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1

Introduction: Women's Work
in the Netherlands and Java, 1830-1940

This chapter introduces the theme of our study: how colonial connections
impacted women’s work and household living standards in two parts of
the Dutch Empire—the Netherlands and Java—in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. It provides an overview of the relevant debates
in the international economic history literature and introduces several
important concepts, along with the sources and methods this study has
employed. This chapter also sets the stage for the rest of this book by
illustrating how the metropole and the colony were in many ways similar
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, but diverged notably in the
course of the colonial period.

1.1 Women’s Work and Empire

At the start of the nineteenth century, women in the two main parts of the
Dutch Empire—the Netherlands and Java—were remarkably economi-
cally active.! Foreign travellers to the seventeenth-century and eighteenth-
century Dutch Republic had marvelled at the outspoken presence of

© The Author(s) 2019 1
E. van Nederveen Meerkerk, Women, Work and Colonialism

in the Netherlands and Java, Palgrave Studies in Economic History,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10528-0_1
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Dutch women in the public and economic domain, such as the mar-
ketplace and in financial transactions. Recent historical research has con-
firmed that in early modern Dutch cities at least half of all women per-
formed paid work (Schmidt and van Nederveen Meerkerk 2012). Like-
wise, contemporaries visiting Java commented on the relatively free and
hard-working indigenous women they encountered. In 1817, Sir Stam-
ford Raffles, Governor General during the British interregnum of the East
Indies (1811-1816), wrote in his 7he History of Java that “the labour of
the women on Java is estimated almost as highly as that of the men” (Raf-
fles 1817, 109). Fifteen years later, a Dutch resident (district ruler) noted:
“in general, one sees women here leading a life of heavy labour”.?

However, roughly a century later, in 1930, the contrast between
metropole and colony was striking. In the Netherlands, married women
especially had withdrawn from the labour market almost entirely: only six
per cent were registered in the census as having an occupation—a very low
figure, even in comparison with other Western European women; and it
had been consistently low since the second half of the nineteenth century
(see Table 1.1).

In contrast, the recorded labour force participation of married women
in Java was around thirty per cent, which is a gross underestimation of the
actual percentage, because women working on the family farm were often
not registered as gainfully employed (Volkstelling 1931-1934).

How did these remarkably divergent paths of metropole and colony
come about? Part of the answer to this question undoubtedly lies in the
realm of wider global economic divergence. Like many other Western
European countries, the Netherlands jumped—albeit relatively late—on
the bandwagon of industrialisation, self-sustained economic growth and
increasing living standards for the majority of its inhabitants. Conversely,
the Dutch East Indies, like many other tropical regions, increasingly
focused on the production and export of agricultural crops and min-
erals, which favoured only a small part of the indigenous population.’
However, this book argues that colonial connections, including economic,
fiscal and social policies, contributed notably to the growing contrast
between women’s economic roles in both parts of the empire, as well
as between Dutch and other European women. To explore this issue,
this book makes comparisons, highlights contrasts and draws connections
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4 E. van Nederveen Meerkerk

between developments in women’s work in the Netherlands and the Dutch
East Indies—particularly Java, its first colonised and most densely popu-
lated island—between ¢. 1830 and 1940. I argue that, well into the nine-
teenth century, the fate of the majority of women in the Netherlands and
Java, in terms of their functioning in the labour market, in terms of living
standards and in terms of their perceived role in society and the household,
developed relatively similarly. From ¢. 1870, the contrasts between the two
groups nevertheless accelerated, although the foundations for these differ-
ences were laid in earlier decades, and they were firmly grounded in highly
extractive economic policies as well as in racist-paternalist ideology.

Three questions are central: one is more descriptive; the other two more
analytical. First, how did work patterns of households, and particularly
the role of women’s economic activities, develop in Java and the Nether-
lands? Second, to what extent were these developments shaped by colonial
policies between 1830 and 1940? And, third, how did women’s work con-
tribute to the household as well as to the wider economy, in both the
Netherlands and Java? The reader will be constantly reminded of the fact
that while developments in metropole and colony might both have had
partly endogenous and partly exogenous drivers, the role of the intended
as well as unintended consequences of colonial policies was highly influ-
ential. This particular approach not only lends itself to addressing several
important debates in economic and social history that have so far not
explicitly been connected, it also has broader implications for the study of
women’s economic activities beyond the geographical scope of the Dutch
Empire.

Investigating patterns in women’s work is important for several reasons.
First of all, labour relations, and in particular the position of women in the
household and in the labour market, signify not only economic but also
important social, cultural and political developments. Labour in whatever
form (see Sect. 1.2) is required not only for sheer survival. It was also cru-
cial in colonial relations, and the need for scarce labour in order to obtain
the natural resources the tropics had to offer was a constant concern of
the rulers of the British, French, Portuguese, Belgian and Dutch empires
alike. For Java, this had already been the case in the VOC period (Breman
2010) and became more pressing under the Cultivation System in the
period 1830-1870. As I will argue in Chapter 3, women’s work alloca-
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tion facilitated the solution to this labour scarcity. Second, in the words
of Mrilanini Sinha, “gender was an important axis along which colonial
power was constructed” (Sinha 1995, 11). Thus, from the first colonial
encounters, European definitions of appropriate gender roles were used to
“demasculinise” colonised men, particularly if they encountered—to their
eye unusual—gender-specific divisions of labour. For instance, European
colonists described African men who spun and washed as “womanly”
(Amussen and Poska 2012, 344), or Indian men as “effeminate” and inca-
pable of providing for their families (Sinha 1995, 55).% In the case of
colonial Java, many contemporary Dutch observers commented upon the
perceived “laziness” of indigenous men in contrast to the “industriousness”
of their wives (e.g. Daendels 1814, 104; Onderzoek 1914, 1; Levert 1934,
247). This was a way to represent Javanese men as less masculine than their
white, European counterparts, confirming the latter’s superiority and thus
justifying their presence in the colony. Third, studying colonial connec-
tions might help answer the hitherto unsettled question as to why Dutch
women’s labour force participation declined so much faster in the second
half of the nineteenth century than in other Western European countries,
and why it continued to be lower than elsewhere until the late twentieth
century.’

More broadly, studying the role (and changes therein) of women in
the household economy provides a more complete and accurate picture
of the importance of the labour factor in practices of colonial extrac-
tion, processes of industrialisation and de-industrialisation, as well as in
the development of living standards. Although all of these elements are
closely intertwined, they are usually debated separately in the historiog-
raphy. This book argues that a better understanding of developments in
women’s work in a colonial context provides important insights for sev-
eral topical historiographic debates and helps link them together. The
following section will briefly highlight the most important positions in
these debates. First, however, I introduce some key concepts—particu-
larly work/labour, households, and colonialism and imperialism—which
will be used throughout the remainder of this book.



6 E. van Nederveen Meerkerk

1.2 Household Labour Relations, Colonial
Extraction and Living Standards:
Concepts and Debates

Household Labour Relations

Until recently, the field of labour history has dealt primarily with developed
capitalist countries and Eastern Europe/Russia. Studies focused almost
exclusively on male-dominated sectors such as mines, factories, large-scale
agriculture and transport, as well as their organised labour protests against
capitalism. Within this analytical framework, the paid and unpaid activ-
ities of women and children were largely neglected. Although from the
1950s onwards studies started to appear on the labour history of colonies
and former colonies, these, too, concentrated largely on mineworkers,
dockers and plantation workers and paid hardly any attention to fam-
ily members and household labour (van der Linden 2008, 1-2). Over the
past two decades, however, the historiography of work and labour relations
has shifted from its rather narrow, Eurocentric, focus on—predominantly
male—paid labourers to a much wider geographical and thematic scope,
including studies of bonded labour, subsistence agriculture and the eco-
nomic activities of women and children.

Following on from this global and inclusive trend in labour history, the
present book aims to study “work” and “labour” in their broadest sense.”
It therefore adopts the definition of work given by Chris and Charles Tilly:
“any human effort adding use value to goods and services” (Tilly and Tilly
1998, 22). In order to prevent a holistic, and thus meaningless, concept
of work, it is important to distinguish between different types of work,
as well as between different forms of remuneration and labour relations.
Figure 1.1 schematically classifies different types of work accordingly.

Figure 1.1 shows different types of work, their typical forms of remu-
neration and under what type of labour relation they might be performed.
This latter category is very crude, as being “forced” can entail slavery, con-
tract labour or the use of moral or physical threat, as may be the case with
labour services for the community. Still, it is a helpful category, to point
to the fact that almost all types of work, whether its fruits are intended for
the market or not, can be performed either willingly or involuntarily. The
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Non-market work Market work
subsistence communal work in someone else's
Type of work housework  agriculture labour work in own or family business business or household
assisting family
self-employed members employed
Type of in-kind foregone communal
remuneration provisions  expenditure gains/ profits share of profit/ wages/
avoiding
punishment in-kind provisions payment in kind

Type of labour
relation independent/ independent/ forced independent/| independent/ independent/

forced forced forced forced forced

Fig. 1.1 Schematic overview of work and labour relations (Adapted from Pott-
Buter [1993, 7], van Nederveen Meerkerk [2012, 325])

comprehensiveness of the scheme is vital, because it allows us to include
forms of labour that have been more typical outside the Global North
in the past 200 years, such as slave labour on plantations (which would
be placed in the far-right corner below), or communal labour. Moreover,
it is very important to realise that throughout history households, and
even individuals, have usually performed multiple types of work simul-
taneously. For example, a Javanese peasant woman will have performed
market work by weaving cloth that she sold at a local market, in combina-
tion with subsistence agriculture when she planted rice on the sawah (wet
rice field), and on top of that did unpaid work in the household, such as
cooking and cleaning. Although in this book the latter category (i.e. the
first column in the scheme) does not surface frequently, because unpaid
household tasks are very hard to pin down in the historical records, all other
types of work, and how they were combined by the different members of
the household, will feature in this monograph.

Apart from a definition of work, a definition of the “household” is also
appropriate. The household is generally seen as the unit of individuals
with whom people live together on a daily basis in a distinct residence and
with whom they pool and reallocate resources, such as income, food, and
labour, to a certain extent. Although families (in the strict nuclear sense
meaning parents and their direct offspring) and households often overlap,
they are not necessarily synonymous, certainly not at every stage in the
life cycle. Households can include non-family members, such as domestic
workers or orphaned neighbours, as well as members of the extended
family, such as grandparents, aunts and uncles, or nieces and nephews.
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Whereas the nuclear family household has been dominant in much of
the recent history of Western Europe, this was not so straightforward
for earlier periods, nor for regions outside the Western hemisphere. Also,
even within Europe, there has been considerable regional variation. In the
Netherlands, for example, stem-family households, containing co-resident
family members with a nuclear family, were very common until the second
half of the twentieth century (Kok and Mandemakers 2010, 289-290).
Nevertheless, despite this variation, the Netherlands has been part of the
region (Northwestern Europe) where the nuclear family household type
spread relatively early and extensively (de Vries 2008, 15-17). During the
nineteenth century, the average size of Dutch households was between
4.7 and 4.9 persons, and this average only slightly declined (to 4.5) in
the first half of the twentieth century. It was only after the Second World
War that the average size of Dutch families declined drastically (Kok and
Mandemakers 2010, 288; Bradbury et al. 2014, 77).

In colonial Java, households usually also contained a nucleus of a hus-
band and wife and their children, but much more often the household
would include more people. For example, the coming of age of the eldest
daughter commonly involved the arrival of a son-in-law, moving in with
his wife’s family (Boomgaard 1989, 149). Islamic law (or fikh), which
applied to the great majority of the population, allowed men to marry a
maximum of four wives. However, polygamy remained largely restricted
to an upper class of priyayi (noble) families, and in Java, less than two per
cent of adult men had multiple wives. While extremely large households
could be found among the elites, with the example of the Central Javanese
princes, who could have up to seventy wives and co-wives (selir), as a
clear outlier, most #ani (peasant) men had just one wife (Locher-Scholten
2000b, 189). Although data on household size are less reliable than for the
Netherlands, Peter Boomgaard (1989, 153—154) has estimated an average
household size of 4.7 for Java as a whole, both in the 1840s and in the
1880s.8 This means that, despite the fact that households more often con-
tained non-nuclear family members in Java compared to the Netherlands,
their sizes did not differ considerably, which can probably be explained
by the effect of higher infant mortality in the colony, as mentioned in
Sect. 1.4. In the first half of the twentieth century, the average Javanese
peasant household size seems to have risen somewhat, to about 5.3 people

per household by the end of the 1930s (Koeliebudgetcommissie 1941),
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although there appears to have been quite some regional variation (Leigh
and van der Eng 2010, 205).

As said, for most people the household is the place where income, food
and labour are pooled and redistributed. This makes it an excellent unit
of analysis for the history of women’s work, particularly as most of these
reallocations happen between different household members. As I will argue
in this book, there have been important shifts in the allocation of labour,
both in terms of the intensity of work and in the types of work different
members of the household performed. Such changes may be induced
by changing consumption needs, as Jan de Vries argues in his book 7he
Industrious Revolution, which he uses to explain pre-modern economic
development in Western Europe.” However, choices in labour allocation
might also have been influenced by region-specific peculiarities. In Asia,
for example, the quality of labour, as well as the use of female labourers,
played a comparatively significant role in development, as Gareth Austin
and Kaoru Sugihara have recently noted (Austin and Sugihara 2013). My
book aims to provide more insight into the background of such “labour-
intensive” paths of development, in which gender roles were supposedly

highly significant.

Colonial Extraction and Underdevelopment

“Colonialism” and “imperialism”, as well as the distinctions between the
two, are much debated and historically developed terms.!® This book
defines “colonies” as settlements in one territory by a political power
from another territory. Although colonies have been established by ancient
African, Greek, Roman and Chinese empires, most academic literature on
colonialism and imperialism deals with the spread of the Western Euro-
pean sphere of influence across the world since the sixteenth century.!!
While colonisation may be defined as the quest for natural resources and/or
land, in search of economic betterment, “colonialism” involves the partic-
ular colonial system, practice and principles of administration that were
put into operation in the colonial territories. In turn, the term “empire”
comprises the totality of settlements from the view of the metropole as the
centre of imperial administration, and “imperialism” is conceptualised as
the “overarching [...] ideology that openly advocated and practiced dom-
ination over the territories of people of a different race” (Young 2015, 58).
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Imperialism is thus the complex of political-economic expansion, rooted
in an ideology and rhetoric of superiority of the imperial power over those
living in the regions under its occupation or sphere of influence. In other
words, colonies were the separate parts, together with the metropole form-
ing the totality of the empire, but colonialism on the ground was in turn
very much influenced by imperialist ideas that promoted and justified the
power and exploitation of peoples in overseas territories.

Colonial extraction, which figures heavily in this book, also needs to be
defined, as it can be a quite narrow as well as a rather inclusive concept
that, moreover, is not easy to measure. Many different forms of extraction
are conceivable, ranging from quite direct expropriation and theft to more
indirect burdens, such as colonial taxes or labour duties. Because of this
variety, this book adopts the broad definition of colonial extraction that
Ewout Frankema and Frans Buelens also employ: “a net transfer of eco-
nomically valuable resources from indigenous to metropolitan societies”
(Frankema and Buelens 2013, 2). Precisely because of the wide range of
extractive measures, as well as the direct and indirect costs of empire, its
costs and benefits have been extensively debated by contemporaries and
historians alike. Imperial powers in the nineteenth century were constantly
concerned about the cost of empire, and the ways to mitigate these costs
were much contested in the metropoles (e.g. Davis and Huttenback 1986,
6—7; van Zanden and van Riel 2004, 111-112; Havik 2013). Moreover,
the burdens of empire on the colonised population became increasingly
debated in the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, not
only by concerned citizens in the metropoles (Booth 2012, 1148), but
also by the colonised themselves, in the context of growing nationalist
and independence movements.

The academic debate too has been divided over the issue to what extent
empires were profitable or not—and to whom. With regard to the Por-
tuguese, the Dutch and the Belgian empires, there seems largely to be
a consensus that, during most of modern imperialism, the benefits out-
weighed the costs for the metropolitan economies, even if the size of the
remittances flowing to the metropoles has been debated.!? Although the
Portuguese state was confronted with high costs of maintaining its empire,
it put the burden mostly on the indigenous African population by impos-
ing labour duties and a myriad of taxes (Havik 2013, 179). As a result,
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the Portuguese colonies in Africa were at least highly beneficial to Por-
tugal’s balance of payment throughout the colonial period (Lains 1998).
In the Dutch and Belgian colonies too, the cost of empire was shifted
mainly to the indigenous population, including forced cultivation and
various taxes (Vanthemsche 2012; Wahid 2013). Particularly under the
Cultivation System on Java, this book shows that net remittances were
extraordinarily high (see Chapter 3). But also in a later stage, when the
colonial finances of the Dutch East Indies were formally separated, pri-
vate sector remittances continued to flow to the metropole (Booth 1998,
210-214; Gordon 2010).

For the British and French metropoles, though, the costs and bene-
fits of maintaining their empires have been more intensively disputed by
economic historians. In the 1960s and 1970s, most scholars still agreed
that the British and French economies had greatly profited from low-cost
imports from their overseas possessions, in combination with protectionist
policies to safeguard colonial markets for products from the metropoles
(Huillery 2014, 2—-3). This relative consensus can be seen in the context
of the academic popularity of World-Systems theory and the “dependency
school”, which blamed the former imperialist powers for the underdevel-
opment of the Third World (e.g. Frank 1966; Rodney 1972; Wallerstein
1989). Since the 1980s, however, this image of the profitability of the
British and French empires has been increasingly contested (e.g. O’Brien
1988; Marseille 1984). These authors mainly stressed the immense mil-
itary and administrative costs of maintaining an empire, which, on the
whole, surpassed the benefits, even if some—predominantly elite—groups
in metropolitan society became blatantly rich from their dealings with the
colonies (Davis and Huttenback 1986). These revisionist accounts, in
turn, provoked rather strong responses from authors claiming that, even if
expenses were large, average living standards in the metropoles were high
enough to bear them, that the empire’s costs were still overshadowed by
its (partly overlooked) benefits, and that the non-material gains of empire,
such as status and moral feelings of superiority, should also be included in
the equation (Kennedy 1989, 190; Offer 1993, 232, 2306).

