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 Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 33 (2), pp 333-339 June 2002. Printed in the United Kingdom.

 ? 2002 The National University of Singapore

 Review Article

 New Thoughts on Colonial Labour in Indonesia
 Jan Breman

 Coolie Labour in Colonial Indonesia: A Study of Labour Relations in the
 Outer Islands, c. 1900-1940
 Ed. by VINCENT J.H. HOUBEN, J. THOMAS LINDBLAD ETAL.

 Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1999. Pp. xiv, 255. Maps, Tables, Notes,
 Bibliography, Illustrations

 The plantation economy and society in colonial Indonesia outside Java has been a
 rather neglected field of study until recently. If only for that reason this volume, which is
 the outcome of a Master's course offered in 1992 by two colonial historians of the

 University of Leiden, is a welcome contribution. The chapters on West Sumatra, Belitung
 and Southeast Kalimantan demonstrate how the plantations (rubber, tobacco, oil palm,
 fibres and copra) and mines (tin, coal and oil), in addition to the huge agro-industrial
 complex that had already arisen in East Sumatra, gradually overtook Java in the
 production of export commodities. Although Vincent Houben's promise in the
 introductory chapter to present a new, comprehensive interpretation of the system of
 bonded labour in the Outer Islands during the first four decades of the twentieth century
 is not fulfilled, facts and figures presented by the authors provide meaningful insights
 into the nature of the workforce, the social identity of the coolies, and their modalities of
 employment. On all these dimensions the regions differed from each other, and it comes
 as no surprise that conditions, which had been worse in the nineteenth century, only
 changed for the better in certain respects towards the final decades of colonial rule.

 For the purpose of this study the coolie is defined as an Asian labourer, nearly always
 of Javanese origin, contracted for a period of three years to work for an expatriate
 employer in the Outer Islands of colonial Indonesia. The initial workforce in the
 plantation belt, which first started to emerge on the east coast of Sumatra (Deli),
 consisted mainly of Chinese coolies recruited either in Malaysia or directly in China.
 Around the beginning of the twentieth century they were replaced by men and
 increasingly also by women from Java, who were even cheaper, and while less diligent
 supposedly more pliable, than the Chinese had been. An additional argument for this
 policy of replacement, not discussed in the book, was the geo-political realisation within
 the government that the further increase of the Chinese population close to the border
 of British Malaya might pose a threat to the future stability of Dutch colonial rule. The
 steadily growing number of female coolies (the sex ratio declined from 3.7 men for every
 woman in 1915 to 2.9 in 1920) must have changed the social climate in the coolie

 Jan Breman is Professor of Asian Studies at the University of Amsterdam.
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 334 JAN BREMAN

 compounds, but none of the contributors has cared to comment on this significant shift
 in the composition of the workforce.

 The coolie population in different parts of the archipelago outside Java numbered
 more than half a million in the early 1930s. In the 1920s close to 60 per cent came to East
 Sumatra and, although this proportion was lower than during the preceding decades, the
 region quite rightly has remained the base line in the discussion on labour recruitment
 and employment arrangements for mining enterprises and the agro-industry. The
 outstanding feature of the labour contract was that it bonded coolies to their employer
 until the end of the contract period. Penal sanctions backed the rules and regulations
 spelled out in state-proscribed Coolie Ordinances. Coolies could be prosecuted and
 convicted under criminal law for their breach of contract. Unfree labour thus became

 pivotal to a capitalist mode of production. Why? The editors simply refer to the prevalent
 opinion among contemporaries that the massive import of labour in the new enclaves of
 economic growth could not be left to the forces of supply and demand. The basic
 argument here is that official interference was required, on the one hand, for disciplining
 coolies who refused to abide with terms of employment, something that could not but
 result in miserable conditions of work and life, and, on the other hand, for protecting
 labour against abuses to which employers resorted time and again in their hegemonic
 control over the workforce. According to this benign explanation the colonial state
 carried out a civilising mission by facilitating a regular flow of coolies to Western
 enterprises outside Java and by instilling among these workers a contractual code of
 conduct, while simultaneously trying to moderate the naked exploitation and
 subordination of a captive workforce. In my own study of the early coolie regime that
 emerged in the agro-industry of East Sumatra towards the end of the nineteenth
 century,1 I rejected the notion of the colonial state acting as a third party, in a role of
 public arbiter between private enterprises and a huge army of native workers targeted for
 employment far away from home. The Coolie Ordinances and the concomitant penal
 sanctions were introduced and maintained in order to mobilise a workforce at the lowest

 possible price - wages were barely enough for survival - and on terms that eliminated
 from beginning to end any room for manoeuvre for coolies to resist the authority,
 exercised either legally or illegally, of the expatriate management in charge of mines or
 plantations.

