as Partha Chatterjee has claimed:
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The colonial state, we must remember, was not just the agency that brought

modularforms ofthe modern state to the colonies; it was also an agency that

was destined never to .fUlfil! the normalizing mission of the modern state

becausethe premise ofits power was a rule ofcolonial difference, namely, the

preservation ofthe aliennessofthe ruling group!9

The question ofwhether one can speak about colonial citizenship, a citizenship
of the colonial state at all, or whether this alludes to a strident contradictio in

terminis, is a valid one. In legal language it is indeed impossible; the law only
recognised Dutch citizenship. After 1892 this Dutch citizenship was legally
restricted to those born of Dutch descent, excluding those merely born on

Dutch territory; blood became more important than place ofbirth. In '910 the
colonised were defined as Dutch subjects; they could never become more than
that - except for those Indonesian women who married Dutch men and
acquired their husband's legal status as European as well as Dutch citizen.??
However, similarly to Western state formation the colonial state attempted to

encourage the creation of a colonial nation, a corpus of socio-political alle­

giance to state authority with which the colonial state increasingly claimed the
right to interfere.?' Just like modern states produced modern citizens through
education, political participation and welfare policies, colonial state formation

produced 'citizens of the colonial state'. For colonial state formation was also a
culturalproject, although of divergent accessibility for the various races, classes

and gender.
Hence, if we agree that colonial nation-state formation took place, includ­

ing racial inequalities, its history should be expressed not just in legal
concepts, but also in the wider setting of the cultural notions of (female)
citizenship. Despite the legal definitions of the time, cultural policies within
the colonial state allowed for the creation of a new group of subjects-with­
citizens-rights, even if these rights like voting, freedom of speech and political
organisation were limited and remained restricted to the educated (male)
Indonesian elire.s- In the I920S and I930S the colonial government formulated

its own ideal on proper female citizens. As can be deduced from the chapters
5 and 6, they should be of European legal status and Indonesian only if edu­
cated enough and monogamous, moreover socially involved and politically

inactive.

To some extent we can also situate Indonesian nationalism within the
framework of the struggle for citizens' rights in the colonial state (rights of
representation, organisation and freedom of expression), from which Indo­

nesians were excluded. The struggle of these citizens' rights dominated colo-
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nial policies from the '91OS right up to '942. But nationalism implied more: it
revealed the ambivalences of these claims. For while the nationalists opted for
these rights within the colonial nation-state, they 'imagined' - if we follow
Ben Anderson's terminology - another nation for the future: independent
Indonesia.

This ongoing process of the creation of a colonial citizenship - besides an
'imagined' Indonesian one - allows us to analyse debates on and by women in

terms of female citizenship of the two nations. European women considered

themselves part and parcel of the colonial project. As the analysis on domestic
servants revealed, they viewed their educational and 'uplifting' duties towards
their Indonesian domestics as comparable to those of their husbands. In fash­
ions and food they behaved like so-called 'incorporated wives', in line with
their husbands' professional and social roles in the same state. European
women involved in the struggle for female suffrage based their claims for
voting rights on their participation within the colonial project as female citi­

zens of that state. In short, European women were most expressive in their
opting for a female colonial citizenship.

Indonesian women were more ambivalent. Following the Muslim opposi­
tion to the draft on voluntary monogamy of '937, Indonesian women's organi­
sations preferred a united Indonesian women's movement and a more

Indonesian solution to the problem of polygamy and divorce beyond govern­
ment-imposed marriage laws. They sacrificed their own private desires for an

improved marriage life and opted for a partnership within the Indonesian
community. That implied a female citizenship of the future Indonesian state.
But they remained ambiguous. In those same years they continued to
strengthen their efforts to gain the right to vote in the colonial state, in which
they finally succeeded in '94'. This ambivalence can be partly explained by the
distinction between the 'state' and the 'nation', made by the Indian historian

Partha Chatterjee. In identifYing'state' and 'nation' with the public and private
sphere respectively, Chatterjee has put forward that Indian nationalism opted
for a removal of 'difference' in the public state sphere and for a modernisation
independent of the coloniser's culture in the private sphere of the nation.s'
Yet, the opposition private-public may easily be misunderstood.s't The
Indonesian women's actions for suffrage was a state-directed struggle for

equality indeed, while its choice to side with Indonesian Islam and national­
ism against the colonial monogamy draft was a commitment to an Indonesian
'nation', Contrary, however, to similar nationalist debates about women in

India, the argument that women belonged to the private realm, not to be
touched by colonialism, was not voiced by secular nationalists in Indonesia.
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The monogamy debate extended this double private sphere of the family and

'nationinto the public domain. It made women and the rhetoric about women

transgress the borderline between private and public and politicised them

both.