Regardless of the net benefits for the metropoles, there are of course
the costs and benefits for the colonies that need to be taken into account.
During and directly after decolonisation, the idea that colonialism had
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brought modernity and progress to the colonies had been on the minds
and agendas of neoliberal development economists (Rostow 1960, 139).
Some historians too picked up this idea of colonialism as having been
favourable to the development of the Third World (Landes 1969). More
recently, however, some leading historians have considered the entire West-
ern colonial enterprise as a huge negative-sum game (Booth 2007, 242).
As Paul Bairoch put it in 1995: “if the West did not gain much from
colonialism, it does not mean that the Third World did not lose much”
(Bairoch 1995, 88).

More recent empirical evidence on cases such as colonial French West
Africa (Huillery 2014), Portuguese Africa (Havik 2013; Alexopoulou
2018), and Dutch and British Southeast Asia (Booth 2007) confirms
that not much was invested in the well-being of indigenous people, in
terms of health care or education. This directly links to the topic of this
book, as low colonial investment in girls” education has had an impact on
the economic position of women. As Anne Booth has argued, US invest-
ment in education in the Philippines impacted positively on women’s
work: colonial Filipinas worked significantly less in the agricultural sector
than other women in colonial Southeast Asia (Booth 2016, 175-176).
Moreover, investments in infrastructure were in the first place intended to
benefit colonial exports, even if they generated some positive effects for
indigenous economic activities and led to changes in household labour
patterns as well (e.g. Elson 1994, 255-260; Havik 2013, 181). One of
these, usually unintended, side effects of colonialism may have been par-
tial industrial development, as I will argue in Chapter 4. This links up
to debates on de-industrialisation in the poor periphery, which in turn
relates to questions on the effects of colonialism on living standards.

The De-industrialisation Thesis

In the decades after the Second World War, neoclassical economists
as well as neo-Marxist and “dependency” scholars considered the de-
industrialisation of the Third World to be a major problem. The former
strand of scholars primarily explained this underdevelopment of industry
in endogenous terms, such as the “primitive conditions” of indigenous
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economies (Bauer 1976, 148) or the lack of dynamism among indigenous
elites (Kerr et al. 1962).'3 The latter instead blamed colonial extraction,
which had enforced a worldwide division of labour that impoverished
countries in the periphery by destroying local manufacturing industries
or by actively preventing industrial development there (Frank 1966; Rod-
ney 1972; Wallerstein 1989).

In the early 1980s, such unilinear views on de-industrialisation came
under criticism. On the one hand, scholars studying proto-industry in
Europe argued that industrialisation was no unidirectional process: entire
regions in Europe de-industrialised, or “re-agrarianised”, at the onset of
the nineteenth century. Moreover, in European industrialised areas, fac-
tory production and cottage manufacturing coincided until at least the
late nineteenth century (Kriedte et al. 1981; Johnson 2002, 7-8). Fur-
ther, social and economic historians of India have empirically demon-
strated that the image of de-industrialisation is, at best, incomplete. As
Deepak Lal noted in 1988, the de-industrialisation thesis does not hold
for India. Although early nineteenth-century British textile imports cer-
tainly affected local production in India, modern textile factories were
established in the country from the 1850s onwards. Also, modern indus-
try remained highly intertwined with traditional cottage production, and
for along time, handicraft spinning and weaving in the lower market seg-
ments provided poor Indians with coarse but affordable cotton cloth (Lal
1988, 183-199). But in the higher market segments too, many handloom-
weaving regions in India were able to compete with Western factory-made
cloth until the first few decades of the twentieth century (Chandavarkar
1985; Roy 1993; Parthasarathi 1998). More recently, Gareth Austin and
Kaoru Sugihara have introduced the term “labour-intensive industrialisa-
tion” to refute Eurocentric conceptions of the global diffusion of Western
manufacturing technologies and practices (Austin and Sugihara 2013).

Due to these valuable insights, the de-industrialisation debate seemed
to have died down for quite a while, but Jeffrey Williamson has recently
reignited it. Williamson (2013) states that, due to falling trade costs,
global market integration accelerated during the nineteenth century. This
entailed a deepening of existing patterns of specialisation, in which the
“poor periphery” focused on the export of primary products and raw
materials to fuel the growing demands of manufacturing enterprises and
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consumers in the “core”. Simultaneously, industrialising countries increas-
ingly specialised in export manufacturing, alongside trade and business ser-
vices. Market forces would have formed the dominant mechanism behind
this global division of labour. Growing demand for primary commodi-
ties drove up their world market prices, while rapid efficiency gains and
competition in manufacturing production in the core depressed prices
for industrial products. This led to a “terms-of-trade boom” in the poor
periphery, which offered a dual incentive for de-industrialisation.
Although at first sight, Williamson’s theoretical reasoning makes sense,
his core assumptions, which are based on Ricardian trade theory, contain
some fundamental problems which deserve closer scrutiny. First of all, he
presumes that labour can be reallocated between industries and sectors
within a country without additional cost, and that labour is always fully
employed. Second, Ricardian models assume that traded goods are homo-
geneous (i.e. identical) across producers and countries, and that they are
perfectly competitive in countries trading with each other. And, finally,
international trade is taken to be the main driver of economic growth.
In this book, by scrutinising the heterogeneity of household labour, par-
ticularly the allocation decisions relating to women’s work, I will show that
these assumptions do not hold for colonial Java. The increasing tendency
of Javanese women to take up part-time activities in the handicraft textile
sector fits well with Austin and Sugihara’s concept of labour-intensive paths
of industrialisation. Specific local traditions of cloth production persisted
because they were still strongly demanded by growing numbers of indige-
nous consumers. As has been noted for India and Africa (Haynes 2012, 13;
Austin 2008, 602), for quite some time Indonesian consumers were reluc-
tant to buy European textiles, preferring local creations. Because quality
and taste mattered, the assumption of perfect competition thus makes
little sense in the historical context of Dutch imperial trade relations. In a
sense, local Javanese handicrafts even received an impulse from imports of
factory-made textiles, a large part of which consisted of yarns and unfin-
ished cotton cloth until the 1920s. Furthermore, as in India (Roy 2013),
new techniques were introduced in colonial-era Indonesia to cope with
cheaper European printed cloth, which enabled local producers to regain
at least part of the indigenous market for coloured cotton textiles for a
considerable time. To sum up, it was not so much international trade,
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central in Williamson’s analysis, which caused the resilience of indigenous
textile production, but rather the growth of internal markets, and the
way households responded to this demand by reallocating their labour, in
order to retain, or increase, their standard of living.

Living Standards in the Long Nineteenth Century

Both in the economic historiography of Western Europe and in the con-
text of the colonised regions overseas, standards of living have been the
subject of intense debate since the end of the nineteenth century. For
both geographical areas, the discussion has roughly been one between
“optimists” and “pessimists”. On the one hand, there are those academics
who believe that industrialisation in the West, as well as colonisation in
the East, brought modernisation and progress to all. This progress would
also have translated into higher standards of living for the working classes
in industrialising nations, as opposed to the more pessimistic accounts of
Marx and Engels and their academic followers (for instance, Ashton 1949;
Hartwell 1961; Lindert and Williamson 1983). Also, influential scholars
such as Bauer have claimed that colonialism brought advancement in
the “extremely primitive conditions of the African and Asian territories”
(Bauer 1976, 148), and that these regions would have experienced par-
ticular economic progress under colonialism in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Key to this development brought by colonis-
ers would have been infrastructure, public health measures and education
(e.g- Gould 1993).

On the other hand, there are scholars who believe that large groups
in society—in this case the labouring classes and the colonised—were
exploited to such an extent that for a long time these processes hardly ben-
efited the standard of living of the poorest (Hobsbawm 1957). With regard
to wages in industrialising Britain, Charles Feinstein’s contention that, at
least before the 1850s, the real wages of industrial labourers improved
only modestly continues to be debated (Feinstein 1998).'4 In the
colonial setting, economic policies had led to resource extraction and de-
industrialisation of the Global South, from which perhaps a small indige-
nous elite profited, while the majority of the population suffered even
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more (Frank 1966; Parthasarathi 2011, 261). Moreover, investments made
in the colonial infrastructure and other public provisions were intended
largely for export trade and failed to improve conditions for the bulk of
the indigenous poor. Real wages, but also other indicators of welfare such
as infant mortality and calorific intake, suggest that people living in the
colonised regions of Southeast Asia, for instance, did not profit much from
colonialism (Booth 2012).

At the turn of the twenty-first century, a new impulse was given to
the standard-of-living debate by Robert Allen’s long-term comparative
approach, which involved calculating to what extent average households
in the past were able to obtain a particular consumption level, based on
wages and prices prevalent in particular regions and time periods. Using
this information, Allen constructed “welfare ratios” (for a more detailed
explanation see, Sect. 5.1) first for Europe, and later, in co-authored work,
for Asia (Allen 2001, 2009; Allen etal. 2011). Many scholars have followed
Allen’s example for other regions, such as Latin America (Arroyo Abad et al.
2012), sub-Saharan Africa (e.g. Frankema and van Waijenburg 2012),
colonial India (e.g. Broadberry and Gupta 2006; de Zwart 2015) and Java
(de Zwart and van Zanden 2015). The general picture emerging from
these long-run geographical comparisons is that in many parts of the world
standards of living were fairly similar, at least until 1800, that only English
and Dutch living standards were significantly higher than those in the rest
of Europe and the world, and that the gap between those two countries
and elsewhere widened during the early modern period. After a period of
decline and stagnation in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
welfare ratios started to increase spectacularly in Europe until 1860 to
1913, whereas in large parts of Asia living standards showed only modest
growth, and even decline, in the same period (Allen et al. 2011, 27).

The debate on the exact impact of colonial rule on indigenous living
standards is far from having been resolved due to varying ideological view-
points and a lack of evidence (see also de Zwart and van Zanden 2015).
This becomes very clear in the case of Java. While many historians have
argued that colonial rule scarcely improved the living standards of the
majority of the indigenous population in the Dutch East Indies (Boom-
gaard 1989; Booth 2012; de Zwart and van Zanden 2015), others have
pointed to the more beneficial effects of colonialism—such as monetisa-
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tion and infrastructural developments—on welfare (Elson 1994; van der
Eng 2000; Dell and Olken 2017).

Apart from the unresolved discussion on colonialism’s effects on living
standards in the Dutch East Indies, the effects of nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century colonialism on living standards 77 the metropole have so
far been almost entirely overlooked (van Nederveen Meerkerk 2015). This
book aims to shed new light on the debates on the role of colonialism by
studying how living standards in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Dutch Empire developed, and why they developed this way. My
research strategy is comparative in several respects: I compare the living
standards of agrarian and urban working-class households in the Nether-
lands and Java, as well as over time, using a unique data set of almost
3000 household budgets. These sources offer unique historical informa-
tion not only about the actual income and expenditure of households, but
also about the composition of various sources of income, including the
earnings of women and children, and income from non-wage work (see
Chapter 5).

By exploring living standards, colonial extraction and structural change
in the form of industrialisation and de-industrialisation, all through the
lens of household labour relations, this book aims to bring together these
topical debates in economic history. It argues that the intended and unin-
tended consequences of colonial policies affected living standards in the
colony as well as in the metropole in different ways. This affected house-
holds’ strategies to reorganise their labour, which in turn impacted the
structure of the economy as well as people’s living standards. The case
study of women’s work in the Dutch Empire, specifically the Netherlands
and Java, is relevant for several reasons. First, as Chapter 2 will show,
while Dutch colonialism was comparatively intensive and extractive, it
also shared many features with practices of other imperial powers, for
instance in the realms of forced labour and social and labour policies. Sec-
ond, although the Netherlands was first and fastest in this respect, other
Western European countries also experienced a downward trend in female
labour force participation. Both factors combined make the Dutch Empire
an excellent benchmark for a pioneering study on the effects of colonial
connections on women’s work, on which further studies can build. Third,
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studying the Dutch Empire through this lens fills an important lacuna in
the historiography, as I will now show.

1.3 Economy, Society and Labour
in the Dutch Empire: A Brief
Historiography

In the nineteenth century, the Dutch academic historical profession
focused predominantly on political topics. This started to change around
the turn of the century. In 1894, at his inauguration as Professor of Dutch
History at Leiden University, historian P. ]. Blok programmatically spoke
of history as a social science. He suggested that historians ought to broaden
their focus to include economic-historical topics, including the history of
trade and studies of the colonial past (Sluyterman 2014, 45-46). His sug-
gestion was taken up by subsequent generations of historians, including
N. W. Posthumus, who published important empirical work on the early
modern Dutch economy, and 1. J. Brugmans, who was more concerned
with the social history of the labouring classes in the nineteenth cen-
tury (Posthumus 1908-1939, 1943-1964; Brugmans 1929). In the same
period, economists as well as historians started to pay increasing attention
to the study of the economy and society in the Dutch East Indies (e.g.
Mansvelt 1922; Boeke 1926; Furnivall 1939).

However, it was only from around 1970, under the influence of the
Annales school as well as the “social science turn” in history, that a wealth
of studies on the Dutch economy in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
emerged. The topics they covered included the relatively late industrialisa-
tion of the Netherlands, economic growth and histories of the rise of wage
labour and the Dutch labour movement.!> Moreover, in the Netherlands,
as in other countries, the rise of the “new social history”, demographic
history, and women’s and gender studies spurred an interest in the history
of Dutch women, including their economic activities (for an overview of
some important works, see van Nederveen Meerkerk 2014, 182-190).

Likewise, a renewed interest in the study of the economic history of
colonial Indonesia gained solid ground in this period, both within and
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outside the Netherlands. Based on newly collected historical data from the
colonial archives, the highly extractive Cultivation System (1830-1870;
see Chapters 2 and 3) was scrutinised (Fasseur 1975; Elson 1994), and
a fifteen-volume series Changing Economy of Indonesia appeared between
1976 and 1996, containing a treasure of statistical data for nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century colonial Indonesia (see Sect. 1.5). Many detailed
empirical as well as broad synthesising studies on the economic history of
Indonesia were published (e.g. Boomgaard 1989; Maddison and Prince
1989; Lindblad 1993; Booth 1998; van Zanden and Marks 2012). In
the wake of this revival of interest in colonial Indonesia’s economic his-
tory, some studies on the economic role of indigenous women appeared,
but such studies remained fragmented and largely revolved around the
discourse involving the proper role of Javanese women, or around their
encounters with Dutch colonists (e.g. Boomgaard 1981; Stoler 1985;
Carey and Houben 1992). Apparently, it has proven very difficult to cap-
ture the voices and experiences of colonised women in the past. Being
“natives” as well as women, they rarely surface directly in the colonial
archives, and thus may be seen as standing in “the shadows of the shad-
ows” (Spivak 1985, 265).

In addition, the renewed attention paid to the economic and social his-
tory of both the Netherlands and the Dutch East Indies has hardly led to
much in the way of an integrated study of developments in the metropole
and the colony (Bosma 2014, 172).1° This is all the more surprising since
in the fields of political as well as cultural history a number of studies have
recently appeared that assess not only the impact of the Netherlands on
the Dutch East Indies, but also how the Dutch colonial past influenced
the metropole, in a single analytical framework. This more integrated
approach fits well with international trends in imperial history since the
late 1990 s, when some postcolonial historians shifted to the analysis of
reciprocal influences of the imperial project on both colony and metropole
(e.g. Cooper and Stoler 1997; Conrad and Randeria 2002; Burton 2003).
These scholars argue that we can understand the histories of both “the
West” and “the rest” only by studying them inter-relationally, through the
approach of histoire croisée or histories of entanglement. As Ann Stoler
and Frederick Cooper have claimed, “Europe was made from its colo-
nial projects, as much as colonial encounters were shaped by conflicts in
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Europe itself” (Stoler and Cooper 1997, 1). For example, historians such as
Antoinette Burton and Catherine Hall have highlighted how imperialism
formed a constitutive element of British nationalism (Burton 2003; Hall
2002). Moreover, various studies (e.g. McClintock 1995; Stoler 2002;
Hall and Rose 2006) show that imperialism was not mainly a top-down
creation by white male politicians and administrators, but that “white
women, mixed families and colonial collaborators played an important
role in weaving the weft through the warp of a decentralized historical
process” (Manjapra 2014, 280).

This strand of literature, which—not unproblematically—is also called
the “New Imperial History”, focuses predominantly on political or cul-
tural exchanges, and on the circulation of ideas, most notably in the British
and French empires (e.g. Cooper and Stoler 1997; Levine 2004; Hall and
Rose 2006). While economic relations were sometimes described as a fac-
tor in the background, socio-economic developments themselves, let alone
labour relations, have been analysed much less frequently from this per-
spective (Ballantyne 2010, 451; Vanthemsche 2012, 4-5; van Nederveen
Meerkerk 2013, 2015). This is also true for the Dutch Empire, whose
metropolitan and colonial histories have only recently and quite slowly
begun to be integrated (Raben 2013, 29). Most of these works studying
mutual colonial effects focus either on the sociopolitical concerns of the
Dutch with the welfare of the colonised population (Janse 2013), femi-
nism (Waaldijk and Grever 2004), or on the influences colonialism had
on the formation of Dutch metropolitan identity, nationality or material
culture (e.g. Bossenbroek 1996; Bloembergen 2006; van Leeuwen 2008;
Legéne 2010). Some excellent exploratory studies on the influence of colo-
nialism on Javanese women’s work in particular economic sectors have
appeared (e.g. Boomgaard 1981; Locher-Scholten 1986, 2000a; Saptari
2011). However, no systematic study of colonial women’s work on Java
has yet been undertaken, and the entanglements between colonialism and
women’s work in both parts of the Dutch Empire have been studied even
less frequently.