 It could be argued that however appalling conditions of employment continued to
 be, at least the coolies were supposed to have signed the contract out of their own free
 will. After all, they went on record as saying so in front of recruitment commissioners in
 harbour depots before their departure overseas. Houben clearly demonstrates the
 implausibility of this interpretation in an interesting chapter on the process of
 recruitment on Java. Not only were the coolies driven to destinations elsewhere in the
 archipelago out of sheer poverty, but they also fell prey to the fraudulent practices of
 agents commissioned by distant employers to catch as many victims as possible. State
 supervision tried to combat the evils inherent in the operations of the recruiting agencies
 but the system of regular inspection largely failed to do so. The penal clauses,
 experienced by coolies as having sold their soul (jualjiwa), remained part and parcel of
 the standard contract until close to the end of colonial rule. State-condoned forced

 1 J. Breman, Taming the Coolie Beast: Plantation Society and the Colonial Order in Southeast Asia (Delhi:
 Oxford University Press, 1989).
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 labour was abolished as late as 1931 under strong pressure from the United States of
 America.

 All of this is a familiar story that has been told several times before. So what is the
 novel interpretation offered in the book under review? Together with some other authors
 (such as Ann Stoler) I happen to have provoked the ire of the editors by 'passing
 judgement on labour relations from a contemporary [and Western] standpoint rather
 than trying to assess these within a proper temporal and geographical context' (p. 19). In
 plain language, I have misrepresented the balancing act of a colonial government that
 had to mediate between Western capital and coolie labour. By suggesting that the colonial
 state, in its thrust to promote the economic development of the Outer Islands (which had
 become an import source of export and tax revenues), took the interests of one party
 only into account I am found guilty of an ideological bias unbecoming to scholars
 writing about the colonial past. Houben and J. Thomas Lindblad have bitter words to say
 about my Eurocentric approach. I am blamed for a style of argumentation that denies
 agency to the coolies and merely portrays them as an amorphous mass of workers who
 are to be pitied. My analysis is seen as ca continuation of a mind-set that was once
 colonial but has now turned politically correct and safely anti-colonial' (p. 20). In an
 earlier article written in the same vein, Houben also suggested that my own study was so
 quickly translated and circulated in Indonesia because of my urge to be on the right side
 of the fence. I quote: A book by a Dutchman who purges his conscience for the misdeeds
 carried out by his forefathers, in a different setting becomes the instrument of nationalist
 historiography, which can be as distorting to a proper understanding of social reality as
 colonial historiography was in former days.'2

 They do this no more, mind you. With the wisdom of hindsight, today's colonial
 historians affiliated to the Institute for the Study of European Expansion at the
 University of Leiden claim their impartiality and refuse to become entrapped in a
 prolonged debate between pro- and anti-colonialism. They contend not to be plagued by
 a parti pris and instead of writing with a vengeance, their cause is objectivity. For that
 commendable attempt they want to rely on hard data and statistics, contrary to their
 opponents who are accused of dabbling in unfounded speculation if not swayed by
 emotional outrage. Truth will emerge and, as far as Houben and Lindblad are concerned,
 it has to be based on facts and figures. To document their case they have scrutinised the
 published and unpublished accounts of the Labour Inspectorate, an agency set up in the
 wake of the recurrent anti-coolie atrocities committed in East Sumatra at the beginning
 of the twentieth century. Although the annual reports were cleaned of information not
 meant for the public eye before being printed, they found that the unpublished
 inspection records were not only quite detailed but also testified to the sincerity with

 which these officials often carried out their missions at the grassroots level. There is
 reason to believe, so the authors argue, that many labour inspectors took their role as
 coolie protectors very seriously and some of them did not shrink back from clashes with
 the management of enterprises. I readily accept that such acts of bravery did happen and

 2 V. Houben, '"Colonial History" Revisited; A Response to Breman', Itinerario, 17,1 (1993): 97. This journal
 is a publication of the Institute for the History of European Expansion based at Leiden University. It so
 happened that the Indonesian translation of my book came out in 1997 [Menjinakkan SangKuli; Politik Kolonial
 Pada Awal Abad Ke-20. Pustaka Utama Grafiti, Jakarta], twelve years after the original Dutch edition was
 published and also several years after Houben wrote the sentences quoted above.
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 336 JAN BREMAN

 those instances may even not have been exceptional. The question, however, is to what
 extent the Labour Inspectorate succeeded in tilting the skewed balance of colonial power

 more in favour of workers who had duties but no rights.
 What do the facts and figures on which Houben and Lindblad have built their case