Indonesian and European women were thus involved in the process of

colonial state-formation in various ways, both as subjects and objects. The

colonial nation-state of the twentieth century had to recognise the subject of

gender. The following chapters will illustrate in more detail just how women

and the colonial state interacted.
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II Female Labour in Twentieth-Century

Colonial Java:

European Notions - Indonesian Practices

INTRODUCTION

The apostle Peter had already described women as the 'weaker vessel' in his
Biblical letters (I Peter 3'7). His image ofwomen as the weaker sex was of con­

siderable influence on nineteenth-century labour legislation with regard to

women in Europe. For its own sake this 'weaker vessel' was not allowed to work

outside the home or only to a limited extent. This would not only be for the

women's own well-being, but also for that oftheir families. Christian and social­

ist ideas of protecting the weak fitted in remarkably well with the ideology of

the family, as it developed in the industrialised world of the nineteenth century.

To what extent were these Western notions exported when in the twentieth

century the first social legislation was introduced in the Netherlands Indies?

Were these ideas responsible for the government's interference with female

labour here too, or did the Europeans, on crossing the equator, discard their

own norms and values, using the tropics as a pretext for a change in their opin­

ions? Both approaches were possible, as the official debates on female night
labour of the mid-twenties illustrated. Two opinions emerged. First, a woman's

place was in the home and she should seek employment only in dire (econom­
ic) circumstances. The second opinion held that - contrary to women in the

Western world - Indonesian women were not bound to their home. They used

to work not out ofeconomic necessity, but in accordance with Javanese cultural

patterns, or adat.

How did these gender perceptions influence the first colonial sociallegisla­
tion for women? What was their origin and how did they relate to women's

work practices in rural Java? Answers to these questions can offer a clarifying

view of colonial knowledge production about women from the Indonesian

peasant class (tan,') and ofgender, class and race relations in the Indies. Official

colonial reports on Indonesian rural labour in the 1920S and 1930S may serve as

contrary evidence as to what extent these European notions corresponded to

Indonesian 'realities',
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EUROPEAN NOTIONS

In 1925 the pro to-parliament of the Netherlands Indies, the People's Council,

discussed a bill on the abolition, or rather regulation ofwomen's night labour in

industry. The council voiced two opinions. At the debates in the all-male

People's Council' those who spoke in favour of the measure had undeniably

been inspired by opinions on the subject voiced earlier in the Netherlands.

They shared the views of the abolitionists of female night labour expressed in

1889.' The members, on the other hand, who opposed the bill, were guided by

their experiences in the colony.

According to the first Western' viewpoint - held not only by Europeans,

but also by progressive Indonesian members of the People's Council ­

Indonesian women belonged to the weaker sex, like Dutch women. When the

government acts in the area of social legislation, it stands to reason that it will
first of all try to protect the physically and economically weaker categories of

workers - women and children', read the explanatory memorandum} Night

labour was, after all, more exhausting than day labour, and women were sup­

posedly more sensitive than men to the hardships ofnight labour.

Moreover, a woman's place was supposed to be with her family, whether in

the Indies or in Europe. Her night labour was believed to lead to the neglect of

her husband and children, and of babies in particular. Therefore, night labour

had to be restricted not only for the woman's own sake, but for the benefit of

'future generations'. The socialist ].E. Stokvis, member of the Indies Social

Democratic Party (Indische Sociaal-Democratische Party) pointed out that social

legislation had been necessary everywhere in order to preserve the family.

Achmad Djajadiningrat, regent of Batavia and member of the Netherlands

Indies Liberal Alliance (Nederlandsch-Indische Vrijzinnige Bond), also put the

family first. After all, the aim of social legislation was not only to improve

labour conditions and wages, but also to raise the standard of family life, to

improve moral and spiritual well-being, housing and other aspects of workers'
lives. Married women were thus expected to work only out ofeconomic neces­

sity.' Djajadiningrat cited the prosperous Preanger region as an example: 'Ifthe

economic conditions are favourable, here too the men will let the women work

as little as possible, because they, too, like pretty hands and a pretry complex­

ion'.5 This line of reasoning had been heard before, in the 1889 discussions in

the Netherlands. Western views of women prevailed among the supporters of

abolition. The woman was the weaker sex, her place was in the home and she

would seek outside employment only if forced to by necessity.
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The arguments of the anti-abolition forces were quite different. These oppo­

nents were found mostly among employers in the large agricultural industries

such as the Java Sugar Employers Federation (Java Suiker Werkgeversbond or

JSWB) and the Netherlands Indies Employers Association (Indische Onder­

nemersbondt." Their arguments hardly concealed their self interests. Female

night labour was particularly common in the sugar, tea, and coffee factories.