In the remainder of this book, I will show that colonial connections
did indeed make a difference, although they were not the only determi-
nant of developments in women’s labour force participation on either side
of the Dutch Empire. This is why it is important to connect the direct
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and indirect influences of colonialism to other mechanisms that were at
play in both the domestic and the global economies. In this respect, it is
crucial to pay careful attention to chronology as well as to the unintended
consequences of colonial policies put into practice. These all impacted the
daily lives of households, both in the colony and in the metropole. In
turn, households responded to new challenges and opportunities, thus
affecting larger structures. The following section will provide a number
of important stylised facts, comparing several socio-economic indicators
in the Netherlands and Java around the beginning of my research period.
Also, the section will give a brief overview of how these indicators devel-
oped—and diverged—during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
in order to sketch the background to the development of women’s work
in both parts of the Dutch Empire.

1.4 Comparisons, Contrasts
and Connections in the Dutch Empire

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Dutch Republic, a feder-
ation of seven provinces that had liberated itself from Habsburg rule, had
been one of Europe’s major economic powers. At the peak of its power
around 1650, the Republic, comprising approximately the current King-
dom of the Netherlands (see Fig. 1.2), was a small country of about 40,000
km? and two million inhabitants. It was also one of the most urbanised
regions in the world, with for the time a remarkably specialised agricul-
tural sector and a rich history of trade relations with the Baltic region, as
well as colonial trade in the Far East and the New World (de Vries and van
der Woude 1997). The Northern Netherlands lost much of its dynamic
force in the course of the eighteenth century, with a stagnating and even
declining population. Moreover, it suffered severely from political tur-
moil and from Napoleon’s occupation at the end of the century. In 1815,
to form a buffer against the defeated French, the Northern and Southern
Netherlands were joined to form the Kingdom of the Netherlands, headed
by Willem I, the son of the previous stadhouder Willem V.7 Despite the
establishment of a parliament with representatives from the north and
south, King Willem I and his government had almost unlimited legisla-
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tive and executive powers. Willem’s aim was to centralise and modernise
the country, but his ambitious infrastructural and fiscal measures increased
the already huge government debt and precipitated growing opposition
among the southern provinces. After a costly war, the south seceded from
the kingdom and formed its own nation, Belgium (see also Chapters 2, 3
and 4).18

With the establishment of the kingdom, the Netherlands also regained
some of the colonies that had been part of its vast imperial sphere of
influence in the early modern period. Most notable were the Dutch
East Indies, particularly Java, a valuable asset that had been ruled by the
British between 1811 and 1816. At the end of the sixteenth century,
Dutch merchants had increasingly frequented the Indonesian archipelago
(see Fig. 1.3) for its richness of spices and tropical goods. The Javanese
town of Jacatra (later renamed Batavia by the Dutch, and today known
as Jakarta) became a provisioning post for ships of the Dutch East India
Company (VOC) sailing to the Spice Islands further east. In 1618, the
Dutch decided to bring the entire city under its authority and Jacatra
became one of the most important strategic VOC outposts. Few Dutch
people settled there permanently, and the majority of temporary or more
long-term migrants were male soldiers, merchants and clerks (Gelman
Taylor 1983, 3-5). Until the late nineteenth century, European women
seldom migrated to the Dutch East Indies, and the “scarcity” of white
women led to sexual and marital relationships between European men
and indigenous women (Gouda and Clancy-Smith 1998, 18). The par-
ticularities of Dutch imperial rule in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries will be further elaborated in Chapter 2, but for the context of
this book it is useful to provide a broad sketch of Java, not the largest but
certainly the most populous island in the Dutch East Indies.

Colonial Java distinguished itself from other parts of the Indonesian
archipelago in many respects. First of all, it was the region that experi-
enced the most intensive Dutch influence from the early modern period.
Colonial rule largely confined itself to this island until the end of the nine-
teenth century, when the Dutch started to become increasingly interested
in other parts of the archipelago in their quest for natural resources and
geopolitical primacy in the region (Booth 1998, 2-5). Second, Java was
relatively densely populated compared to other islands such as Sumatra,
Borneo (now Kalimantan) and Celebes (present-day Sulawesi). The grow-
ing population pressure was of increasing concern to the colonial author-
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ities and led to government inquiries into the well-being of the Javanese
population. As a result of these two factor s, the archival source material to
investigate the colonial history of Java is much richer and goes back much
further in time than for the other islands (Boomgaard 1989). This is true,
too, of the secondary literature, which has long focused predominantly on
Java in the colonial period. To write the relatively under-explored history
of women’s work, it is useful to have a rich historiographical literature to
fall back on and to contextualise this as much as possible. These are the
most important reasons to focus on Java in this book.

Java is a highly diverse region, both geographically and ethnically. As
Robert Elson has so aptly noted: “there are as many Javas as there are
inhabitants of the island; each region, however defined, has a distinctive-
ness born of a specific history and physical and cultural ecology” (Elson
1994, xxi). Around 1830, the island housed over seven million people
(Boomgaard and Gooszen 1991) and hundreds of distinct ethnic groups
and languages. Java had a long-standing trade history, dating back to at
least the fifteenth century, when commercial activities spread through-
out Southeast Asia and beyond (van Zanden and Marks 2012, 21). Arab
and Chinese merchants were highly active on Java, as well as on other
islands of the archipelago, in long-distant trade and wholesaling, whereas
Javanese women dominated trade in local markets (Watson Andaya 1995).
Politically, Java consisted of a patchwork of smaller tribes as well as larger
kingdoms, such as the sultanate of Mataram, which occupied a vast area
in Central Java in the period from 1587 to 1755, and its successor states,
the sultanates of Surakarta and Yogyakarta, which were granted a large
degree of autonomy and self-government by the later Dutch authorities
and survived until 1945. At the regional level, bupati (regents) were the
most powerful. Many of these indigenous leaders had already cooperated
with the VOC, as they were in charge of organising and levying various
colonial taxes, which usually came on top of existing forms of taxation
(Boomgaard 1989, 18, 24-25). The regencies were kept intact through-
out the colonial period and were directly accountable to the Dutch resident,
the most important official at the higher district level (see Fig. 1.4 for the
residencies around 1900).

Despite the heterogeneity of the Netherlands and Java, I have chosen to
take these geographical units as my point of departure for the comparisons
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made in this book. Although at times I will focus on particular regions and
local developments, the aim here is to provide a more general overview
of women’s work, and how it changed, in both parts of the world, even if
such developments may have been less straightforward for all areas, and
even if source material is at times fragmented (see Sect. 1.5). By choosing
the level of the nation state—at least in the case of the Netherlands—as
the unit of analysis, I by no means wish to imply that local or more
global developments did, or do, not matter. However, I believe it is the
appropriate scale at which to make a more comprehensive comparison of
women’s work in both parts of the empire, as well as of the connections
that can be established between the two regions.

To what extent were the Netherlands and Java comparable at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, and how did they increasingly contrast
towards the end of the colonial period?!? In terms of economic struc-
ture, both metropole and colony had a long and rich history of interna-
tional and interregional trade. Still, in both parts of the Dutch Empire,
agriculture was the most important sector in terms of employment (see
Fig. 1.5, column 1). Certainly, in the period 1500-1800 the Netherlands
had developed a specialised and productive agricultural system, with com-
paratively extensive use of wage labour (de Vries and van der Woude 1997).
Nevertheless, despite its relatively modern and urbanised economy, forty-
three per cent of the Dutch labour force worked in agriculture, and many
areas in 1800, especially the sandy soils in the east, have been typified as
“peasant-like” (van Zanden 1985, 346).

Simultaneously, in Java, the majority of the labour force in 1800 was
comprised of small peasants. Although at the start of the nineteenth cen-
tury many of them predominantly produced for their own subsistence,
regional markets were already important for selling surpluses and con-
stituted a large part of non-agricultural activity (Boomgaard 1989, 5-6)
(see also Fig. 1.5). Indeed, trade was particularly important, and all the
more noteworthy for this study given the remarkably high participation
of women in this domain, for both the early modern Dutch Republic
and Java (van den Heuvel 2007; Watson Andaya 1995). Whereas both in
the Netherlands and in Java the share of the population working in agri-
culture declined throughout the nineteenth century, de-agrarianisation
quickly accelerated in the Netherlands after 1900, while Javanese labour-
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in earlier estimates, but it also neatly aligns with the expansion of the textile
industry, mainly by female textile producers [van Nederveen Meerkerk 2017])

ers instead increasingly reverted to agriculture after the turn of the century
(see Fig. 1.5). Trade did remain an import sector in Java, and particu-
lar types of industry, such as sugar production and handwoven textiles,
actually became increasingly important in the late nineteenth century
(see Chapter 4). Still, however, Java remained predominantly agrarian.
The Dutch government made no serious attempts to stimulate large-scale
industrialisation in the colony until the late 1930s.

Apart from economic structure, living standards were also to a certain
extent comparable around 1800, in the sense that a large part of the
population lived just above subsistence levels in both regions. GDP per
capita was certainly already much higher in the Netherlands than in Java
at the start of the nineteenth century (219 versus 28 guilders), but as
inequality was probably larger in Dutch society, living standards among
significant parts of the population were poor (van Zanden 2003, 18). Even
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if urbanisation and specialisation had led to the development of a rather
extensive middle class in the Dutch Republic (1579-1795), poverty was
still widespread. In the first few decades of the nineteenth century, around
fifteen per cent of the population was structurally supported by poor
relief, and for the capital city of Amsterdam, this percentage was as high as
twenty-five (van Leeuwen 1993, 320). Depending on the stage in their life
cycle, another thirty-five per cent of the population balanced just above
subsistence without relying on assistance. As van Zanden (2003, 13) has
suggested, the purchasing power of agricultural wages in the Netherlands
and Java actually even converged between 1820 and 1870, so that Javanese
real wages in 1870 were at around ninety per cent of Dutch levels. As I
will show in Chapter 5, this started to change dramatically in the decades
thereafter, leading to an accelerating divergence of living standards in the
metropole and the colony.

Demographically, both birth and death rates (especially infant mortal-
ity) were still quite high in the Netherlands at the start of the nineteenth
century, and life expectancy at birth was around thirty-seven years (Win-
tle 2000, 10-12). In Java, birth and death rates were even higher than
in the Netherlands at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and life
expectancy was thirty years, suggesting slightly poorer conditions at the
outset. However, in the course of the nineteenth century, this gap widened
significantly: whereas in the metropole rea/ GDP per capita (in terms of
purchasing power) rose more than fifty per cent in 1880, the growth in
the colony in the same period was just seven per cent (van Zanden 2003,
9). Indeed, whereas in both countries fertility as well as mortality declined
over the colonial period, death rates dropped especially rapidly in the
Netherlands after 1870 due to hygiene measures and better food quality.
As a consequence, life expectancy rose impressively in the Netherlands to
up to sixty-five years in the early twentieth century, whereas in Java it rose
hardly at all before 1930. This was caused especially by differing levels of
infant mortality in Java and the Netherlands, a difference that had become
striking by the late colonial period (Booth 2012, 1164-1165).

With regard to social inequality too, the Netherlands and Java were rea-
sonably comparable at the start of the nineteenth century. Recent estimates
of the historical development of Gini coefficients suggest that these were
relatively similar: fifty-six in the Netherlands and slightly lower, fifty-two,
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Table 1.2 Income inequality in the Netherlands and Java, 1820-1930

Netherlands Java
Index Index

Gini (1870 = Gini (1870 =

coefficient 100) coefficient 100)
1820 56 98 52 133
1850 48 84 42 108
1870 57 100 39 100
1890 42 74 39 100
1910 47 82 42 108
1930 42 74 50 128

Source Moatsos et al. (2014, 206)

in Java (see Table 1.2). Before 1870, it is hard to establish a clear trend
in the development of social inequality in the Netherlands, also because
data for these early years tend to be unreliable (Moatsos et al. 2014, 2006).
In Java, under the Cultivation System, social inequality is thought to
have declined. After 1870, however, social inequality in the Netherlands
became much less, whereas in Java it rose again. This implies that, in
combination with generally rising living standards, the establishment of
the welfare state in the Netherlands led to an increasing redistribution of
income, from which the majority of labourers ultimately profited. In Java,
on the other hand, no such redistribution occurred. As we know that no
substantial indigenous middle class emerged, the gap between ordinary
Javanese peasants and the elite must have widened over the late colonial
period, despite the welfare measures intended under the Ethical Policy
that the Dutch introduced to the island in 1901 (see Chapter 6).

Finally, social norms held by the Dutch elites and bourgeoisie about
the appropriate role of working-class and peasant women in the econ-
omy and in the household diverged markedly from the last decades of the
nineteenth century for metropole and colony. Around 1800, work and
correction were seen as the principal means to morally discipline poor
households, in both the Netherlands and Java. Parallel initiatives were
undertaken by Johannes van den Bosch, who in 1815 established “peat
colonies(!)” in the Netherlands, aiming to transform the urban poor into
industrious agrarian workers, and who later, in 1830, introduced the Cul-
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tivation System in Java, likewise to increase peasants’ industriousness (see
Chapter 3). While these norms were similar, it must be noted that the
scope of changing labour relations was much vaster in the colony than in
the metropole. As Chapter 6 will reveal, ideals and practices of the male
breadwinner household started to pervade Dutch society after ¢. 1870,
helping to create a sharp divergence in household norms in the colony
vis-a-vis the metropole. Legislation to limit work by children and women
was passed, and a few years later general education became mandatory
until the age of twelve. Although in practice many Dutch working-class
women and children kept working, their official numbers dropped signif-
icantly. The nature of their work became less permanent and visible and
their contribution to household income declined (see Chapter 5). In the
colony, in contrast to the metropole, the phenomenon of working married
women remained very prominent, and their participation probably rose
over the period. Protection for women and child labourers was introduced
very late in the Dutch East Indies, following fierce pressure from the inter-
national community. Not only did Dutch politicians consider it “natural”
for Indonesian women and children to work, their assumptions regarding
inherent differences between Indonesian and Dutch women served even
to justify the protection of the latter—a fine example of what Stoler and
Cooper (1997, 3) have called a “grammar of difference”.

All in all, we see increasing divergence between the Netherlands and
Java in many economic and social domains, particularly after 1870. How
were these growing contrasts shaped in an empire ultimately ruled by the
same government? How did the economic and societal changes in both
the metropole and the colony interact with developments in women’s
work? What effects, in turn, did the economic contribution of women to
the motherland as well as to the colony have on changes in the economy,
living standards and social relations in the Dutch Empire? This book strives
to describe and explain the connections between economic and societal
changes and developments in women’s work in the Dutch Empire.



32 E. van Nederveen Meerkerk

1.5 Methods and Sources

Throughout this book, I use a combination of quantitative and more
qualitative methods of analysis, as I believe this to be the most fruit-
ful approach to economic history. Furthermore, the research presented
in this book is inherently comparative, both in a geographical sense—de-
scribing and explaining developments in women’s work in the Netherlands
and Java—as well as chronologically, highlighting and explaining changes
over time. Taking the aggregate level of the Netherlands and Java does not
mean that the book falls prey to “methodological nationalism”, as Marcel
van der Linden (2008, 3) has called the tendency of historians to conflate
society and the nation state. Where possible, other levels of analysis, such
as the local and regional, or the supranational, will be taken into account.
Also, there is a constant eye for transfers and connections between devel-
opments in the colony and the metropole. The focus of the comparisons
and transfers between the Netherlands and Java lies on the effects of, first,
economic policies, second, fiscal policies and third, social policies, and
how their—intended as well as unintended—effects impacted household
labour allocation and living standards.

This study relies on a great variety of primary as well as secondary sources
that were collected in the national archives in The Hague and Jakarta, as
well as in local archives and libraries across the Netherlands. Most data
were collected by me and my team. We derived information from numer-
ous colonial reports, business archives, plantation archives, contemporary
industrial surveys and individual collections. Larger databases, constructed
by others or compiled by our own research team, were also used. The data
files created by others were the historical Dutch censuses provided online
by Statistics Netherlands (CBS),?° marriage records provided by the His-
torical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN)?! as well as data sets provided
on a personal basis.22 The databases Corinne Boter, Daniélle Teeuwen and
I created, which can be accessed freely online,?? contain information on
wages as well as on household income and expenditure and are based on
multiple data sources. The appendices to Chapters 3 and 5 provide further
information on the collection and use of the most important quantitative
data in this book, the Dutch marriage registers and the databases on wages
constructed in the course of this project.
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Many of the tables and figures in this book benefit from the elaborate
data series constructed and published in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s in
the context of the Changing Economy of Indonesia project. The collection
of these data—mostly serial data taken from the colonial reports—was
instigated by the historian W. M. E Mansvelt, Head of the Dutch East
Indies Central Office of Statistics (CKS) in the 1930s. Mansvelt, however,
did not survive the Second World War. After Indonesia’s independence,
his assistant, P. Creutzberg, continued Mansvelt’s work at the Royal Trop-
ical Institute (Koninklijk Instituut van de Tropen, KIT) in Amsterdam
(Bosma 2014, 163). Later, Peter Boomgaard became editor of the series,
which ultimately consisted of fifteen volumes, containing detailed infor-
mation on a wealth of indicators, including trade flows, prices, land use
and population growth in the colonial period.