 show? Some improvement after the first decade of the twentieth century in material
 conditions - mainly in health, housing and food - as against stagnation or deterioration
 in other respects. The authors tend to attribute whatever progress was made to closer
 government supervision. I have granted that argument to a certain extent, but my
 alternative explanation is that the gradual transformation of a floating army of migrants
 into a more permanent workforce resulted in better treatment of coolies as far as their
 prime physical needs were concerned. A significant finding reported by the authors is
 that while the rapidly expanding plantation and mining industry boomed and profit

 margins remained very high, the excessively low wages unilaterally fixed by the employers
 did not go up. Throughout all these years the price of labour was kept to the bare
 minimum required for survival and the management of corporate business only
 reluctantly agreed to raise the nominal wage when the price of rice increased. The Coolie
 Ordinances which continued to regulate industrial relations pre-empted all efforts for a
 better deal on the basis of collective action. Strikes were prohibited and were ruthlessly
 suppressed whenever they erupted. These and other forms of labour protest, subversive
 by definition, received scant attention in the annals of the Labour Inspectorate.

 Both the agents of employers and colonial officials, including labour inspectors,
 insisted that the system of forced labour had to remain intact for disciplining an unruly

 workforce. Confidential reports in the early 1920s attested to growing coolie unrest as a
 backdrop of the rising tide of nationalism. This threat legitimised anew the decision not
 to scrap the penal sanctions in the work contract. The hand of the colonial state was no
 longer hidden so well when it came to punishing coolies for their actions. The long list
 specifying these misdemeanours included not only absconding or desertion, but also
 laziness, refusal to work, impertinent behaviour, pretended illness or various acts labelled
 as sabotage. From 1922-30 between 10,000 and 15,000 coolies were sent to prison
 annually on the east coast of Sumatra alone. Also, according to Lindblad, the probability
 of being sentenced in any given year was quite high for the average coolie in this region.
 Breach of contract was the term invariably used to keep the workforce under rigorous
 control. Managers of plantations and mines also practised their own brand of violence
 such as beating, kicking and flogging. Of interest is an undated photo reproduced in the
 book under review showing the ritualised spectacle of a coolie being flogged on a tobacco
 estate in the presence of two colonial officials. To carry out the punishment not in prison
 or another public space but at the work site clearly illustrates the collusion between
 agents of state administration and private enterprise.

 A mild observation made by Lindblad in one of his chapters is that the social and
 political climate of Deli was not especially conducive for fostering better treatment of
 coolies. This matter-of-fact statement happens not to be a conclusion that can be reached
 only in retrospect. The same point was already made more forcefully by a host of
 contemporaries. The plea of both editors that the miserable work and life of coolies
 should be seen in the context of colonial economy and society during the early twentieth
 century ignores that there were many voices - of insiders as well as outsiders - at that
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 time protesting against the plight of the labouring poor in the enclaves of export
 production. In my opinion the records of the Labour Inspectorate, either published or
 not, are a useful but controversial source for historical analysis. The statistics and other
 data produced should not be accepted at face value. I do not dispute that these reports
 may give a reasonably accurate impression of what the labour inspectors observed in
 their tours around mines and plantations. But this is where my questions begin. What
 were they permitted to see and what was kept hidden from them? And, last but not least,
 what was their own role in putting on record, or not, what was meant to remain invisible
 and outside the purview of inquiries they were instructed to make?

 I would like to substantiate my reservations by drawing attention to the manner in
 which the Labour Inspectorate operated during the period under discussion, about
 twenty-five years. Certainly in the initial phase, which lasted until 1910, the staff of this
 government agency was much too small to have any real impact. Also in subsequent years
 the number of inspectors did not allow for more than minimal coverage of the hundreds
 of enterprises that had to be visited. A major restriction was also that the managers of
 plantations and mines had to be given advance notice of the inspection, and questioning
 of the workforce could take place only in the presence of employers. In the wake of new
 atrocities that had come to light, this accommodative policy was changed in 1927.
 Despite vehement protests from corporate business, the colonial authorities, confronted
 by gross abuse and sadistic practices that had escaped the notice of a visiting labour
 inspector, insisted that subsequent inspections should be conducted without prior
 announcement. Furthermore, the rule that coolies might only be interrogated' when the
 boss was around was no longer applied. The result was an immediate and drastic rise in
 reporting incidents of violence.