In general, a considerable portion of the labour force in European agriculture

was made up of women: 25 percent on sugar estates and 45 percent on the

remaining European estates in Java, not including the category of casual
coolies."

Opponents stressed the completely different nature of Eastern society and

Eastern women, - an essentialising 'Orientalist' position." According to their

views female night labour in Java was, 'as in every Eastern society, considered

in principle to be on a par with that of male labour and a perfectly natural insti­

tution? The East differed from the West, where women were regarded as

unsuited or not destined for manual labour by nature. According to the repre­

sentative of the Indies Employers Association, the 'native man' in the Nether­

lands Indies could not adequately provide for his family. This brought in the

economic argument after all. But more importantly, Indonesian men also

lacked the 'serious desire' to do so. Therefore, husband, wife and children each

had to provide for themselves.W Or, in the words ofanother European employ­

ers'spokesman: female labour was not an economic necessity, but 'ada!', a tradi­

tional cultural pattern. For that reason, it was argued, the government should

refrain from interfering. II

Hence, according to these 'Orientalising' conservatives, Eastern women

were fundamentally different from their Western counterparts. Speaking from

their own class position and ill-informed about European labour patterns, they

seemed to forget that European women of other classes had been working for

ages as well." They, moreover, overlooked the Western idea of labour as an

adaptable and changeable economic phenomenon. Talking about female rural

labour in terms of nature (a 'perfectly natural institution'), they essentialised it

and rendered it untouchable. Those who were active in the economy thus ­

ironically - appealed to cultural traditions, whereas the more idealistic mem­

bers of the People's Council chose the economy as a starting point. This respect

for adat and nature suited the employers' self-interests extremely well, as it

served to continue and legitimise the existing situation.

The core ofthe antithesis between the two notions offemale gender was the

view of the role and place ofJavanese peasant women inside and outside the
family. This determined the wide range ofopinions regarding their labour. Yet,
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it should be noted that this discourse on gender roles was constructed in close

connection with economic policies. Besides its social and psychological func­

tions, labour always serves economic purposes: to provide for a living, whether

in a strict or broader sense." The question therefore, was not whether Javanese
women used to be or should be at home, as argued during the People's Council's

debates, but firstly,what the place offemale labour was within the Javanese (and

colonial) rural economy, and secondly, if and to what extent adat determined a
gender division of rural labour. The most likely answer as to whether Javanese

peasant women worked out of economic necessity or because of adat, is a

combination of the two. Female labour in agrarian Java - where the standard of
living was low - was born ofeconomic necessity and had developed into a 'per­

fectly natural institution', expressed and legitimised in images and rituals.

Before testing this hypothesis with figures from the period between the two

World Wars, it is relevant to look more closely at the origins of the debates on

this modern social policy in a colonial context and to analyse to what extent

these Western and Orientalist notions determined the resulting legislation.

FEMALE NIGHT LABOUR IN THE NETHERLANDS INDIES

The views on female night labour mentioned above turned out to be only partial­

ly relevant to the ultimate legislation that was adopted. Although the Western

view had formed the stimulus for the bill, it was not consistently applied. The

government of the Netherlands Indies proved susceptible to economic 'realities',

which left the 'Orientalists' plenty of room to move. This is apparent both in the

way in which the bill was adopted and from the content itself

The proposal was the first public action taken by the newly founded Labour

Office (Kantoor van Arbeid) of the Department of Justice. It was to prepare

social legislation and usher it through the People's Council. With this decree of

r925, the Netherlands Indies were certainly not as advanced as other colonies.
The British colonial government oflndia had already taken a similar measure

in 1891." Not until 1918 did a social policy for workers attract any attention in

the Indies. Governor-General, JP. van Limburg Stirurn ('9,6-'92') was not
insensitive to the demands of the nationalist movement in this matter. After
the first attempts to design social legislation had failed because of lack of data,

the Labour Office had been given the task of collecting the missing informa­

tion in 192I.

The bill was also the result ofinternational pressure. In '922 the Netherlands

had signed one of the first conventions of the International Labour Office
(ILO) in Geneva concerning the prohibition of child labour and female night
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labour in industry, in which colonies were included but also acknowledged as

exceptional cases. A subsequent request from Geneva for information on the

subject from the Netherlands and its colonies stimulated the process oflegisla­

tion in the Indies.