Valuable as all of these sources and data sets are, some critical notes
are in order. First of all, women have generally left far fewer traces in the
historical source material than men. This is not only because, for much
of world history, they have been less literate and thus produced fewer ego
documents (Hufton 1995, 1-2). It is also because the people who created
and preserved most of the historical sources have usually been men, and
they have not always been interested in recording women’s experiences in
the past, nor were they necessarily ordered to do so by (colonial) govern-
ments. This is true particularly in the case of the economic activities of
middle- and lower-class women, which were often seen as complementary
or ancillary to men’s (see, e.g. Humphries and Sardsua 2012; Schmidt and
van Nederveen Meerkerk 2012). As regards colonial peasant women, an
extra layer of bias occurs, as they were not only lower class and female, they
also belonged to an—in the eyes of many colonists—inferior race (Spivak
1985). Moreover, apart from the problem of under-recording, Ann Stoler
has also rightly pointed to the fact that colonial archives have often been
highly selective about which documents to preserve, and how they fed into
the representation of the Dutch as a colonial power. “In the Netherlands
Indies”, Stoler claims, “these colonial archives were an arsenal of sorts that
were reactivated to suit new governing strategies” (Stoler 2009, 3).

Because of all these complications, we have to find ways to “interpret
silences” in the source material. Sometimes, it also means that we must
rely largely on circumstantial evidence and logical reasoning to reconstruct
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the history of women’s work, both in the metropole and particularly in
the colony. So, for instance, if we know from a household budget that the
husband works full-time for wages on a plantation and his wife only part-
time, we can infer that the household’s plot of land was predominantly
worked by the wife and, if present, children. Often, however, it is also a
matter of asking new questions to already familiar source material. All of
these methods have been applied in this research, and I will deal with the
customary source criticism where appropriate throughout the text.

1.6 Outline of the Book

This book adopts a thematic approach to the history of women’s work in
the Dutch Empire, although a certain chronological order is also adhered
to. Chapter 2 will explain the background of Dutch imperialism from the
beginning of the nineteenth century to the late 1930s. It compares the
particularities of Dutch colonial governance, extractive economic poli-
cies as well as social policies with the activities of other imperial powers,
most notably Britain and France, in these domains. Although Chapter 2
already hints at the importance of these domains with regard to women’s
work, the subsequent chapters will deal with each of these topics in more
depth. So, Chapter 3 explores the direct and more indirect consequences
of the Cultivation System for developments in women’s work, not only
for households in Java but also in the Netherlands. The focus is primarily
on the period 1830-1870, although its consequences in the later decades
of the colonial period are also discussed. Chapter 4 goes on to compare to
what extent economic policies in the field of industrialisation played out
for women’s participation in the labour force, as well as for the division
of work between men and women in both parts of the Dutch Empire.
Chapter 5 aims to establish the effects of these changes on the standards
of living of working-class and peasant households towards the end of the
nineteenth century and reveals a sharply widening gap in living stan-
dards in the early decades of the twentieth century. The focus on the later
colonial period in this chapter is due mainly to a lack of sources for the
period prior to 1870. Chapter 6 also deals mainly with the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. It compares the development of labour and
social policies, particularly regarding women and children, in an empir-
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ical framework. It establishes that while the ideological background and

sociopolitical climate might have been highly comparable, economic as
well as racist considerations nevertheless led to highly different policies

in metropole and colony. Chapter 7 concludes by bringing together find-
ings and providing answers to the three research questions posed in Sect.
1.1. It also points to the wider implications of this book’s analyses for the
historiographical debates alluded to in this introduction.

Notes

. The research for this monograph derives from the project “Industri-

ousness in an imperial economy. Interactions of households’ work pat-
terns, time allocation and consumption in the Netherlands and the
Netherlands-Indies, 1815-1940”, funded by the Netherlands Organi-
sation for Scientific Research (NWO). Part of the book was written dur-
ing my stay at the Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study (NIAS) in
Amsterdam, which provided an additional stipend as well as an excellent
academic work environment. Moreover, the final stages of the manuscript
were completed in the follow-up Consolidator Grant project “Race to the
Bottom” that was granted to me by the European Research Council.

. Arsip Nasional Republik Indonesia (ANRI), Pekalongan, Algemeen

Jaarverslag 1932.

. However, this is only part of the story, which has too often disregarded the

important role of women’s economic activities in processes of divergence,
as for instance in the apparent “de-industrialisation” of the periphery (van
Nederveen Meerkerk 2017).

. Amussen and Poska (2012) also note, though, that, in turn, indigenous

men considered white European men to be feminine. Also, European
divisions of labour were not always adopted smoothly in the colonies, as
both indigenous and white settler women had comparatively more access
to economic activities than in the metropoles (ibid., 349-353). This cor-
responds with Kathleen Wilson’s observation that “[c]olonial encounters
generated a ‘gender frontier’, where two or more culturally specific systems
of knowledge about gender and nature met and confronted one another,
forcing the invention of new identities and social practices” (Wilson 2004,
23).

. See Chapter 3 for a further discussion of the Dutch historiography of

women’s work in the 1980s and 1990s.
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6.

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.

E. van Nederveen Meerkerk

See van der Linden (2012) for a nice overview of the historiography, as
well as of what has been done in the field of “Global Labour History” so
far, and what is still on the agenda. For valuable criticisms of the concept
of Global Labour History by various authors, see the discussion in the
same issue of International Labor and Working- Class History.

Linguistically, “work” and “labour” are interchangeable concepts. There
are only a few languages that distinguish between the two, English and
Dutch being the most prominent among them. Nevertheless, in the dis-
cussion on child labour, it has been stated that “child labour” can be
defined as harmful to the physical and/or mental condition of a child,
whereas “child work” can be considered a more inclusive term, which also
encompasses light, ancillary tasks children have done throughout space
and time, or work that was in service of vocational training. See also

Lieten and van Nederveen Meerkerk (2011, 16-17).

. It must be noted, though, that there were considerable differences across

residencies, ranging from an average houschold size of 3.7 in Banten to
5.9 in Rembang (Boomgaard 1989, 154, Table 12).

. de Vries (2008). See Sect. 5.1 for further details of de Vries’s “industrious

revolution” thesis.

See Young (2015) for a neat and concise history of the development of
the terms “colonialism” and “imperialism” since the nineteenth century.
Some of the literature includes the USA and Japan as modern imperi-
alist powers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries because of their
sphere of influence in Asia, which clearly also included imperialist-like
ideological underpinnings.

For the Dutch East Indies in the late colonial period, see, for example, the
different perceptions of Pierre van der Eng and Alec Gordon, in Gordon
(2010) in this respect. See also Havik (2013), who stresses the constant
struggle of the Portuguese metropolitan state to keep the colonial budgets
in Africa in balance. Particularly in periods of economic crisis, Portugal
resorted to a combination of highly extractive colonial taxes and hidden
subsidies from the metropole to achieve this.

For such contentions about Indonesians, see Gordon (1998, 3).

Greg Clark (2001, 498) conversely states that “Feinstein’s recent pes-
simism with regard to living standards is probably too great”. However,
the further substantiation of his position is quite speculative: “If farm
day labourers were improving their living standards in these years, even
in the south of England, it is hard to conceive that living standards were
not also improving in urban areas” (ibid.).
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15.

16.

17.
18.

19.

20.

21.
22.

23.

For the most important works, see de Jong and van Zanden (2014, 93-94)
and Lucassen (2014, 74-76).

One exception is the overview of the Dutch economy in the nineteenth
century by van Zanden and van Riel, which pays considerable attention to
the importance of the colonial drain for the development of Dutch state
finances and economic development (van Zanden and van Riel 2004).
The stadhouder (stadtholder) had been the highest official in the Republic.
For a more detailed description of the young Kingdom of the Netherlands
and Willem I's economic and fiscal policies, see van Zanden and van Riel
(2004, chapter 3).

I consider the end of the Dutch colonial period in the East Indies to be
March 1942, when the Japanese defeated the Dutch in Java and took
government control. After the capitulation of Japan, the Dutch aimed to
restore their colonial authority. They did not recognise the proclamation
of Indonesian independence by nationalists such as Sukarno and Hatta.
The Dutch did not acknowledge Indonesia as an independent sovereign
nation state until 1949, after four more years of fighting and considerable
international pressure, most notably from the USA.

See http://volkstellingen.nl/nl/index.html. Last accessed 29 November
2018.

See Appendix 3.1.

Courtesy of Pierre van der Eng (Indonesian Textiles Database) and Pim de
Zwart and Jan Luiten van Zanden (Excel file welfare ratios Java). Readers
who wish to consult these databases are requested to contact the creators
of these respective databases.

See http://volkstellingen.nl/nl/index.html. Last accessed 29 November
2018.
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An Exceptional Empire? Dutch Colonialism
in Comparative Perspective

This chapter compares developments in Dutch colonialism with other
imperial powers in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is
argued that, while following trends occurring in other empires, Dutch
imperialism stood out in various ways. First, colonial taxation was highly
diversified and organised in ways that were quite effective for revenue
extraction, as well as adaptive to new circumstances. Second, the Dutch
set up an extraordinarily extractive system of forced cultivation in 1830,
admired by many imperial states at the time and copied by some. More-
over, other forms of coerced labour continued to exist (corvée labour),
or emerged (indentured labour), due to a continuous shortage of labour;
these were practised on a relatively large scale and sometimes followed
by other empires. Third, Dutch aspirations to improve the well-being
of the indigenous populations around 1900 onwards resembled civilis-
ing missions in other empires, but stood out in terms of their relatively
programmatic organisation, as well as in their disappointing results over
time. All this nuances the traditional perception of Dutch imperialism as
relatively indirect and benign, thus contextualising colonial influences on
women’s work in the chapters to come.
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2.1 Good Governance? Practices
and Self-lmages of Dutch Colonialism’

The importance of the Indies [...] bolstered Holland’s assertion to be a
valuable second-string player in international affairs, and the Dutch nation
hoped to substantiate this claim by trying to administer its empire with
more wisdom and discretion than other colonizing powers. (Gouda 1995,
23)

The representation of Dutch colonialism haslong been ambivalent, both in
the self-image of contemporaries and in the historiography since decoloni-
sation. On the one hand, the Dutch had exerted colonial influence across
the world since the late sixteenth century. The Dutch Empire existed for
about 350 years and included numerous territorial acquisitions, ranging
from the Americas to Africa and Asia. Between ¢. 1600 and 1800, colonial
trade and influence were mainly practised by chartered companies, such
as the Dutch East India Company (VOC) and the Dutch West Indies
Company (WIC) (Bosma 2014, 153—154). Particularly in Asia, Dutch
presence had been powerful and increased over the early modern period
as they built trading posts from Cape Town to Japan (de Zwart 2015,
10). Despite the bankruptcy of the VOC in the late eighteenth century,
and the loss of many colonies to the British, the Dutch Empire was still
the second largest in terms of land area and population around 1830. In
fact, the Dutch East Indies became their core imperial project. On the
other hand, “empire” seemingly played a much more modest role in the
constituency of the metropole than in Britain or France, in terms of global
territorial spread, military apparatus and self-identification as coloniser.
With the possible exception of South Africa in the late-VOC period, the
Dutch—unlike the British or the French—never established fully fledged
settler colonies, and most of their colonial involvement was dominated
by business interests. All this had major implications for the way the
Netherlands set out to govern the Dutch East Indies—namely in a highly
business-oriented and technocratic manner. This way of governing had
consequences for how colonialism was experienced by the Dutch, both in
the colony and in the metropole (Raben 2013, 9-10). It may also help
explain why, until the late colonial period, there was relatively little overt
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resistance to Dutch rule in the archipelago. In the words of the sociolo-
gist J. J. A. van Doorn: “Not brutal repression, but ‘repressive tolerance’
was the most effective weapon of Dutch colonial dominance” (van Doorn
1994, 103).

As Elsbeth Locher-Scholten perceptively noted over twenty years ago,
the “Dutch self-image as a peaceful, neutrality-loving nation did not
allow for imperialism, which was identified with greed and power games”
(Locher-Scholten 1994, 91). Indeed, even in the late colonial period itself,
when nationalism and the quest for self-governance were on the rise in
the Dutch East Indies, most politicians and social commentators in the
metropole did not question the legitimacy of their role as coloniser. There
were some critical voices, such as H. H. van Kol, who, in 1901, wrote about
“The Imperialism in the Netherlands”, but these were exceptions, and fell
silent after the military subjugation of the “Outer Islands”, as the terri-
tories of the archipelago beyond Java were generally called (Bosma 2014,
167). Contemporary debates were confined to what embodied “good stew-
ardship” of the colonised population, but #hat the Dutch were entitled
to be stewards in the archipelago was seldom questioned (Legéne 2010,
176-177). This attitude partly explains why the Dutch state refused to
acknowledge Indonesian independence directly after the Second World
War, and even resisted it militarily until the international community
forced it to yield in 1949 (Gordon 2010, 428).

In this context, decades after Indonesia’s independence, many Dutch
colonial historians continued to downplay the imperialist tendencies of
the Dutch,? for instance labelling it as “expansion without empire” in the
VOC period (e.g. Emmer and Klooster 1999, 48—-49), or considering the
term “imperialism” inappropriate to describe the Dutch experience in the
nineteenth century—mainly because the Netherlands was not involved
in the “Scramble for Africa” in the 1880s (Wesseling 1986).3 Even more
recent (and more nuanced) analyses have considered the Dutch to be “re-
luctant as a colonial power”, typifying the aggressive territorial expansion
as well as more direct interventions in local societies by the colonial gov-
ernment around 1900 as “short-lived and without lasting results” (Gom-
mans 2015, 271). The particular representation of Dutch colonialism as
non-imperialist, by many contemporaries and historians alike, may well
account for the fact that Dutch imperial history has hardly been integrated
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into present-day self-perceptions of Dutch people as having been partofan
empire,* and only recently and often passingly is it integrated within the
regular history curriculum at primary and secondary schools. Congruent
with this, not many historians of Dutch colonialism have attempted to
study the colonial and postcolonial histories of metropole and colonies
in the same analytical framework, unlike in Britain and—to a lesser
extent—France (Raben 2013, 8).

Since the 1990s, this self-image of Dutch imperialism, which has been
reinforced by “mainstream” Dutch colonial historians, has been criticised,
particularly by scholars who have also worked on women and gender his-
tory in the Dutch colonies.’ Historical anthropologist Ann Laura Stoler,
for instance, has convincingly shown how gendered, racial and social dis-
tinctions were consciously and unconsciously employed to define or rede-
fine colonial relations and strengthen Dutch imperial rule (e.g. Stoler
2002). Moreover, historians such as Locher-Scholten and Frances Gouda
have contended that the Dutch East Indies, as well as the particular ways
in which colonial governance was effectuated, were vital for reinforcing
Dutch self-identity as an important as well as distinct imperial power, as
the opening quote to this section suggests (Gouda 1995, 23). Indeed, in
1994 Locher-Scholten gave a highly critical account of the tendency of
Dutch colonial historians to downplay Dutch interventions in the East
Indies. She did so by connecting the “Ethical Policy” (see Sect. 2.4) to
activities of imperial expansion from around 1900 and argued that this
connection resembled what was going on in the British or French empires
at the time, thus abandoning the idea of a Dutch Sonderweg in this area
(Locher-Scholten 1994; Bloembergen and Raben 2009, 7-8).

How do these self-images of Dutch imperialism in the East Indies relate
to the way the colony was governed? The Netherlands was a comparatively
small, Christian nation, with a population of just over two million in 1800
and around nine million on the eve of the Second World War living within
its national boundaries, comprising only slightly over 40,000 square kilo-
metres. This tiny metropole had to control a territory situated over 12,000
kilometres away, which was twenty times as large as the motherland, hous-
ing around seven to eight times as many inhabitants in 1930, the over-
whelming majority of whom—around ninety per cent—were Muslims.
Even though Java, the earliest and most intensively colonised island of the
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Table 2.1 Population development (x1000 inhabitants) in the Netherlands and
Java, 1830-1940

% of
Javanese
Average Average population
annual annual who were
growth rate growth rate Europeans
Year Netherlands (%) Java (%) (%)
1830° 2646 7149
1840 2903 0.97 8481 1.86
1850 3115 0.73 9452 1.14
1860 3326 0.68 12,514 3.24 0.35
1870 3627 0.90 16,230 2.97
1880 4055 1.18 19,541 2.04
1890 4559 1.24 23,730 2.14
1900 5179 1.36 28,386 1.96 0.28
1910° 5946 1.48 31,505 1.10
1920 6754 1.36 34,433 0.93 0.44
1930 7825 1.59 40,891 1.88 0.47
1940 8834 1.29 47,492 1.61

aFor Java: figures for 1831 and 1912, as estimates for 1830 and 1910 are unavailable
Sources Smits et al. (2000, 109-111), CBS (2018), Boomgaard and Gooszen (1991),
and van Doorn (1994, 23)

archipelago, was much smaller, it was still a challenge to rule, as it was
slightly over three times as large in terms of territory and three to five
times as large in terms of population (see Table 2.1).