 Around this time there was a lively debate about the need for corporal punishment
 with rattan sticks in the Ombilin coal mines of West Sumatra. It was only by resorting to
 this standard practice that newly arrived coolies from Java could be driven underground.
 The mine management insisted that it would continue to discipline the workforce in this
 customary manner and flatly rejected any interference by officials from the Labour
 Inspectorate.3 Moreover, insistent complaints by the lobby of employers suggested that
 visits without prior notice badly undermined the authority of management. The colonial
 government was strongly urged to reconsider its policy, and after 1930 the agency
 entrusted with the welfare of coolies decided to revert to its earlier modus operandi. The
 rationale for discontinuing unannounced inspections was that the power and prestige of
 expatriate supervisors had to be restored.

 My critique of the not so glorious role played by officials of the Labour Inspectorate
 in trying to improve the conditions of a captive workforce employed in capitalist
 enterprises outside Java is certainly not new. It was already expressed in much more
 forceful terms only a few years after this agency had started to operate. 'Spineless tools'
 in the hands of employers, was the damning comment made by a Dutch member of
 parliament in 1910. In his strongly worded reaction against this accusation, the first
 Labour Inspector protested that his staff had to report any offence against the Coolie

 3 A.M.C. Bruinink-Darlang, 'Het penetentiair stelselin Nederlands-Indi? van 1905 tot 1940' (Ph.D. diss.,
 University of Utrecht, 1986). This important study analysing how colonial government made use of criminal
 law first to mobilise and then to immobilise labour is, like many other relevant sources, not listed in the
 bibliography of the book edited by Houben and Lindblad.

This content downloaded from 
������������218.188.210.225 on Fri, 09 Oct 2020 03:34:38 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 338 JAN BREMAN

 Ordinances to the judicial authorities who then could impose a fine or refuse to allow the
 management to recruit new workers. Still, it was only in rare cases that these sanctions,
 rather mild to start with, were indeed followed up. Houben concedes that the Labour
 Inspectorate was not very effective in bringing about major changes in the working and
 living conditions of coolies, let alone putting an end to the system of compulsory labour.

 We are assured by both editors, who have meticulously processed a large number of
 reports and other primary data relating to a period of more than two decades, that this
 particular segment of the colonial bureaucracy was truly inspired by ethical ideals and
 that many inspectors did take their role of protection very seriously, a fine judgement
 that testifies to the good nature of these officials. The problem remains, however, that at
 the end of the day the inspections carried out did not help the inspected workers much,
 and neither could the latter have had high hopes for a better deal as a result of the low
 profile adopted by their protectors.

 Lindblad observes that At the end of the 1920s the coolies were better off in the

 sense that they were beaten less often but the fact that they continued to protest in
 various ways tells us that they were still not being treated well' (p. 65). This is an
 extraordinary statement in many ways. In the final section of the book the same editor
 informs us that the complete story can only be told by the coolie 'himself. Lindblad
 frequently uses the pronoun che' (for example, pp. 231,240) to describe coolies in the last
 chapter, although by 1920 one out of three coolies was a woman. For that narrative we
 shall have to turn to other source material than the accounts and statistics of colonial

 agencies such as the Labour Inspectorate. One tends to think of the autobiographical
 notes written by Tan Malaka, the revolutionary anti-colonialist, who as a primary school
 teacher on a plantation in Deli came to know the situation of contract workers more
 intimately than any labour inspector ever did, however well-intended that official might
 have been. I concluded my own book on plantation labour by quoting from his coolie
 portrait, which referred to the situation in 1920:

 The class which toils from dawn to dusk; the class which earns a wage just sufficient to

 fill the belly and to cover its nakedness. The class which lives in a shed like goats in a
 stable and is arbitrarily flogged or sworn at and damned to hell; the class which could
 at any time lose wife or daughter should the white boss lust after her... that is the class
 of Indonesians known as contract coolies.4

 No doubt, the passage is loaded with emotion. But is Tan Malaka's verdict for that
 reason more subjective than the studies presented by Houben and Lindblad? These
 editors appraise their own book as providing a systematic insight into important aspects
 of late colonial labour relations, based on primary resources. They suggest a contrast
 between their scholarly endeavour and the opinionated generalisations which, according
 to them, figure so prominently in the existing literature. Our difference in opinion boils
 down to opposing views on the role of the colonial state. In their perception government
 played a dual role as it assumed, on the one hand, responsibility for both the promotion
 of the Outer Islands as prime export producers and, on the other hand, the well-being of
 employees throughout the colony. I beg to disagree and suggest that, instead of being

 4 Breman, Taming the Coolie Beast, p. 285. The quote can be found in H. A. Poeze, Tan Malaka, strijder voor
 Indonesien vrijheid; Levensloop van 1897 tot 1945 ('s-Gravenhage: Nijhoff, 1976), p. 76.
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 even-handed, state agencies sided with private business in the civilising mission of
 colonialism, in this particular instance of taming the coolie beast.
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