The bill was drafted after, and under the influence of, a survey carried out

among government officials and employers' federations. As the head of the

Labour Office/Kantoor van Arbeid had been pessimistic about the possibilities

of implementing the 1LO treaty, he had first asked for their opinions.c The

European and Indonesian trade unions were not consulted and neither were the

Indonesian women's organisations. The government did not seek the latter's

advice in this matter, probably because they represented the educated female

elite who were not very connected to the women of the lowest classes working

in the sugar industry for instance. Before the early '930S, these women's organi­

sations were not deeply interested in socio-economic problems of these
women.'6 Only the magazine Sedio Tomo would dedicate an article to the new

legislation. The anonymous male writer applauded it as important for both

women and unemployed men, partly because it would prevent women from

going out at night and indulging in 'lascivious pastimes' instead ofwork. '7 The

subject remained a colonial topic, reaching Indonesians who were members of

the People's Council only. It attracted little attention outside this assembly.

The result of the survey showed that female night labour was particularly

common at harvest time in the sugar, cassava, fibre and (palm) oil industries, in

salt production in Madura, and less frequently (in cases of an abundant har­

vest) in the coffee and tea factories." In the sugar industry in particular, there

were no men to be found for certain jobs in certain regions. Hence, the Java

Sugar Employers Federation and the Indies Employers Association considered

female night labour indispensable. Government officials were on the whole

more positive about the possibilities ofabolishing night labour. No figures were

given to support the arguments, however; and jobs in the sugar industry in

which women were indispensable were not mentioned by name. All in all, the
survey could not claim to be very thorough. '9

But these surveys were used in drafting the legislation. Female labour in

closed workspaces (as the bill defined 'industry) was forbidden from 10 P.M.

until 5 A.M. An exception was made for all industries in which female labour

was common on a large scale such as the sugar factories during the grinding
period, the fibre, cassava flour and palm oil factories, and the government salt

factories in Madura. The managers of these factories, however, were obliged

quarterly to provide the Labour Office (KvA) with details of working hours

and wages when harvest time was over. Moreover, by issuing special licences,
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the Labour Office could allow female night labour during certain periods in
the tea, coffee and fireworks factories, in batik workshops and other unspeci­
fied industries.:"

Thus, the bill was a compromise between Western opinions about a woman's

place and the economic demands of employers, with large concessions to the
latter who justified their needs for female labour by referring to adat. The night
was actually designated as four hours shorter here than in Europe. All indus­
tries which already used female night labour were exempted from the measure
in advance or by means of a special licence. As had earlier been the case in the
Netherlands, social legislation had to fit in with, and be adapted to, the
demands of industry. Not unjustly, the head of the Labour Office added this
comment to his proposal: 'In fact it restricts female labour to such a small
degree that opposition is very unlikely'."

Not even in the final version of the decree was it possible to express more

consistently the Western principles which had led to the measure after all.
When the People's Council dealt with the matter, amendments in that vein
(extension of the night by I I/2 hours, restriction of exemption to 60 days) ­
which had been suggested by the socialist Stokvis - were rejected upon govern­
mental advice. Restriction of the exemption was also strongly opposed by the

spokesman of the Java Sugar Employers Federation, because the sugar growing
season often lasted more than twice as long as the period proposed, and
because it involved some 10,000 women. As they worked in shifts, a ban on

night labour would also mean an end to their daytime jobs. The proposal was
accepted by the People's Council with only Stokvis opposing. It took effect on
March I, I926." The government abolished female night labour at its own salt
factories in Madura, on October I, 1927-

In the events that followed, practice once again proved stronger than legis­
lation; the economy was more influential in diminishing women's night labour

than any opinion. The decrease in the number of licences issued towards the
end of the 1920S was not a matter of principle, but of practice: new sorting
machines in the tea factories diminished the need of female night labour. At
the same time, the number of sugar factories using female night labour
increased from Iq to 126. This number was not to diminish dramatically until

the crisis of the '930S, when many sugar factories closed down: in I936 only 22

out of a total of 37 remaining factories still employed women at night. When
the economy in the Indies improved, this number rose back up to 53 out of 80

factories in 1938.23

On the one hand the worldwide economic crisis stimulated a reduction of
female night labour in the sugar industry, while on the other hand it also urged
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the government to postpone its plans for stricter measures in this respect. In

the 1930S there was no money either to replace the permanent dispensation
(through licenses), or for a ban on female night labour in the batik workshops.

The income of the Labour Office had been too drastically reduced to enable

the introduction and inspection of these measures.tt

Although Western views of a woman's place were a source of inspiration at

the beginning ofsocial legislation in the Netherlands Indies, no further progress

was made. Both the Western and the 'Orientalist' school of thought were satis­

fied with the compromise embodied by the decree. In the crisis-ridden '930S,

social policy had to give way to economic reality even more so than in the '920S.