The development of Dutch colonial governance in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries can be roughly divided into four periods:
1830-1870: “indirect rule”, 1870—1900: “liberalisation and bureaucrati-
sation”, 1900-1920: the “ethical period” and 1920-1940: “dualistic
interventionism”.® Since the early modern period, economic interests
and colonial rule had coincided in the East Indies. The VOC had had its
own military and political institutions, with which it upheld its trading
position in the overseas regions. When a Dutch Domestic Government
(Binnenlands Bestuur) was established in Java at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, after some failed experiments to set up a more
extensive bureaucracy (van den Doel 1994, 20), it chose to continue its
rather indirect rule based on economic primacy. The Cultivation System



52 E. van Nederveen Meerkerk

set up by Governor General Johannes van den Bosch in 1830 (see Sect.
2.2 and Chapter 3) can perhaps best be typified as a “giant monopolistic
government company” (van Doorn 1994, 197). Indeed, van den Bosch
adhered to an administration as indirect as possible, as he wrote to J. C.
Baud, Secretary of State for the Colonies in the Netherlands, in 1831:
“we must not interfere with domestic or religious institutions, we must
protect them against all mistreatment, and administer them as much as
possible according to their own notions” (quoted in Elson 1994, 180).
Still, the system required careful administration of the export crops pro-
duced by Javanese peasants and delivered to the government. Therefore, a
prominent role in control and administration was given to the indigenous
elites (priyayi), as well as to Dutch civil servants, who both received a
percentage of the yield for their efforts. Apart from being indirect, this
type of governance was also mainly economic in character, and in most
cases government intervention was intended to promote the economic
gains it could obtain from Java. European settlement patterns were
congruent with this: predominantly men, working in government service.
In 1860, almost half of all European men in Java were civil servants, and
another third of them worked for the military (Fasseur 1975, 5).

When the Cultivation System was gradually abandoned in the 1870s,
new forms of governance emerged. The role of indigenous rulers was
restricted, the army of Dutch civil servants was expanded and private cap-
ital was increasingly allowed in the colony. Private entrepreneurs became
more and more attracted to the less densely populated and fertile lands
outside Java, which spurred the interest of the colonial government in the
Outer Islands. This further prompted military expeditions to increase the
Dutch sphere of interest, or, as it was euphemistically termed, “pacify” the
territories outside Java. One consequence of this was the long Aceh War
(1873—1913) (van den Doel 1994, 21).” The growth in the size of the civil
service and in the level of military expenditure in this period, in combina-
tion with the end of the Cultivation System, transformed the colonial sur-
plus into a deficit in the 1870s, directly leading to the state finances of the
metropole and the colony being separated (Creutzberg 1972, xxiii—xxiv).
Thus, in this period, economic liberalisation and political bureaucratisa-
tion went hand in hand. Indirect rule was abandoned in favour of a more
interventionist and bureaucratic rule, in which government and private
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(capitalist) interests were no longer intrinsically interwoven (van Doorn
1994, 198-199). The comparatively high level of Dutch colonial inter-
ventionism did not go unnoticed by foreign contemporaries. For instance,
the French lawyer and political scientist Joseph Chailly-Bert, who visited
Java at the end of the nineteenth century, remarked in 1900 that “Java est
trop gouvernée” (Chailly-Bert 1900, 323).

In 1901, the Dutch government proclaimed the “Ethical Policy” (Ethis-
che Politiek) for its overseas territories in the East Indies. The underlying
idea was that, as “guardian” of the Dutch East Indies, the Netherlands
was morally obliged to provide for the well-being of the population of the
archipelago. At first, this “moral calling” had a predominantly economic
tenor, but soon a programme of reforms was launched that also contained
administrative, political and educational elements (Locher-Scholten 1981,
176). The Ethical Policy and its background will be described in more
detail and placed in an international context in Sect. 2.4. In relation to
governance, the ethical period marked the start of attempts to introduce a
“welfare policy” for the indigenous population that was—at least in out-
set—highly ambitious compared with initiatives by other imperial powers.
However, a lack of clear policy goals, in combination with financial dif-
ficulties after the First World War, frustrated many of the government’s
social initiatives. Moreover, in contrast to the metropole, the extension of
political rights for an increasing part of the population was never on the
agenda of the colonial government. This increasingly started to concern,
as well as further divide, the different groups in the society of the Dutch
East Indies.

Java had always been a highly hierarchical society, and colonialism only
increased its segmentation. The colonial authorities formalised differences
into administrative categories with distinct entitlements and legal posi-
tions. At the top was a small group of white Europeans, either immigrants
or born in the Indies to two European parents. In the middle was the
Indo-European (Creole) population, mostly born to Dutch fathers and
Javanese mothers, a union that was quite common in the nineteenth cen-
tury, when most of Java’s colonists were male. However, around 1900,
mestizo marriages and children were increasingly criticised in the context
of growing concerns about the “purity” of the white race, the poverty of
the Indo-Europeans, and the growing in-migration of European women
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(Stoler 1997). At the bottom were the indigenous Javanese population,
as well as the category “other Asians”, who included Chinese migrants.
Within the Javanese population, a small elite (priyayi), often working with
the coloniser, had an administrative as well as customary authority over the
majority of the Javanese population, mainly consisting of peasants. The
Chinese minority formed a distinct group. The Dutch had an ambivalent
attitude towards them: they often used them as middlemen—e.g. as tax
farmers, see Sect. 2.3—but they also looked down on them; similarly, the
Javanese population often loathed the Chinese, out of ethnic as well as
economic discontent.

In the early 1900s, the differences between the various groups in soci-
ety became even more pronounced than they always had been, leading
to a growing awareness of their own identity. Tensions increased between
the (often Christian or Confucianist) Chinese and Javanese, culminating
in violence in the early 1910s. In the same period, a number of indige-
nous Islamic associations were founded, such as Sarekat Islam in 1911. A
year later, as a response to the penetration of the Christian missions in the
Outer Islands, another association, Mubammadiyah, was established based
on Islamic principles. These organisations were not primarily intended
as—nor allowed to be—political organisations (James and Schrauwers
2003, 65-60), but they nevertheless formed the basis of the later nation-
alist and independence movement, in which Islam played a major role.
To quote Clifford Geertz: “Before, men had been Muslims as a matter of
circumstance; now they were, increasingly, Muslims as a matter of policy.
They were oppositional Muslims” (Geertz 1971, 65).

Whereas a small Dutch elite had embraced the idea of “association”
between different population groups, implying increased assimilation and
a truly unified “Indies” society, their minority position collapsed in the
context of such increasing social polarisation and the failure of the Ethical
Policy. Increasingly, the word “ethical” attracted negative connotations
and was associated with anxiety and slackness, whereas fierce intervention
was believed to be needed. This led to a “more conservative and repressive
direction” of colonial government after 1920 (Goss 2009, 204). Conse-
quently, the colonial state became increasingly pervasive in the economy
and society in the late colonial period. In fact, with its administrative
reforms, its cultivation plans in agriculture, and its welfare policies, the
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Indies’ government was much more strongly present and active than its
counterpart in the metropole in this period (van Doorn 1994, 74-75,
96-97). Its interventions nevertheless remained deeply grounded in the
idea of a dualist economy and society in which Europeans fell under Euro-
pean law and the indigenous population were subject to the jurisdiction
of adat (local traditions and customary law). In the late colonial period,
this philosophy, which had always formed the basis of the colonial gov-
ernment’s indirect rule, was increasingly backed up scientifically by Dutch
lawyers, anthropologists and economists.

Opver the course of the next three sections, this peculiar mix of indirect
rule and forceful intervention by the Dutch colonial government will
be compared with the governance of other imperial powers of the time.
Teasing out the particularities of Dutch colonialism serves to justify why
specific themes in this book have been selected as a framework to study
women’s work in the Dutch Empire. The present chapter deals with these
particularities, bringing them together in a final section, which will form
the starting point of the following four, more empirical, chapters. I will
zoom in on three issues that are crucial for the remainder of this book. First,
colonial extraction and fiscal policies. Second, forced labour. And, third,
social policies. What follows is necessarily based on secondary literature
and does not pretend to offer a systematic or exhaustive comparison of
different empires. Instead, this chapter sets the stage for the book’s central
research objective: analysing the influences of colonial connections on
changes in household labour relations in the Dutch Empire.

2.2 Colonial Extraction and Taxation

Chapter 1 has already referred to the historiographic debates on colonial
extraction. Briefly recapitulated, the costs and benefits of empire have
been intensively disputed by contemporaries and historians alike. Some
historians have focused on the relatively high (especially military) costs
of maintaining the British, French and Portuguese empires (e.g. O’Brien
1988; Davis and Huttenback 1986; Marseille 1984). Others have instead
argued that the costs were relatively minimal (e.g. Kennedy 1989) and that
the benefits for the metropole—if not always in terms of economics, then
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at least in terms of politics and status—prevailed (e.g. Offer 1993; Havik
2013, 171). Most seem to agree, however, that within metropolitan society
the elites and capitalists had the most to gain from the overseas possessions
(e.g. Davis and Huttenback 1986, 317). Apart from the costs and benefits
for the metropoles, there is of course the issue of costs and benefits for
the colonies that is relevant to this debate. This issue relates to the degree
of colonial extraction, and how this affected the well-being of indigenous
societies and economies in the colonial (and, arguably, the postcolonial)
period. Moreover, it involves the redistribution of government revenues
within colonial societies, for instance translated into investments in infras-
tructure and public works, or social transfers, such as general health care
and education (see e.g. Booth 2007; Huillery 2014), which will be dealt
with in Sect. 2.4. This section aims to put the fiscal and other revenue
extraction in the Dutch East Indies into comparative perspective: how
extractive was Dutch colonial rule?

One problem in addressing this question is that colonial extraction
(and redistribution) is difficult to measure in the first place, let alone if we
wish to compare different empires. Not only are the sources incomplete
and often incomparable, there are also many different forms of extrac-
tion—ranging from sheer theft to indirect taxation—in cash or in kind.
Also, it is often unclear which types of revenue historians include in their
estimates of colonial extraction. Here, I choose to employ the broad defini-
tion used by Frankema and Buelens: “a net transfer of economically valu-
able resources from indigenous to metropolitan societies” (Frankema and
Buelens 2013, 2). Such remittances generally consisted of tax revenues,
net returns from government monopolies on trade and sold products,
and unremitted government transfers (Booth 1998, 138-139). Often,
colonisers legitimised transfers by claiming that these covered the costs
of maintaining the empire, such as investments in infrastructure, or war-
fare in the colonies. Over time, both with an eye to imperial competition
and for humanitarian reasons, the international community increasingly
monitored excessive forms of extraction. However, the degree of control
was amenable to definitions of what was considered extractive, and the
ways in which “tradition” served to continue precolonial forms of taxation
such as corvée labour (see also Sect. 2.3).
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After the British Interregnum in Java (1811-1816) had ended, the
Dutch King Willem I expressed the explicit aim that the gains from the
colony would not only cover the costs of its administration, but that sur-
pluses would flow into the Dutch state coffers. The Dutch maintained
the land tax (landrente) the British had introduced in Java, and further
aimed to profit from trade with the colony. However, the Dutch were
unable to outcompete the British under the system of free trade, and Java
became more of a burden than a cash cow in the 1820s, adding to the
already large metropolitan state deficit (de Jong 1989, 19-21). Therefore,
more protective trade policies were designed, in combination with forced
cash crop cultivation; this became known as the Cultivation System. It
involved the forced cultivation of export crops in exchange for monetary
compensation. As we will describe in more detail in the next section, as
well as in Chapter 3, this system involved the labour of millions of Javanese
households. Although the Cultivation System was intended to replace the
landrente, in fact it functioned alongside it, as well as along with other
forms of corvée labour for the community (Fasseur 1992, 90; Bosma 2013,
72). While indigenous elites as well as Dutch colonial officials received
a share of the profit (kultuurprocenten), the myriad of tax and cultiva-
tion obligations weighed heavily on the majority of the Javanese peasant
population.

In addition to the gains from the Cultivation System, King Willem I
created a fictive debt owed by the Dutch East Indies to the Dutch state
for the bankruptcy of the VOC. Until 1865, this “debt” would result in
yearly interest payments of ten million guilders to the Dutch treasury (de
Jong 1989, 26). Furthermore, until the late nineteenth century a revenue
farming system was in place, using private—mostly Chinese—intermedi-
ary collectors to gather taxes from all kinds of non-agricultural activities,
such as fishery, trade, services and consumption, for instance of opium
but also of more basic commodities such as salt. Because the monopoly to
tax was auctioned and leased to the highest bidder, the potential degrees
of extraction as well as corruption were high (Wahid 2013, 4, 9). All this
contributed to annual colonial surpluses of millions of guilders, lowing
directly into the Dutch treasury. Historians have argued that, at least until
the 1870s, net remittances from Java to the Netherlands—after subtract-
ing such costs as colonial administration and defence—were larger than
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in most other imperial contexts (Maddison 1989, 646; Booth 2007, 257).
Between 1830 and 1870 hundreds of millions of guilders ended up in the
Netherlands as “colonial surplus”, which, corrected for hidden subsidies to
the Dutch Trading Company,® amounted to over three per cent of Dutch
GDP, and to around half of all the Dutch state’s tax income in the 1850s
and 1860s (van Zanden and van Riel 2004, 180).

In the 1870s, however, the direct surplus from Java evaporated, mostly
due to the high costs of the war in Aceh (North Sumatra) and the higher
costs of infrastructure in Java and Sumatra. From 1877 onwards, the
finances of the Netherlands and the Dutch East Indies were treated sep-
arately, and, despite a fierce political debate, the Indies’ contribution to
the Netherlands was no longer included in the annual state budget. In
fact, it took several decades before this practice of separate finances gained
legal status (de Jong 1989, 198-227). Even though colonial contribu-
tions no longer ended up in the Dutch treasury, net gains from exports
and financial investments remitted to the Netherlands remained consid-
erable, fluctuating between an estimated eight and nine per cent of Dutch
GDP between 1910 and 1940 (Maddison 1989, 647). Net business prof-
its, remittances, pensions and other money flows from the Dutch East
Indies to the Netherlands totalled possibly as much as twenty-four billion
guilders in the period 1878-1939 (Gordon 2010, 440).” Compared with
British involvement in India, for instance, even at its peak between 1921
and 1938 “the flow to the colonial power was relatively much smaller”
than what the Dutch gained from the East Indies (Maddison 1989, 646).

After the demise of the Cultivation System in 1870, the importance
of tax farming—most notably on opium—in the Dutch East Indies as a
source of revenue for the colonial government increased drastically (Wahid
2013, 18). After 1900, opium taxes became a state monopoly, and their
relative importance for total tax revenues declined in favour of other indi-
rect taxes on consumables and direct taxes, such as income tax (Booth
2013, 50-51). As a consequence of such reforms, income taxes in the
late colonial Dutch East Indies became much more burdensome than in
most other Asian countries (Booth 1998, 159). In general, in the colo-
nial context, direct taxes are regarded as more exploitative for the indige-
nous population than indirect taxes on trade. Recent studies on British,
French and Portuguese fiscal policies in Africa have shown that when-
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ever colonial states had the capacity to raise sufficient revenues by indirect
taxation, which was particularly successful in coastal areas, they refrained
from introducing heavy head or hut taxes (Frankema and van Waijenburg
2014; Havik 2013). Despite the fact that, certainly since the 1870s, colo-
nial Indonesia was a relatively open economy and quite well integrated into
international trade, the indigenous population of the Dutch East Indies
was nevertheless disproportionately burdened by direct taxes. Indeed, in
the late colonial period, over twenty per cent of total government revenue
came from income taxes alone (Booth 2013, 47). In the early 1920s, con-
temporary observers warned that the Javanese could not be squeezed any
more (Huender 1921).

Although studies on per capita tax levels have begun to emerge (e.g.
Booth 2013; Havik 2013; Huillery 2014), the data we have are not suffi-
cient to make cross-empire comparisons in a sensible manner. Therefore,
it is impossible to make conclusive statements about the relative level of
extraction of different colonial taxes. However, there is some evidence that,
compared with British India, per capita tax revenues were higher in the
Dutch East Indies until the end of the colonial period. Moreover, although
per capita revenues were on average higher in other British colonies all
over the world, average per capita expenditure in the British Empire had
always exceeded revenues between 1860 and 1912. This was hardly ever
the case in the Dutch East Indies, which indicates the relatively meagre
investments the Dutch made in their overseas territories, except perhaps
in the 1910s—at the height of the Ethical Policy—when public expen-
diture rapidly increased (Booth 1998, 142-144). Indeed, between 1920
and 1940, when such investments proved too costly, the Dutch again “put
the fiscal brakes” on (Booth 1998, 160).

In contrast, whereas “extractive efforts in all corners of the empire were
of paramount essence to London”, in most of their colonies the British
often had to struggle to run neutral budgets (Broms 2017). Other imperial
powers probably had even more difficulty financing their empires, which
may be the reason they resorted to more draconic tax measures, usually in
the form of direct hut or poll taxes and forced labour schemes, as historians
have recently shown for French and Portuguese Africa (Frankema and van
Waijenburg 2014; Huillery 2014; Havik 2013). In the Portuguese Empire

in particular, such measures were necessary due to constant colonial budget
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deficits, requiring recurrent transfers from Lisbon. Revised policies in the
1920s led to a growing fiscal squeeze among the indigenous population,
but not to satisfactory benefits for the metropole, as these were largely
offset by the severe inflation of the period (Havik 2013, 179).

All in all, the combination of the burdens of the Cultivation Sys-
tem (1870), tax farming—especially important between ¢. 1870 and
1900—and the increase in forms of direct taxation since the 1910s con-
tributed to a relatively high tax burden on the Javanese population.'®
Unfortunately, it is impossible at this point to systematically compare
colonial extraction between the Dutch and other imperial powers. Nev-
ertheless, comparisons of the drain from colonial Indonesia and British
India (Maddison 1989; Booth 1998), as well as more general analyses
of British and Dutch fiscal policies in terms of revenue and expenditure
(Booth 1998, 2013), suggest that the Dutch designed highly effective
ways of burdening the colonial population with different types of direct
and indirect taxation, while not investing much in the well-being of most
indigenous taxpayers (Wahid 2013, 20). All this had immediate implica-
tions for household disposable income and consumption, and thus for the
need of women and children to contribute to the family income. These
issues will be further explored in the next three chapters of this book.

