Tirto Adhi Suryo
One of the fathers of Indonesian Nationalism
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“To assail the colonial machine’ 61

urban context. The first modern nationalists made up only a small propor-
tion of the new urban societies — many like Djelantik had no interest in the
idea — but the nationalists created Indonesia.

One of the first modern nationalists, Pramoedya’s hero Tirto Adhi
Suryo, had made the journey from the little town of Blora to the big city
three decades before Djelantik. Tirto first travelled to larger towns such as
Madiun for education, but wanting to study medicine at the new tertiary
institutions for natives, he had to continue on to Batavia. When Tirto lived
there in the first decade of the twentieth century, Batavia’s population was
around 139,000, making it the second largest city in the Indies after
Surabaya’s 150,000. Batavia’s population was to grow to 533,000 by 1930.>

Tirto passed the tests that allowed him to learn Dutch, a talent he used to
write some early pieces subsequently published in newspapers. In being
able to interact freely in Dutch, Tirto was both part of an elite close to the
Dutch, and a rebel against the colonial order. At the beginning of the
twentieth century Dutch officials had made their language exclusive,
refusing to allow Javanese to speak to them in it, even those who could
speak Dutch fluently. Javanese had to use respectful High Javanese, and to
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show the Dutch all the feudal gestures of obeisance: the prayer-like hand-
gesture and the squatting pose that had also to be used when addressing
indigenous rulers. Although there had been attempts to reform this arti-
tude under Governor General van Heutsz, it was so entrenched that
younger aristocrats like Tirto, rather than comply, totally rejected the
whole relationship between the Dutch and the indigenous aristocracy. In
the coastal cities, away from the courts and influence of the regents, Tirto
and his fellow students could act in a democratic social manner.

Tirto served an apprenticeship on one of the many Dutch-language
newspapers, where he quickly rose to the rank of editor, and became well
known throughout the colony. Successful enough to drop out of medical
school, Tirto became the first Indonesian newspaper owner on Java. He
joined with editors and writers from Minahasa (North Sulawesi), Sumatra
and Central Java in creating a new consciousness of the issues of daily life in
the Indies.*

Through his newspapers Tirto campaigned against corruption by the
Dutch, the regents and other members of the civil service, attempting to
create awareness amongst the junior civil servants and the traders of the city
of their duty towards the poor, ‘the little people’. To achieve his aim he
turned to the language of the city, Malay, since Eurasians and ethnic
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Chinese were producing newspapers in that language. When he wrote in
Malay, he knew that only a small proportion of the urban population could
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read in Latin script, but he also knew that newspapers and other publica-
tions in Malay were frequently read aloud in communal groups.
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