The fact that this did not displease the 'Orientalists' seems less important. What

was decisive in the end was not this viewpoint but the economy.

THE INDONESIAN PRACTICE:

FIGURES FROM THE 1920S AND 1930S

To what extent European notions about women with paid work corroborated

with Indonesian reality can be seen from figures produced by surveys of indige­

nous labour iu the '920S and '930S. As these figures were not published until

after the debate on female night labour in the People's Council, the government

was able to determine its labour policy,unhampered by a surplus ofinformation.

The surveys considered were:

I The analyses of indigenous agriculture in Java by the Landbouwvoorlich­

tingsdienst (Agricultural Information Service);

2 The 1930 census of the Netherlands Indies;

3 The '939-'940 Coolie Budget Survey in Java's, concerning income and
expenditure ofworking-class families on Western estates.

On the basis of this material, and other information if necessary, it is possible

to verify whether a large number ofwomen were indeed involved in the pro­

duction process, and if so, whether this was determined by economic necessity

or by indigenous cultural patterns or by a mixture of the two.

ANALYSES OF INDIGENOUS AGRICULTURE

In order to gain more insight into the working methods and results ofJavanese

agriculture, the Agricnltural Information Service (Landbouwvoorlichtings­

diensti carried out various studies in the 1920S. Rural activities in a number of

villages, mostly in East Java,were observed over several monsoon seasons and

years; items such as the number ofworking hours per product per hectare for
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Cutt ing and transporting rice, no year (Private).

men, women, and children, as well as the remuneration, selling prices, and

profits were recorded ." These analyses offer docume nted proof in figures of

the imp ortant role ofwomen in sawah or wet-rice cultivation on flooded fields,

as the Europeans had already observed in the nineteenth century," The situa­

tion in dry-rice cultivation was similar. On average, 50 to 80 percent of the time

spent on the production of rice per hectare was by women (see Appendix I).

After allwomen had the most labour-intensive jobs: planting, weeding and the

gathering of the rice ears one by one.

Within rice cultivation, a fairly strict, if not rigid, division oflabour accord­

ing to gender was observed. As mentioned, women did the planting, weeding

and harvesting. Men prepared the fields by tilling them with hoes and harrows,

and they maintained the irrigation systems and bibit fields (young rice plants).

There were many variations on this theme: weeding could be a male or a

female activity according to the region and the season . Islamic stud ents of a

p esantren (Islamic school) sometimes agreed to cultivate a piece of land, in

order to pay their tutor in crops that they harvested themselves. During the

crisis of the 1930S in some region s ofWest Java, men are said to have taken over

the harvesting from women." However, according to the agricultural analyses,

on average two thirds of the total working hours in rice cultivation was still

perform ed by women (App endix. I).
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In the cultivation of rice, the gendered division of labour was strongly influ­

enced byadat, and particularly by Javanese religious traditi ons. The adoration
of the rice goddess - called Dewi Sri (in Javanese) or Nyi Pohaci (in Sun­

danese) - demanded female hands and labour-intensive harvesting. Male
hands were too 'hot' (pat/as), which were believed to put the rice goddess in an

unfavourable mood.' ? Rice was supposed to have a female soul that should be
bound to it . All customs surrounding rice cultivation were geared towards this

purpose. Only then could a good harvest and a permanent quality of the rice be

guaranteed.3° The prescribed labour division was thus part of traditional agrar­
ian technology, intended, just like modern techniques, to increase crop produc­
tion )' Thus - in addition to its religious significance - the labour division of

labour served an economic purpose .
The gendered division of labour had other economic functions as well: it

engaged the largest possible labour force in a labour-intensive cultivation and

(re}distributed scarce means within the village community. It also fixed the
practical indispensability ofwomen's labour. Before the economic crisis of 1885,

Java had suffered more from a shortage than from an abundance of labour. All
available hands were used, more so because, due to the different maturing
times and varying lengths of its ears, the rice had to be individually cut with the
ani-ani (rice knife); only particular types of rice could be harvested with a sick-

Sortingpadi, no year ( KITLV, Leiden).
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leY Moreover, men were often already involved in the harvest by processing
the straw and transporting the crop.