Moreover, although all imperial powers seem to have made efforts to
get the most out of their colonies in fiscal terms, it appears they were not
very successful in turning this into a profitable endeavour, as, for example,
the efforts of the French and the Portuguese in Africa show. In Britain,
too, the colonial project was subsidised by the metropolitan taxpayer,
and the largest share of this burden fell on the shoulders of the middle
classes (Davis and Huttenback 1986, 306, 317). In contrast, the Dutch
colonial authorities tried to balance the colonial budget in the East Indies
by adjusting expenditure to annual tax revenues. That this was not always
easy was due not so much to the level of investment in the well-being of the
indigenous population as a whole. Instead, it reflected the fact that, in the
relatively bureaucratised Dutch East Indies, the costs of the salaries and
pensions of (often European) officials were fairly inelastic (Booth 2007,
249).
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2.3 Forced Labour: Exceptional
and Exemplary

In most colonial contexts, both in areas that were sparsely populated and in
more densely populated regions, labour availability and recruitment were
of utmost importance (Daviron 2010, 482). In Java, as in many other
colonial sites across the world, various forms of bonded labour were in
place. Thio Termorshuizen (2008, 264-267) distinguishes several types of
bonded labour in the Dutch East Indies before 1860. First, slavery, which
was abolished in 1860 and not omnipresent. Second, obligatory labour
(corvée labour, or heerendiensten in Dutch), which had already been preva-
lent in the precolonial period, when the elites (priyayi) demanded a varying
number of days’ labour from commoners living in their communities. The
VOC, and later the colonial government, partly adopted these heerendien-
sten for public works, and it is almost certain that these labour obligations
increased drastically at the end of the eighteenth century (Boomgaard
1989, 51).!! Third, the Cultivation System. Its inventor, Johannes van
den Bosch, fiercely opposed slavery, but he also believed that “all labour
above that required to meet ‘natural needs’ is the product of force; and that,
frequently, this force is most oppressive where the labourer appears most
free” (van den Bosch 1850 [1829], 316). Around 1850, between eight and
eleven million Javanese were involved in the Cultivation System—fifty-
seven to seventy-nine per cent of the total population—(Boomgaard and
Gooszen 1991, 82), part-time, alongside corvée labour and subsistence
agriculture (Termorshuizen 2008, 267).

The Cultivation System was much admired by contemporary British
observers, such as J. W. B. Money and Eliza Ruhamah Scidmore (Brown
1985 [1861], xvii). In his publication of 1861, Money claimed that, with
all its benefits, both to the Dutch colonial state and purportedly also to the
indigenous peasants, the Javanese system could serve as a practical example
to solve the problems of “poverty, crime, and dissatisfaction among the
Natives, failing means and general discontent among the Europeans” in
British India at the time (Money 1985 [1861], viii). However, these and
similar recommendations did not translate into actual colonial policies in
the British Empire. More generally, around 1900, the suitability of the

Cultivation System for the most recently colonised regions in Africa was
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still being debated by French, British, Belgian and Dutch representatives,
even though most of them seemed to have rejected the practices by then
(Daviron 2010, 497). The person most directly inspired by the Cultivation
System, years after its demise, was probably King Leopold II of Belgium.
After Africa had been divided up between the various European powers
at the Berlin Conference of 1884—1885, he introduced a similar, and
highly exploitative, system of agricultural forced labour in the Congo
Free State. He imposed an impét indigéne (indigenous tax) to be paid in
rubber, which forced Congolese peasants to produce rubber on their lands
(Frankema and Buelens 2013, 3). In 1908, these excesses led to pressure on
Leopold to hand over “his” Congo Free State to the Belgian government,
which distanced itself from the king’s extractive practices. Nevertheless,
the problem of labour shortages re-emerged. As late as 1917, the Belgians
introduced a programme of cultures obligatoires (forced cultivation), which
was—again—inspired by the Javanese Cultivation System (Houben and
Seibert 2013, 185).

Although, after the 1860s, “free” wage labour became increasingly sig-
nificant in Java, for instance in the sugar factories, obligatory labour
remained important. As mentioned, until 1916 corvée labour continued
to be used for the construction and maintenance of public works. These
heerendiensten are estimated to have constituted on average one day per
week, and this was exactly the maximum the colonial authorities ordained
in 1864 (Boomgaard 1989, 39). Around the same time, however, a system
of contract (“coolie”) labour was introduced, as cheap labour was needed
for the private sugar and rubber plantations in Java and Sumatra that
followed the demise of the Cultivation System. The degree of voluntari-
ness with which workers accepted such contracts is highly debatable. On
top of this, the Coolie Ordinance (koelieordonnantie) was issued in 1880,
providing for penal sanctions on “breach of contract” for coolies working
on the islands outside Java; these were intended to prevent labourers from
running away from sugar factories or plantations (Bosma 2013, 64). From
the 1880s to the 1930s, hundreds of thousands of Javanese migrated as
indentured labourers, not only within the East Indian archipelago, but
also to the West Indies, most notably Suriname (Termorshuizen 2008).
In theory, the penal sanctions protected both employer and employed.
In practice, however, they predominantly benefited plantation managers,
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who basically gained the authority to act as a police force to trace and pun-
ish runaway workers. Although the Coolie Ordinance became increasingly
controversial, the penal sanctions remained in place until 1931 (Bosma
2013, 80—81) and were abolished only after fierce pressure from the USA
(Cribb 1993, 228).

Indentured labour, including penal sanctions, as well as other forms
of unfree labour, were not confined to the Dutch Empire—in fact, all
colonial powers employed them. Interestingly, the British—who, in the
international arena, were known as the protagonists of the anti-slavery
movement—had been the first to start experimenting with a system of
indentured labour in the 1830s. In the following decades, millions of
Indian and Chinese contract workers were shipped, predominantly to
the Caribbean, to work on plantations. Although British politicians and
social activists voiced criticism from its inception, indenture was mostly
represented—and accepted—as free labour, promoting the “happiness
and well-being of the coolies” (Knox 1986, 360). Nevertheless, penal
clauses and debt bondage implied serious restrictions on the freedom of
indentured labourers, which is why some historians have labelled it “a new
system of slavery” (Tinker 1974).

Contemporaries and historians alike have generally attributed the most
atrocious and abusive forms of forced labour to the Portuguese Empire
and to Belgium’s interventions in the Congo Free State (Keese 2014, 396;
Vanthemsche 2012, Chapter 1). Several authors have shown, moreover,
that French colonial authorities were also fervent users of forced labour,
such as the infamous prestations. This constituted a compulsory annual
labour tax that was used for public works in French colonies ranging
from Indochina to Madagascar and French West and Equatorial Africa
(Fall 1993; Keese 2014; van Waijenburg 2018). Although the French
increased the scope for indigenous populations to buy themselves out of
these obligations in the 1920s and 1930s, very few Africans made use of
this (Conklin 1997, 215). In fact, the prestations, which were officially
regulated in 1912 and continued until the 1930s, were based on the
corvée labour (heerendiensten) of the Dutch East Indies (van Waijenburg
2018, 73). Moreover, they could also include the forced cultivation of
cash crops, thus resembling the Javanese Cultivation System (Frankema

and van Waijenburg 2014, 391).
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The International Labour Office (ILO), established in the immediate
aftermath of the First World War, served as a tripartite international organ-
isation to create and monitor international labour standards. Typically,
however, the standards it developed in its early years were geared mainly
towards the situation in industrialised Western nations. The ILO’s consti-
tution of 1919 even contained a “colonial clause”, allowing metropolitan
powers to partly or entirely exclude colonial territories from the treaties
they ratified. In the 1920s, however, the organisation started to pay increas-
ing attention to labour conditions in colonial settings. After fierce debates
between the different member states, this led to the Forced Labour Con-
vention of 1930, which aimed to eradicate all forms of compulsory labour
in the long run. Again, the British were the most zealous proponents of
this ban on forced labour, and their pressure effectuated the immediate
abolition of forced labour for private purposes (Maul 2007, 480-481). Nev-
ertheless, the British, too, went on to make use of forms of compulsory
labour in their colonies until the end of the empire. Particularly in Africa,
both the French and the British continued to make use of so-called com-
munal labour services, recruited and carried out by native chiefs, under
the pretext of being a traditional form of labour contribution. In reality,
this came down to a system of forced labour for the public purposes of the
colonial state, to which most adult men were exposed (Keese 2014; van
Waijenburg 2018). In fact, whereas the British had “convincingly sold an
image of Britain as the only colonial state without recourse to compulsory
labour” (Keese 2014, 388), their preference for indirect rule made them
turn a blind eye to the realities of forms of forced labour continuing in
their colonies. The ILO Convention of 1930 facilitated this, as it made
exceptions for military labour, forced labour as a consequence of court
conviction, and any work or service forming part of the “normal civic
obligation of citizens”, however vaguely defined (Maul 2007, 482).

To conclude, Dutch colonial interventions in the sphere of labour in
Java were exceptional, but also exemplary—in the sense of representa-
tive—of what went on in other empires. Exceptional, as the particular
form of organisation through the Cultivation System between ¢. 1830 and
1870 was quite singular regarding the extent, scale and duration of extrac-
tion. Although, formally, forced labour was restricted to male labour, the
employment of men in forced and corvée labour also affected the employ-
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ment of women to a large extent. They were often expected to take up tasks
that men were now less able to do, such as road construction and dredging.
Moreover, the Cultivation System on Java depended on the labour input
per household unit, so even if it was predominantly men who were culti-
vating the cash crops for export to the metropole, women’s labour time in
other productive work, such as subsistence agriculture, increased notably,
as we will see in Chapter 3. Even though its benefits—supposedly for the
coloniser and the colonised—were noted and commented upon by other
imperial powers, the system was only truly imitated after its demise, and
under probably much more brutal conditions, in the Congo Free State
before the turn of the century. Despite these atrocities, it still served as a
reference point for discussing problems of labour shortage in the colonies
around 1900, and the Belgians even reintroduced forced cultivation in
the Congo after 1917. Moreover, the prestations in French Africa may also
be seen as having been partly inspired by the Cultivation System. At the
same time, forced labour in the Dutch Empire was exemplary because,
as in other empires, different forms of forced labour—ranging from “tra-
ditional” labour services to the community to indentured labour—were
customary in the Dutch East Indies. Even the British, the fiercest oppo-
nents of coerced labour, were fully involved, and the indentured labour
system in the Dutch East Indies followed their earlier example.

2.4 Between Civilising and Developing:
Social Policies and Norms Compared

The “civilizing mission” is a special kind of belief with, sometimes, practical
consequences. It includes the self-proclaimed right and duty to propagate
and actively introduce one’s own norms and institutions to other peoples
and societies, based upon a firm conviction of the inherent superiority and
higher legitimacy of one’s own collective way of life. (Osterhammel 2006, 8)

The Ethical Policy has been typified as a largely positive, developmental
policy by many historians (e.g. Wesseling 1988; more examples can be
found in Bloembergen and Raben 2009, 9-10). Its ethical exponents
would have made it a special case, and another reason to doubt whether
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the Dutch could be typified as an imperialist nation around the turn of
the twentieth century (Locher-Scholten 1994, 91). However, in Elsbeth
Locher-Scholten’s view, the Ethical Policy was “the Dutch variant of the
British ‘white man’s burden’ and the French ‘mission civilatrice’”” (Locher-
Scholten 2000, 16). This section compares the endeavours of the Dutch
with those of other large empires in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries to investigate how Dutch social policies related to initiatives in
other imperial contexts.

Inevitably, the word “mission” alludes to religious initiatives to con-
vert “pagan” indigenous populations all across the world. Dutch mission-
aries, both Protestant and Catholic, had been active in the Indonesian
archipelago since the seventeenth century, but they had never gotten a
foothold in indigenous society. Zealous Christian missions would have
opposed the trading interests of the VOC, which was thus reluctant to
admit them (Osterhammel 2006, 12). When colonial relations intensified
in the nineteenth century, several missionaries travelled to Java. The first
to arrive were the Jesuits, around 1850, followed by the Protestants about
a decade later. However, wherever they went, these missionaries found
the Javanese Muslim population to have little interest in Christianity,
and the missionaries sometimes encountered outright hostility (Ricklefs
2007, 55-56). Moreover, as the colonial government feared unrest among
the population, it was very reluctant to allow Protestant or Catholic mis-
sionaries free rein in the East Indies (Derksen 2016, 33). However, the
authorities took an ambivalent attitude, especially when Dutch influence
expanded to the Outer Islands towards the end of the nineteenth century.
In specific regions, missionaries became quite successful in this period,
and some areas, such as West Sumatra or the Moluccas, still have high
concentrations of Christians even today. Particularly in the Outer Islands,
the colonial government started to regard Christian missionary education
as a cheap way to counter the influence of the growing number of Islamic
schools around 1900 (Frankema 2013, 322).

In addition to these religious initiatives, reform was urged by civilians
and politicians when, in the second half of the nineteenth century, increas-
ing opposition arose to the way the Dutch operated in the East Indies.
Former colonial official Eduard Douwes Dekker (alias “Multatuli”) wrote a
highly critical novel in 1859 denouncing the extractive practices of Dutch
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colonial rule. Increasingly, other social commentators as well as Dutch
politicians argued for different policies in the colony. The leader of the
orthodox Protestants, Abraham Kuyper, for instance, proposed that, as
a proper “father”, the Netherlands should take care of the well-being of
the indigenous population of the East Indies; this involved, first and fore-
most, Christianising them and teaching them Christian values (Kuyper
1907 [1879], 331-332). Kuyper moreover advocated that the finances of
the Netherlands and the Dutch East Indies be separated (Locher-Scholten
1981, 179). These changing ideas resulted from the growing abhorrence of
the exploitation represented by the Cultivation System, which had enor-
mously benefited the Dutch treasury but, at the same time, purportedly
led to growing impoverishment for the Javanese population. In 1899, pub-
licist and lawyer C. Th. van Deventer wrote about the “debt of honour”
(eereschuld) the Dutch owed to the Javanese population, which needed to
be repaid by providing basic education and improving infrastructure (van
Deventer 1899).

The first government administration led by an orthodox Protestant
(Kuyper) consequently introduced the Ethical Policy, which in broad
lines had three objectives: first, legal and administrative protection of the
indigenous population; second, the expansion of primary education; and
third, creating welfare by direct intervention in the economy and society
by providing “welfare services” (welvaartsdiensten). A considerable bud-
get of thirty million guilders was allocated to these interventions, spread
out over ten years, though continuation was not guaranteed (Cribb 1993,
227-230). The Ethical Policy also involved the moral uplifting of the
population through the dissemination of Christian, middle-class values
concerning marital life and women’s role in the family. Monogamy and
the ideal of the housewife performing domestic and childcaring duties
were central to these values. As Chapter 6 shows, however, such domestic
ideals often clashed with contrasting images and practices of the role of
women in Javanese culture and economy.

In its first two decades, quite some changes were effectuated in several
fields. The colonial state made many investments in infrastructure and
irrigation, with the intention of raising productivity in agriculture. “Rice
banks” were set up in many villages to provide peasants with seeds and,
in times of scarcity, cheap rice loans. This credit system especially was
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looked upon admiringly by British and French colonial officials (Booth
2012, 1149). Furthermore, primary schooling and health care, which had
until then almost been neglected by the colonial government, expanded
rapidly until ¢. 1920. However, as Chapter 6 details, provisions remained
very basic: most progress was made in the construction of roads, railroads
and factory and office buildings (Bloembergen and Raben 2009, 10). On
the one hand, this shows that, despite its moral dimensions, the Ethical
Policy was still very much geared towards keeping the colony economically
profitable. On the other, financial problems after the First World War
compelled the colonial authorities to adopt a much more austere budget
in order to prevent public expenditure exceeding revenue too much (Booth
1998, 160). Despite the Ethical Policy, standards of living for most of the
indigenous population seem not to have risen tremendously. By the end
of the colonial period, the Javanese still had a relatively low standard of
living compared with other colonies in Southeast Asia, in terms of per
capita food availability, child mortality and levels of education (Booth
2012, 1179; Frankema 2013). As Table 2.2 shows, compared with other
colonial regimes in Southeast Asia, the Dutch instead spent significant
amounts on its colonial bureaucracy (“Total ‘government™).

Apart from insufficient funding, a major problem of the Ethical Policy
was the lack of clear policy goals from the start. Another was the highly
male-oriented nature of the policies: hardly any consideration was given
to female education, for instance, and thus no acknowledgement of its
role in reducing fertility levels, which remained high in the archipelago,
leading to persistent population pressure in Java. At the time, however,
the mixed results of the Ethical Policy were perceived less as the result
of policy failures. Rather, it was framed as being a consequence of the
indolence of the indigenous population and their reluctance to accept new,
“modern” techniques (Cribb 1993, 241-242). The pessimism about the
disappointing results resonated in the political and intellectual climate of
the 1920sand 1930s. In terms of policies, the Ethical Policy was considered
too “soft”, and its ambitions were consequently toned down (Locher-
Scholten 1981, 206). The concept of a “dual economy” emerged, which
claimed that the nature and culture of the indigenous population did not
allow for the adoption of “modern” capitalist economic practices, keeping

it trapped in an underdeveloped condition (Cribb 1993, 243). This idea of
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a “dual economy”, developed by the Dutch ethnographer and economist J.
H. Boeke, who had spent many years in the Dutch East Indies, contained
many racial and cultural biases about the inability of indigenous peasants
to adopt modernity (Boeke 1930). As we will see, this was not unlike
developments in colonies with other metropolitan identities.