Harvesting by women also had another important economic function: the
(re)distribution of means. The many women involved in this were rewarded

with a share of the crop. This is why harvesting has been called one of the 'wel­

fare institutions' of rural Java)3 This share of the harvest formed a large, if not

the largest, part of the family income.> Whether it was earned by the richer

women (the kecukupan, those who possess just enough) or by the poorer women

(the kekurungan, those who have too little) is not relevant; in both cases their

labour served economic purposes.
In other words, in rice cultivation, religious rules and economic functions

went hand-in-hand. In the cultivation ofpolowijo - secondary crops, sowed or

planted after the rice had been harvested, and crops on dry land - adat played

no part. Here the division oflabour had only an economic motive. This type of

cultivation was less labour-intensive and had no tasks prescribed exclusively for

women. Generally, in the planting, weeding, and harvesting of polowijo,

women were in the minority (see Appendix I). The number offemale labourers

was also influenced by employment of men elsewhere. Thus the women in the

desa (village) of Ngujang (Kediri) picked peanuts during the 1927 East mon­
soon, when men were earning money in the European sugar industry.The har­

vesting during the West monsoon was done by men.c

So the number of female labourers was only remarkably higher than men's

labour in rice cultivation. Even ifwe combine the average number of hours for

female labour for polowijo and rice (Appendix I), on average it turns out to

equal the number of hours of male labour, varying from 42 percent to 57 per­
cent of the total amount of labour hours. And only in wet-rice cultivation was

this pattern oflabour culturally defined. But also here economic motives were

paramount; adat and the economy went hand-in-hand. In the religious pre­

cepts all aspects oflife were united. It would go too far to ascribe an economic

origin to a religious practice on the grounds of its economic function. Yet, we

can be certain that the religious practice of the division of labour in rice culti­
vation supported and maintained certain economic choices of the community

concerned.

The division oflabour in rice cultivation proved that both the Western and
the 'Orientalist' views were correct. Women worked out of economic necessity

but their labour was motivated and legitimated by adat. At first glance, rice cul­

tivation seemed to support the 'Orientalist' perceptions in particular. And since
Orientalist conservatives rarely were thorough investigators, their opinion on

women's labour in general was certainly based on their observation of the role
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of women in rice cultivation. After all this had long attracted European atten­

tion for its colourful beauty and basic food production.

THE CENSUS OF 1930

The census of September/October 1930 did not directly confirm these figures

on the important role of women in indigenous agriculture. Only 23 percent of

the total work force in Java and Madura actively involved in agriculture were

women.36 The labour in indigenous agriculture was invisible, as the editors of

the census implicitly acknowledged.

The census considered professionals only those workers who did their job

'as a rule' and in order to earn or contribute towards a living, either by produ­

cing for themselves, or by making money)? Therefore the paddy harvesters,

who received a share of the rice, were not regarded to be agriculturalworkers.

The same was true for those women who helped their husbands with agricul­

tural duties. In general, the census takers, young indigenous civil servants, had

run into trouble to find out whether married women worked 'as a rule'. More­

over, much of the agricultural work was done by buruh tani, the landless rural

labourers and casual coolies, who were categorised under the 'insufficiently

described professions'. In Java and Madura women made up almost 41 percent

of this category. In other words, this figure also concealed much of the agricul­

turallabour done by women)'

Hence, the statistics ofthe census on female labour were not very reliable. It
had also been hard to convince the Indonesian census takers that the work of

married women should be regarded as a profession. According to the census

editors, in Indonesian society women's incomes were often considered comple­

mentary. This statement reveals some of the problems experienced in the col­

lection and interpretation of the data.

Instructions to count married women's labour as a profession had led to

uneven results. In several regencies in Central and East Java and in the Prin­

cipalities of Central Java (Yogyakarta and Surakarta) , the figures for female

labour were higher than average. This was due to the fact that here the wives of

agricultural labourers and buruh tani had been included in the agricultural cat­

egory)9 Another disadvantage was that information on the kinds of work was

published only per province (West, Central and East Java, Yogyakarta and

Surakarta), while overall figures were published per regency. This makes it

impossible to explain the great differences between the various regencies.

Unfortunately, the regency data seem to have disappeared for good, so that the

published figures will have to suffice.f" Although there is thus every reason to
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read these figures with necessary reservations, it does seem sensible to find out
what they can tell us about female labour and the relation of this labour with

contemporary colonial gender perceptions.

In Java and Madura, which were combined in the census, women formed

a large part of the working force: 43.5 percent (in the Netherlands, never

known for its high percentage of women with paid work, the census of 1930

counted only 24 percent)." There appeared to be great regional differences:

West Java showed only 22-5 percent women with paid employment, while

Surakarta scored the highest percentage, 45.6 percent. Of the total number of

women in Java and Madura in 1936 (irrespective of age) 22.7 percent had a

profession (in the Netherlands, the figure was 19.2 percent). Once again, the

different parts of Java show a variable picture: in West Java 12.9 percent of

women had paid emplyoment, while in Surakarta it was 42.1 percent. Even

within a regency the figures could vary considerably from district to district:

from 6.5 percent (Krawang, West Java) and more than 8 percent (Wonosobo,

Central Java, and Lamongan, East Java) to 25.5 percent, 43.8 percent and 57.5

percent (Ciamis in West Java, Kraksaan in Central Java and Grobogan in

East Java respectively).