As the opening quote to this section suggests, the idea of the civilising
mission is closely linked to the opposition of one’s own, superior practices
and culture against the inferiority of other, “uncivilised” or “barbaric”
peoples. At some point in the nineteenth century, all major European
imperial powers embarked on such a mission in their colonies, varying
from what they called “internal pacification”, bringing political order
to “savage” indigenous populations, to the idea of “moral uplifting” or
“betterment” by missionaries or reformers (Adas 2004, 31). The term
“civilising mission” is borrowed from the French mission civilatrice, which
became the official doctrine of the new imperialism of the Third Repub-
lic (1870-1940) (Mann 2004, 4). France is known to have launched the
“most flamboyant version” of a much more general European project to
impose Western culture upon its colonised populations (Osterhammel
2006, 8). This self-proclaimed “special mission” of France among other
Western states (Conklin 1997, 1) related very much to its geopolitical
position in Europe and in the world. Not only had it just lost a war on its
own territory against Prussia (1870—1871), it had also always felt second
best to Britain in terms of empire building (Burrows 1986, 114).

Algeria, which had been part of the French Empire since 1830, held
a special place in the French imagination. Early attempts to civilise the
indigenous population included assimilationist aspirations. This related
not only to mixed marriages, but also to the idea that once the Algerians
learned the French language in schools, their minds and bodies would
absorb Western ideas, values and practices (Rogers 2011, 743). However,
in the course of the nineteenth century, an increasingly Social Darwin-
ist stance was adopted. Intermarriages were increasingly frowned upon.
Experts claimed not only that Algerians were backward and prone to vio-
lence and disease, but also that a collective “Muslim mentality” explained
their inclination to “idleness, brutality and stagnation” (Lyons 2013, 21).
Consequently, schooling projects in Algeria never fully developed, and in
1930 only nine per cent of the Muslim population received some sort
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of education (Burrows 1986, 134). In the Federation of French West
Africa, which the French established in 1895, a similar racist position was
taken towards the multi-ethnic indigenous population. Unlike in Alge-
ria, the objective in West Africa had never been assimilation, but only to
improve the situation of Africans within their own culture. By rational
development, the value of the land and its people could be made gainful
(“wmise en valeur”). The best way to achieve this, French colonial offi-
cials believed, was to build railroads and to improve the health of both
Europeans and Africans. In practice, however, railroad construction pro-
ceeded much more slowly than anticipated, and health measures predom-
inantly benefited white settlers. For more comprehensive health care for
the African population, funds were insufficient (Conklin 1997, 67-69).
Likewise, investment in schooling for Africans was never a priority, and
investments were low and funded mostly through African taxes (Huillery
2014). In Indochina and French Cambodia, public expenditure was also
very low, and education and other social provisions were in a very poor
state in these Southeast Asian French colonies (Booth 2007, 249; Burrows
1986, 134).

Before using the term “civilising mission”, the notion of “improvement”
or “betterment of humankind” had already been prevalent among Britain’s
elite. In the course of the nineteenth century, this notion extended to its
empire, most notably the moral and material improvement of the British
Empire (Mann 2004, 8). Nevertheless, even though Britain felt a respon-
sibility to ameliorate the living conditions of colonised people, assistance
was usually ad hoc and insufficient at least until the 1930s (Abbott 1971).
In India, as well as in the rest of the British colonies in Asia, per capita
public expenditure remained low, when we disregard military expendi-
ture. Despite the prevailing ideology of “development” of colonised peo-
ple, public investments started to rise only after 1930. Still, the bulk of
expenditure was on the military instead of education or irrigation works.
Tellingly, even in Malaya, the only colony where the British managed to
raise considerable resources through personal and corporate taxation, bud-
getary surpluses were seldom invested in developing the indigenous popu-
lation (Booth 2007, 262). In British Africa, public spending was probably
even lower, and programmes for social assistance generally emerged only

in the 1950s, the dying days of colonial rule (Seekings 2011, 157-158).
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As in the French and the Dutch cases, the British “Victorian” civilising
mission was deeply embedded in bourgeois values. The ideal of domes-
ticity—the adoption of “European-style” homes, in which indigenous
women were expected to perform domestic and caregiving duties—would
“miraculously transform native peoples into ‘civilized” colonial subjects”
(Haskins and Jacobs 2009, ix). A paternalistic relationship was presup-
posed with regard to the colonised peoples, symbolised for instance as
master vs servant, teacher vs pupil, parent vs child or husband vs wife
(Mann 2004, 6). In the course of the nineteenth century, these differences
between the coloniser and the colonised increasingly came to be seen as
resulting not merely from cultural differences, but also as being under-
pinned by supposed racial differences. Racial theories served to claim the
superiority of the British over, for example, Indians, thus legitimising not
only colonial rule, butalso the fight for the civilising mission (Mann 2004,
22).

Finally, the Portuguese imperial state was very late in implementing
any public provisions for indigenous people in its African colonies. As
mentioned above, the colonies were a financial burden rather than an asset
to the metropole during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Only in 1953 did Portugal design five-year development plans to invest in
the welfare of the native population and offset some of the effects of heavy
taxation. Still, even in the 1960s, most expenditure targeted infrastructural
improvements, which probably only indirectly benefited the indigenous
population (Havik 2013, 181).

This sketchy comparison reveals many similarities between the civilis-
ing missions and the initiatives for the provision of public goods by the
Dutch and other imperial powers. First, in most cases, bringing civilisation
to colonised people implied, or explicitly propagated, notions of Euro-
pean modernity and superiority as opposed to indigenous backwardness
and “barbarism”. Put more strongly, by proclaiming European superiority
the civilising mission was used to legitimise colonial rule. This vision of
colonial relationships was highly paternalistic: like a teacher or parent, the
European was to teach Western morals and practices regarding industri-
ousness, hygiene, monogamous marriage and family life to the uncivilised.
This view increasingly induced either passive or more outspoken resistance
by colonised people. Second, although the intended “moral uplifting”
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contained veritable elements of bringing progress, this betterment of the
indigenous population was, in all cases, expected to simultaneously bring
economic gain for the metropoles. Third, in all cases the “successes” of
the civilising mission were generally limited: policies were often ad hoc
and budgets insufficient. Except perhaps for the building of roads and
railroads, public provisions such as education and health care remained
vastly underdeveloped, with the exception of US investment in the edu-
cational system in the Philippines in the first few decades of the twentieth
century (Booth 2012, 1148-1149). Fourth, in the Dutch, French, and
British empires, we see a clear shift in policies as well as attitudes after
the First World War, when the results of these civilising efforts proved
disappointing. In all cases, a more technocratic approach was taken in
the 1920s and 1930s, which was increasingly underpinned with rhetoric
and/or theories of racial differences.

In a number of aspects, though, the Dutch Ethical Policy differed from
the civilising missions of other Europeans. The first was that it emerged as
a response to rising societal and political criticism of the heavily extractive
nature of the Cultivation System. Moreover, in the particular sociopo-
litical culture that arose after 1870, responsibility to the Javanese people
gained a specific Calvinist character (Locher-Scholten 1981, 179; see also
Chapter 6). Second, Dutch initiatives came relatively late compared with
their British and French counterparts, though considerably earlier than in
the Portuguese Empire. Once it emerged, however, the Ethical Policy dis-
tinguished itself in a third manner, by providing a relatively coherent and
ambitious programme, even if its goals were not clearly set and budgets
proved insufficient to realise it fully.

2.5 Setting the Stage: Empire
and Entanglements

The colonial project was not handled sturdily and sloppily, but in Dutch
style: meticulously and tdily, industriously and soberly, frugally and
decently, unimaginatively yet thoroughly. (van Doorn 1994, 95)
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This chapter has reflected on the exceptionality of the Dutch Empire. It
has shown that, discussions on the costs and benefits of empires notwith-
standing, most colonial powers sought to gain from their empires, not
only in terms of status and geopolitical position, but also in terms of
economic benefits. In a comparative perspective, the Dutch seem to have
succeeded rather well in this, perhaps partly because of their “unimagi-
native yet thorough” approach. Especially from 1830 to 1870, when the
Cultivation System was in place, this resulted in direct flows of millions of
guilders from Java to the Dutch treasury. The Cultivation System formed
a source of inspiration and comparison to many contemporary observers
and was exemplary for later projects involving forced cultivation in the
Belgian Congo, and probably also for the later prestations in French Africa.
Moreover, despite the fact that increasing concerns about the well-being
of the indigenous population were voiced in the Netherlands, the Dutch
spent relatively little on the well-being of Java’s indigenous population in
the nineteenth century.

Apart from the Cultivation System, and especially after its abolition
around 1870, the Dutch managed to levy direct and indirect taxes rela-
tively successfully. At first, this took the form of land taxes as well as the
revenue farming of indirect taxes on consumption goods, especially opium
and salt. In the late colonial period, direct—personal and corporate—taxes
became increasingly important. As Booth has shown, the Dutch arguably
raised a much larger share of direct taxes in Java than other colonial powers
elsewhere in Asia did, and presumably also more than the French or the
British did in Africa, which was much less monetised and more difficult to
extract direct taxes from (Frankema and van Waijenburg 2014). In terms
of the use of forced labour, the Dutch hardly differed from other imperial
powers, except again for the period of the Cultivation System, when mil-
lions of Javanese peasants were forced to devote part of their labour to cash
crop cultivation. After the abolition of the Cultivation System, following
the British example, indentured labour contracts became widespread in
the Dutch archipelago, moving Javanese labourers within and outside the
Indonesian archipelago.

Finally, the Ethical Policy seems to have been consistent with the wider
ambitions of European imperialists to “civilise” “inferior” indigenous pop-
ulations. Although a comparison shows many similarities, the Dutch pro-
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gramme was distinctive on three accounts: first, its origins in societal
and political protest against exploitation under the Cultivation System,
which had a distinct Calvinist flavour; second, its relatively late emergence
compared with other empires (except for the Portuguese); and, third, its
relatively coherent and ambitious (though from the start underfunded)
programme of social reforms.

How can we explain this partially divergent path of Dutch imperialism
in terms of colonial extraction? The Netherlands was a small nation, with a
long tradition of colonial trade relations, not least in Southeast Asia. At the
beginning of the nineteenth century, the British had definitively become
the world’s dominant imperial power, and the Dutch had lost most of its
sphere of influence. Despite its overseas possessions in the West Indies, the
Netherlands focused heavily on the colonial project in the East Indies over
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Unlike the British, French,
Germans, Portuguese and Belgians, the Dutch did not participate in the
Scramble for Africa at the end of the nineteenth century. In contrast to
Wesseling, who has concluded from this that the Netherlands did not get
involved in new imperialistic ventures, I would argue that, instead, this
focus permitted a deep involvement in, and identification with, the Dutch
East Indies, despite indirect rule. At the start, the objectives were highly
economic, and the needs of the Cultivation System helped disseminate
colonial administrative bureaucracy over the nineteenth century, in com-
bination with indirect rule through indigenous elites. This allowed the
colonial bureaucracy to become more intensely involved in economic life
in Java than was the case in many other empires at the time. In the sec-
ond half of the century, the colonial state expanded and became relatively
heavily involved in many aspects of daily life in the Dutch East Indies, at
least compared with many Asian and African colonies of other colonial
powers. Crucially, it managed to set up a very efficient and complicated
system of taxation. Not coincidentally, this was also the period when the
Dutch colonial government aimed to extend its political and economic
sphere of influence to the islands beyond Java.

A new phase was entered when the ambitious aims of the Ethical Pol-
icy were launched in 1901, promising an even deeper penetration into
the veins of colonial society. Nevertheless, the lofty ideals of improving
the well-being of the indigenous population appeared to be too costly,
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in contrast to the rising level of welfare provisions in the metropole. The
tensions between Calvinist norms of good guardianship, and the potential
gains from the colony and its—predominantly Muslim—inhabitants, in
terms of resources and cheap labour, were clearly rising. In the last two
decades of Dutch colonial rule, the differences between various ethnic
groups within the East Indies became more pronounced, and nationalist
tendencies arose. Instead of granting more autonomy and equal—social,
economic or political—rights to the indigenous population, the response
was a more rigid and even more pervasive involvement of the colonial
state, and at the same time a stricter adherence to and scientific underpin-
ning of dualist policies, relying on adar. As we shall see in the remainder
of this book, these paradoxes related to contrasts—between ideology and
opportunities within the colony, as well as between ideals and practices in
metropole and colony—that became more marked over the entire colonial
period. This was most explicitly felt in the daily experiences of workers in
the empire—in terms of labour allocation in the household, in terms of liv-
ing standards and in terms of social protection. It is with these encounters,
and the responses to them by men, women and children in the Netherlands
and Java, that the following chapters are concerned.

Notes

1. This chapter has benefited greatly from comments by Ulbe Bosma,
Corinne Boter, Ewout Frankema, Remco Raben, and Daniélle Teeuwen.

2. For an early exception, see Kuitenbrouwer (1985; English transl. Kuiten-
brouwer 1991).

3. See for an elaborate discussion: Kuitenbrouwer (1998, 59).

4. Strictly speaking, this could be formulated as “as being part of an empire”,
because the Dutch Kingdom still includes several former colonial posses-
sions in the Caribbean. In 2010, the “Dutch Antilles” were formally dis-
mantled, and three of the islands (Aruba, Curagao, St. Maarten) are now
autonomous countries within the kingdom of the Netherlands, whereas
three other islands (Bonaire, Saba, St. Eustatius) are special municipalities
within the Netherlands.

5. Most other important scholars reflecting on the particularly extractive
nature of Dutch imperialism since the VOC period seem to come from
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outside the Netherlands. See, for example, Wallerstein (1980, 38) and
Maddison (1989).

6. My own terms, following both van Doorn (1994) and van den Doel
(1994) in their typification of these particular periods, which I discuss in
more detail below.

7. In fact, the Aceh expeditions had a longer history and more complex
causes, with many international players, including the USA and even
Turkey. Although the conflict was officially settled in 1913, the region
would remain restless until the end of the colonial period (Missbach
2010).

8. The Dutch Trading Company had been given the exclusive right to handle
all government shipping to and from the colonies. See van Zanden and
van Riel (2004, 112), and also Chapter 4.

9. Equivalent to about 154 billion US dollars at 2007’s prices, as presented
by Gordon (2010, 441).

10. Presumably, in the less populated Outer Islands of the Indies archipelago,
the per capita tax burden was even higher than in Java in the early twen-
tieth century (Wahid 2013, 256).

11. The corvée labour system was scaled down from 1854 onwards, but only
very gradually: it was not finally abolished until 1916 (Bosma 2013, 76).
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Industrious Women in an Imperial
Economy: The Cultivation System and Its
Consequences

The Cultivation System that was imposed by the Dutch on the East Indies
between 1830 and 1870 constituted a “classic piece of colonial exploita-
tion” (Elson 1994, 303). Javanese peasants were forced to employ part of
their land and their labour for the cultivation of cash crops such as sugar,
coffee and indigo for the European market. While the consequences of this
system—>both for Java and the Netherlands—have been much debated,
the effects of the Cultivation System on women’s work have seldom been
investigated. This chapter argues that Javanese women’s work was cru-
cial for fulfilling the increasing labour demands of the system. Moreover,
it contends that the Cultivation System not only drastically influenced
women’s work in Java, it also, through the vast remittances from the colony
to the metropole, impacted—although more indirectly—gender-specific
work patterns in the Netherlands. All in all, colonialism shaped, and was
shaped by, women’s participation in the household economy in both parts
of the Dutch Empire, albeit in increasingly contrasting ways.
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3.1 Inducing Industriousness: Ideas
on Poverty and Work in the Dutch
Empire Around 1800’

During the early modern period, rhetoric and policies increasingly associ-
ated poverty with idleness—both in the Dutch Republic and in the Dutch
East Indies. In the context of eighteenth-century economic decline, the
answer to the growing problem of poverty was work: the idle poor should
be transformed into hard-working and productive men, women and chil-
dren. Consequently, Dutch welfare institutions increasingly restricted pro-
visions for unemployed immigrants, begging was forbidden, and bene-
fits became more and more dependent on the efforts to secure work of
those applying for support (van Leeuwen 1996). In the second half of
the eighteenth century, local work-based initiatives to combat poverty
mushroomed in the Netherlands. For instance, workhouses were set
up, and spinning contests organised to stimulate the production of
yarns—typically the work of women and children. However, most of these
initiatives failed sooner or later. Often, the poor refused to work, or, before
long, women and children left the workhouse because of its unsavoury rep-
utation or because they could earn more and work more flexibly elsewhere
in the labour market (van Nederveen Meerkerk 2007, 177-179).
Interestingly, in the same period, norms had become much stricter for
women from among the middle and higher classes of Dutch society with
regard to the performance of work in the public sphere. Whereas sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century humanists and moralists had instructed women
to dedicate their time to household work and thrift in the broadest sense,
which coincided with a high rate of labour force participation among
women from all layers of society (van den Heuvel 2007; Schmidt and van
Nederveen Meerkerk 2012), eighteenth-century norms instead stressed
the responsibility of middle-class women to create a sphere of domesticity
in which their husbands could optimally perform their role as breadwin-
ners. Thus, the eighteenth century saw a shift to much more “class-based”
social norms regarding women’s work: humanist ideas gave way to “en-
lightened” views on work as a means to morally discipline the poor—men,

women and children alike (Schmidt 2011, 53-56, 58, 60).
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In Javanese society, labour had traditionally been scarcer than land.
Local rulers expected their male subjects to perform services, in the form
of corvée labour or the provision of agricultural products. Many house-
holds tried to avoid labour obligations by becoming nomadic farmers.
This, of course, lowered extraction opportunities for local lords, but also
for Dutch East India Company (VOC) traders. When the VOC moved
into the hinterlands at the end of the seventeenth century, the Dutch tried
to counter this “problem” of drifting farmers by introducing restrictive
legislation. Just like in the Netherlands, the rhetoric of “vagrancy” was
introduced in the East Indies, as appears from an instruction from 1686:
“[...] also will be punished as tramps, vagabonds, and such, who could
not have any other than malicious intent, of which riffraff be it highly nec-
essary to clear the Company’s lands, the sooner the better, in order that
the righteous inhabitants live peacefully, cultivate the lands, and increase
in wealth” (cited in Breman 2010, 41, present author’s translation). As a
result, both the VOC in the eighteenth century and the colonial govern-
ment in the nineteenth severely restricted the freedom of movement of
Javanese peasants, who were allowed to migrate only with the permission
of both the village head and the colonial administration.