These differences were determined mostly by the percentage of married

women with paid employment. Among allwomen with paid employment, they

prevailed everywhere except in West Java (41.9 percent versus Surakarta 65.2

percent). These same regional patterns were visible in other figures: as a pro­

portion of all married women, the group with paid employment was the small­

est in West Java (12.4percent) and the largest in Yogyakarta (56.5 percent) and

Surakarta (65.2 percent). The average for Java as a whole was 29.3 percent.

Again, there were considerable differences per regency: from 4 percent in Kra­
wang (West Java) to 90.6 percent in Sragen (Surakarta). The percentage of

women with paid employment among single women (which included

divorcees and widows) showed a more stable pattern, varying from 13.2 percent
(West Java) to 25.4 percent (Surakarta). So even here, Surakarta had the high­

est figures. Again there were considerable differences between regencies for

this category of single women: 8.6 percent in Jatinegara (Meester Cornelis,
West Java), 33 percent in Klaten (Surakarta).

How to explain the differences between the two extremes ofWest Java and

the Principalities, which apparently continue to the present day?4' Were they
economically determined? Was there, in connection with this labour pattern,

also a difference between the two areas in perceptions of and ideas about

women's labour? Even if the figures of the Principalities regarding women's
labour in agricultural sector were more complete than those from West Java,
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which might render the extremes more salient, the figures vary so widely in

every respect that we can actually speak of a real difference.

The census does not show any direct causes for the differences. In view of

the economic factor, one could assume a correlation between population densi­

ty and female labour. After all, West Java with its 244 inhabitants per square

kilometer was among the least densely populated areas of Java, whereas

Surakarta with 425 inhabitants per square kilometer was among its most

densely populated regions. However, a comparison of the figures per regency

disproves this hypothesis. Generally speaking, the regencies with low female

labour figures belonged to the less densely populated areas of the region. But

they did not belong to the least densely populated areas, whereas regencies

with a high percentage offemale labour did not necessarily have a high popula­

tion density, neither per km', nor per km' of arable land.

However, one might point out the fact that, in general, West Java was more
prosperous than the Principalities. According to the Coolie Budget Survey (see

below), land ownership in the areas around the agricultural estates in West­

Javawas, on average,more extensive than in Yogyakartaand Surakarta.f In the
feudal Principalities the relationship between tani and land had broken up ear­

lier than elsewhere in Java when, at the beginning of the nineteenth century,

land was rented to Europeans. The labour surplus this created forced workers

to find other sources of income and other kinds of labour outside the agricul­

tural sector. Because the women in this core area of Java had traditionally

played an important part in the cultivation of rice, they may have made the

transition to other economic sectors more easily to enable them to provide for

their families; consequently paid labour for them was perhaps just as much a

matter ofcourse as it was for the men.

Women's labour figures were highest in those places where labour was the

most diverse, in other words where large numbers of workers worked outside

the indigenous agricultural sector." This was the case for men as well as for

women. Surakarta indeed had a higher percentage ofwomen employed in the

agricultural and trade sectors than West Java. Yogyakarta had a smaller number

ofwomen working in the agricultural sector, but a large number of women in

trade and industry. Nearly two-thirds of the total number of women with paid

work were employed in these two sectors, whereas in West Java this was no

more than one-quarter.

The differences in female labour percentages between the regions did

indeed seem to have an economic basis, especially in the loosening of the bond

between the farmer and his land in the Principalities, and the resulting increase

in labour specialisation.o The increase in labour specialisation and the impor-
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tant role of women in the labour force may also have been caused by the large

number of services required by the Principalities' courts, which demanded spe­
cialisation and intensification oflabour.46 To what extent these economic dif­

ferences were reflected in the different views on female labour in the regions,

and to what extent these, in turn, influenced male labour, is difficult to trace on

the basis of the material available. As far as I know, there is neither historical

nor anthropological information on this subject.

The information produced by the census showed that in some regencies

'typical female professions' had high percentages of female labourers. In Bantul

(Yogyakarta) and Panarukan (East Java) this was the batik industry; in Treng­

galek (East Java), where only a small number of male workers were employed,

the bamboo craft created a relatively large number ofjobs for women.v In Java

and Madura as a whole, some professions were almost completely or to a large

extent female: the textile industry (92 percent), woodwork and bamboo craft

and the trade in foods and luxuries such as sweets (72 percent), the preparation

of those foods and luxuries (68 percent), the mixed retail trade (54percent), and

the clothing industry (SI percentl.f In some regencies in Central and East

Java, where the main industry was textiles (batik), as much as 99 percent of this
work was performed by women. 49

Does this prevalence of 'typical female professions' point towards adat as

the decisive factor in the gendering of labour divisions? The division of labour
between married and single women does not confirm this hypothesis. In the

following domains the majority ofwomen were married: in the textile industry

(71.4 percent), in woodwork and bamboo craft (65.5 percent), in the preparation
of foods and luxuries (67.8 percent), in the trade of these items and in the

clothing industry (66.1 percenrj.i" So the 'typical female professions' were

dominated by married women. Most of these activities came under the head­

ing of 'home industry'. This kind of work could be more easily combined with

looking after the children. Recent anthropological research has shown how

Javanese women incorporate various forms of retail trade and the preparation
of foods and luxuries into their households, family situations and life cycles."

Women, therefore, chose these types of labour for mostly practical reasons.

Apart from these 'female professions', the census figures revealed more

regional differences than particular patterns. Thus, there appears to be no con­
nection between the degree in which a regency depended on agriculture, and

the percentages of women employed in that sector. In those regencies where

more than 70 percent of the working population was employed in indigenous

agriculture, women held 7.9 percent to 52.8 percent of all jobs in that sector.

The invisible female workers mentioned earlier might have played a part in
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this. In sugar and other European estate agriculture there was no correlation

between the importance of an industry for a region - as expressed in the per­

centage of the working population employed in it - and the percentage of
women in that industry's work forceY

From all this information we may conclude that Javanese women sought

employment for economic reasons, i.e., to provide for their family. As with

men, the supply of female labour depended on women's income needs, their

appreciation of the work offered, as well as the availability of other income

generating opportunities. For example, ifhome produce (the coconut) provided

sufficient income, then the indigenous population had no desire to work on

European sugar estates.n This explains the great differences in labour patterns

for both men and women from regency to regency.

The figures of the '930 census lead to the following conclusions:

r There was no general picture of female labour in Java. Local figures varied

too much, especially with regard to married women with paid employment.
Therefore, the 'Orientalist' view of female labour as a general behaviour

pattern and a 'perfectly natural institution', was, at the very least, a gross

generalisation.

2 To a large extent this view was formed by what Europeans had observed in

Yogyakarta and Surakarta, where female labour played a very important

role. From a historiographic point of view it is interesting to consider to
what extent the Principalities determined and distorted the European view

ofJavanese society in other areas.

3 Although the census can only give us implicit information, it is clear that in

the case of female labour, economic motives were more important than

adat. However, it may be safely assumed that these economic motives had

led to a strong 'tradition' of female labour and female professions.

THE COOLIE BUDGET SURVEY IN JAVA '939-'940

For a small portion of all the women with paid employment - the five percent

who in that period found work in European estate agriculture - more specific
information on labour and wages can be found in the report of the Coolie

Budget Survey carried out in Java from '939 to '940. The purpose of this sur­
vey,carried out by a special branch ofthe Central Bureau of Statistics (Centraal

Kantoor voor de Statistiek) was to establish a minimum standard of living

for labourers in Java on which the colonial government was to base its wage

policy - after a twenty-year debate on the subject. To this end, the details of

labour and wages, income, expenditure and nutrition of 1555 working families
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Planting sugar cane for the sugar factory Ketanen in 1916 (KITLV, Leiden),

on twenty estates were recorded daily for thirty days. In the survey, three tea,

three coffee, six rubber, two tobacco and four sugar estates were involved as
well as two forest ranges and for comparison, the same details were collected

from 390 tani (peasant) families in the surrounding area. As no women were
employed in the forest ranges, I shall not discuss the latter. The working-class

families were categorised first according to their involvement with the estate ­
whether they were living on or off the premises - and then according to their

jobs. Thus there were families of garden labourers, factory workers, and top
labourers (mandur and tukang).54

In view of the survey's aim, to render a quick budget analysis, the material

shows a number of restrictions regarding the data. The twenty estates formed a
reasonable representation of the numerical strength of estate agriculture, of
which in the 1930S rubber was by far the most important (44 percent), followed
by coffee and tea. However, twenty estates out ofa total of1394 inJava alone was
a very small sample (less than I. 5 percent) .The estates were selected in consul­
tation with employers' organisations; therefore, it remains questionable to what
extent they were representative. In view of the large regional differences in
labour patterns, they were certainly not representative ofJava as a whole .55

The families that took part in the survey had been selected after consulta­
tions with local government officials. In terms of family size and land owner-
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