In some regions, most notably Priangan in West Java, the VOC had
been able, with the help of local rulers, to enforce upon the peasantry
the cultivation of export crops, predominantly coffee, since the seven-
teenth century. In this district, subsistence agriculture was probably left
increasingly to women (Watson Andaya 20006, 106). Nevertheless, in most
other regions indigenous peasants could not be easily persuaded or forced
to cultivate export crops such as coffee, sugar and indigo. Until the first
decades of the nineteenth century, most of them clung to the production
of rice, with men and women working alongside each other, albeit mostly
with different tasks. In the eyes of many colonisers, this “uncommercial”
attitude of the Javanese peasant, in combination with the costly Java War
(1825-1830), made the Dutch East Indies a financial burden rather than
a profitable possession for the Dutch state (Elson 1994, 36-40).

The answer to this problem of economic sluggishness, both in the colony
and in the metropole, was to be found in schemes to enhance the indus-
triousness of hitherto “idle” subjects of the Dutch crown. Many early
nineteenth-century policymakers, as well as intellectuals, believed that
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poor relief formed a disincentive for creating industrious, law-abiding cit-
izens (Gouda 1995, 20). After the Dutch Kingdom had been established
in 1813-1815, initiatives to fight poverty were taken at the national as
well as the colonial level. King Willem I entrusted one particular person
to devise and implement his plans to counter pauperism by stimulating
industriousness among poor families, first in the Netherlands and later on
Java. This man, Johannes van den Bosch (1780-1844), had served as a
military officer in the Dutch East Indies since 1799. He owned a planta-
tion on Java, where between 1808 and 1810 he had experimented with the
cultivation of export crops. However, the Governor General, Daendels,
forced van den Bosch to return to the Netherlands in 1810. Upon his
return in the Netherlands, van den Bosch took part in the struggle against
the French in 1814-1815, and his contribution did not go unnoticed by
the later king (Westendorp Boerma 1927, 2—4).

After the Vienna peace treaties of 1815, van den Bosch spent most
of his days designing plans to combat poverty in the Netherlands. He
wrote an elaborate book on the problems of poverty, unemployment,
and the desired role of the state. Although poverty was particularly dire
in towns, van den Bosch was convinced that—as opposed to Great
Britain—agriculture, not industry, would be the solution in the Nether-
lands. His earlier experiments with cash crop cultivation on Java probably
formed the foundation for van den Bosch’s ideas (Schrauwers 2001, 301).
He argued that poor urban families should be relocated to rural regions,
where they could gain the “right to work” by learning how to cultivate
agricultural crops for their own subsistence and selling their surpluses in
the market. With private funds, van den Bosch established the Maatschap-
pij van Weldadigheid (Benevolent Society) in 1818 to set up agricultural
settlements in Drenthe, an underpopulated province in the east of the
Netherlands consisting mostly of peatland. Tens of thousands of mostly
urban paupers migrated (later, some were even deported) to these “peat
colonies”. Supposedly, several years in the countryside would transform
them into industrious agrarian workers. Ideally, they would eventually
leave the colonies with some savings and a reformed mentality, from which
they would benefit for the rest of their lives (Schrauwers 2001, 303-313).

As in the eighteenth-century poorhouses, however, suitable colonists
proved hard to find, and “industriousness” soon needed to be enforced to
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a large extent. Some of the dwellings were transformed into penal institu-
tions for convicted paupers. Even in the “free” peat colonies, regulations
were strict and detailed. Throughout the 1820s, van den Bosch regularly
corresponded with the overseers, ensuring that they saw to it that “no
household would be bereft of the necessary, but that it itself would earn
these necessities”.> The meticulous detail of van den Bosch’s calculations
of the bare subsistence needs of households strikes the historian’s eye when
going through the archival material. The initiative was an example of social
engineering;: its overseers eschewed neither intensive control nor, at times,
force over the daily lives of ordinary people. A strict regime of meals, work
and rest was established, including only limited leisure time. Wages for
work in the field were set at two-thirds of regular Dutch adult male wages,
from which the costs of daily subsistence were subtracted.? Part of what-
ever a colonist family earned in excess of this had to be put into a health
fund, part had to be saved, and part was paid out as pocket money. Their
savings would enable the family to leave the institution within a couple of
years (Berends et al. 1984, 60-61). While perhaps benevolent in intent,
the experiment with the peat colonies clearly shows that, to the elite, the
poor really were a “foreign country”, as Frances Gouda has argued for this
period more in general (Gouda 1995, 2).

Despite the initially intended voluntariness of the project, the peat
colonies soon came more and more to resemble forced labour relations.
Although van den Bosch was in principle opposed to slavery, he argued that
he scarcely saw any distinction between “forced” and “free” labour (Bosma
2013, 68). After all, every wage labourer was to some extent enslaved,
as he (and less commonly she) was always economically dependent on
a boss or employer. Therefore, van den Bosch was not against coercing
the poor to work (Westendorp Boerma 1950, 39—40). Indeed, colonists
coming to Drenthe voluntarily were increasingly an exception: between
1830 and 1860 an average of just twenty-two families arrived of their
own volition each year (Kloosterhuis 1981, 243). In the early 1820s, the
peat colonies were already heavily reliant on state financing (Westendorp
Boerma 1950, 38), and in 1859, the colonies were taken over by the state,
thus officially becoming a public institution. From then on, local urban
authorities forced most of the thousands of families and individuals to go
to the peat colonies—which were consequently popularly called “beggars
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institutions”. In 1875, 2809 people were still living here, only ten of whom
had volunteered (Anonymous 1875). Instead of transforming poor men,
women and children into hard-working citizens, the colonies had become
a fully fledged penal institution, to which undesired elements from urban
society were sent.

Judged by their original intention of reforming the poor into hard-
working citizens, the peat colonies can thus be considered a failure.
Nevertheless, I have elaborated on these social experiments in Drenthe
extensively, as they set an influential example for similar initiatives, both
within and outside Europe.4 Most significantly, the peat colonies formed
a blueprint for the “Cultivation System” (Kultuurstelsel) on Java, designed
and implemented by their inventor Johannes van den Bosch when he was
Governor General in the Dutch East Indies (1830-1833). Although there
were many distinct differences between metropole and colony, especially
in their scale and effects, the relatively underexplored links with the intents
and the design of van den Bosch’s benevolent colonies in the Netherlands
are particularly interesting. Both can be seen as “development projects”
with state support, focusing on the agricultural production of cash crops
by the poor, who would not only work for their subsistence but also receive
a cash bonus for surplus crops. Moreover, in both cases the objective was
to transform “lazy” paupers into industrious workers, and to this end,
a certain degree of coercion was tolerated (Schrauwers 2001, 313-314).
Especially Javanese men were depicted as idle, as opposed to their wives,
whom the Dutch as well as the English portrayed as particularly indus-
trious and entrepreneurial (e.g. Daendels 1814, 104; Boomgaard 1981,
75 Locher-Scholten 1986, 40—44). Van den Bosch stated that Javanese
peasants needed to work only a few hours a day to survive. To make them
produce also for the market, their industriousness needed to be enhanced,
for their own benefit as well as that of the imperial economy (van den
Bosch 1850 [1829], 304).

To achieve this, Javanese peasants were expected to reserve a proportion
of their land and their labour to produce export crops, such as coffee, sugar
and indigo, for the Dutch authorities. Although the Cultivation System in
many ways resembled the forced cultivation schemes of the VOC, van den
Bosch’s philosophy was quite different, as he envisaged a win—win situa-
tion. As in the peat colonies in Drenthe, Javanese peasants were expected
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to produce surpluses to be sold in the market, for which they would receive
monetary compensation (Schrauwers 2001, 316). However, in order for
the colonial government to be able to make a profit, most peasants obtained
a plantloon (planter’s wage) that—Ilike in Drenthel—only constituted two-
thirds of the market price for these export crops. Moreover, part of this
money served to pay taxes to indigenous elites and Dutch civil servants,
which in practice meant that, on average, Javanese households received
only a third of the market value for their produce (Horlings 2003, 154).
Although its impact varied greatly from one part of Java to another, the
Cultivation System had tremendous effects on both the Javanese and the
Dutch economies, and consequently on women’s work, as the next sections

will highlight.

3.2 The Cultivation System and the Batig
Slot (c. 1830-1870)

The Cultivation System actually started out as a highly locally variable form
of agricultural-industrial exploitation of Javanese peasants that involved
forcing them to cultivate tropical export products for very low compensa-
tion (Fasseur 1992, 27). Van den Bosch’s idea was to use about twenty per
cent of peasants’ cultivable land for export crops, employing twenty per
cent of their labour (on average sixty-six labour days). These duties were
meant to replace the heavy burden of the land tax (landrente) (Van Niel
1992, 65). However, this general idea was never backed up by a detailed
plan for implementation. In fact, Elson has typified the early years of the
Cultivation System as “based upon an unsophisticated style of trial and
error”, which included many failures and mishaps (Elson 1994, 82). The
type of cultivated crop, the proportion of peasant households involved, as
well as the method and size of their payment all depended on local circum-
stances, which differed tremendously, particularly in the first chaotic years
of implementation. What was clear from the outset, however, was the role
of Dutch officials as well as village heads and regional rulers, the regents
(bupati). They functioned as middlemen between the peasant-cultivators
and the government to ensure demands in relation to crops were met and
the modest planter’s wage was paid to the peasants. In return for their
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Fig. 3.1 Volume (tons) of most important cash crops under the Cultivation System,
1830-1870 (Source Mansvelt and Creutzberg 1975, 52-53)

services, these officials received a percentage of the proceeds (kultuurpro-
centen), which was of course intended to encourage these overseers to
ensure the continuation of high yields (Elson 1994, 42—44).

The success of the Cultivation System, at least in terms of the production
of cash crops (see Fig. 3.1), became evident within just a few years.

Until the early 1840s, the forced cultivation of coffee was especially
lucrative for the colonial authorities. From then onwards, sugar gradually
became the most prominent export product. In contrast, the production
of indigo, which boomed in the 1830s, soon proved to be a financial loss.
Moreover, it required so much arduous labour and encountered so much
overtas well as tacit resistance from the Javanese peasants that it was mostly
abandoned after the 1840s.

The abandonment of indigo was part of a more general reform of the
Cultivation System after the increased burden on the land and especially
on the labour of Javanese peasants had become painfully visible in the
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1840s. This increased burden, combined with bad weather conditions,
epidemic diseases, crop failures, and rising rice prices, led to successive
famines in several residencies. The incapacity to deal with these diffi-
culties in ensuring food security, which led many people to migrate or
even die, were closely linked to imbalances caused by the Cultivation Sys-
tem. As we have seen, to secure an increase in the production of export
crops, the colonial authorities had encouraged indigenous village heads to
greatly intensify their control over peasants, their labour and their material
resources (Elson 1994, 119). Apart from increasing the demand for peasant
labour for forced cultivation, this also gave both European and indigenous
officials the leeway to increase their burden in terms of labour services, for
public works such as road maintenance, but also—illegitimately—for pri-
vate purposes such as working their land (Van Niel 1992, 81; Booth 1998,
21). Furthermore, land tax—which was initially planned to be replaced by
cultivation services—as well as indirect levies on consumption and mar-
keted products increased notably (Van Niel 1992, 143). The demands on
peasant households for labour services as well as cash payments grew so
outrageously that many of them became indebted. Moreover, men espe-
cially, who were pressed to provide labour services, were unable to reserve
sufficient time for subsistence production, which increasingly endangered
peasants’ food security. At the same time, if they fled their land to escape
epidemics and extortion, peasants lost their rights to that land, which
was generally claimed by the elite, leading to increasing socio-economic
polarisation (Elson 1994, 124-125).

These failures of the Cultivation System necessitated reforms, primar-
ily directed towards the alleviation of the heavy burden of labour on
the Javanese population, in combination with more extensive controls
on indigenous officials, for instance by restricting landholding by vil-
lage heads. At the same time, even though the labour burden on peas-
ants remained large, coffee and sugar cultivation in particular increas-
ingly involved contract labour as well as free wage labour, meaning that
payments (although still low) became somewhat fairer. Besides being a
response to its shortcomings, the reforms of the Cultivation System also
related to a changing political climate in the Netherlands, which had
become more liberal, and—especially after the constitutional reforms of
1848—considerably restricted the Dutch king’s leeway to interfere in
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political and economic affairs (van Zanden and Marks 2012, 53). The
democratising tendencies in the metropole following the adoption of the
1848 Constitution also led to increasing public opposition to the Cultiva-
tion System, even though it never became a major opposition movement in
the Netherlands (Janse 2013; see also Chapter 6). These changes notwith-
standing, reforms of the Cultivation System proceeded slowly and did not
succeed everywhere on Java. Real problems of food security continued
to exist, especially in sugar-producing regions. Moreover, until 1870, pri-
vate entrepreneurship by European, Chinese or indigenous businesses was
highly restricted, as it was regarded as a form of competition harmful to
government cultivation (Elson 1994, 143-152).

The reforms did lead to a reduction in remittances to the Dutch gov-
ernment, and hence to a decline in net transfers to the Dutch treasury,
but with a marked time lag: only after the late 1850s (van Zanden and
Marks 2012, 50). Indeed, net remittances to the Netherlands were, and
remained, considerable until the end of the Cultivation System in 1870
(see Table 3.1). Over the entire period, more than one billion Dutch
guilders are estimated to have been transferred to the Dutch treasury as
batig slot (colonial remittances). These remittances ultimately helped to
solve the major financial crisis the Dutch state had been in since the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century. Moreover, they compensated for the loss of
the fiscal transfer that was the consequence of the secession of the South-
ern Netherlands in 1830. The colonial surplus formed a vital supplement
to the state budget, which allowed for restructuring the large public debt
from 1843 onwards and for infrastructural improvements (Horlings 2003,
166). Furthermore, as we will see in Sect. 3.4, the batig slot allowed for
tax reforms in the Netherlands, which affected the purchasing power of
Dutch households.

The effects of the Cultivation System on the labour time and economic
well-being of Javanese households must have been enormous, but there has
been neither much clarity nor debate on the size, distribution, and even
the direction of these effects: positive, in the sense of new opportunities, or
negative, in the sense of decreasing living standards. Some studies suggest
that Javanese peasant households demonstrated considerable ability in
adjusting to the increasing demands of the system (Boomgaard 1989;
Elson 1994), but the dynamics that were in place are still unclear. In the
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Table 3.1 Net colonial remittances (batig slot) to the Dutch treasury, 1830-1877

% of excises

on primary

Net colonial goods in total

surplus % of Dutch % of Dutch Dutch tax
Period (million Dfl) GNP tax income income
1831-1840 150.6 2.8 31.9 20.8
1841-1850 215.6 3.6 38.6 22.4
1851-1860 289.4 3.8 52.6 16.0
1861-1870 276.7 2.9 445 10.5
1871-1877 127.2 1.7 26.5 10.7

Sources 1831-1870: Estimates by van Zanden and van Riel (2004, 180), including
hidden government subsidies. 1870-1877: de Jong (1989, 133, 262); GNP: Smits
et al. (2000, 173, 177); Excises: van der Voort (1994)

next section, I will argue that to a large extent the ability of households to
adapt to new circumstances related to the flexibility with which women
especially employed their time. I then go on to claim that, in more indirect
ways, the Cultivation System even affected how Dutch households in the
metropole changed their labour patterns.

3.3 Consequences of the Cultivation
System for Women’s Work in Java

Table 3.2 gives estimates of the percentage of Javanese households involved
in the Cultivation System. Although regional variation was large, ranging
from about forty-five per cent of all households in the Residency of Jepara
in Central Java to about ninety per cent in the Residency of Pasuruan in
East Java (Van Niel 1992, 111-112), it is clear that the system affected
the majority of peasant households in a dramatic way.

The Cultivation System led to important shifts in Javanese women’s
work, predominantly in three domains. First of all, the increasing labour
demands of the system led to a larger role for women in agriculture. Not
only did their role in subsistence agriculture increase, there were multi-
ple ways in which they became involved in the production of cash crops
themselves, even if it was explicitly not the intention to recruit women
(or children) for this purpose. Second, women’s activities in the market-
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Table 3.2 Households and arable land engaged in forced cultivation, average for
Java 1836-1870

% of % of total
Year households arable land
1836 67.1 18.3
1840 73.3 26.2
1845 69.5 24.8
1850 63.0 21.4
1855 61.0 21.2
1860 56.2 19.0
1865 54.1 16.4
1870 39.3 13.0

Sources Elson (1994, 185) and van
Baardewijk (1993, 190-193)

place expanded in the broadest possible sense, due to increasing moneti-
sation of the economy. Third, most notably since the later 1840s, women
were found to be increasingly performing non-agricultural activities in
the countryside (Boomgaard 1989, 131). Whether born of necessity or
opportunity, it is clear that women were important for the diversification
of the Javanese peasant household economy, but there has so far hardly
been any systematic investigation of their role.” In the following, I will
provide a systematic analysis by describing shifts in labour relations within
households and by estimating the amount of labour required for partic-
ular types of agricultural as well as for non-agricultural production. In
the absence of large quantities of empirical source material on women’s
activities, these estimates are necessarily rough, but they are the first of
their kind.

Traditionally, Southeast Asian women have played a large role in the
subsistence production of rice and other food crops, such as millet and
yams. Although the role of women in subsistence agriculture is not unique,
there may have been a distinct Southeast Asian division of labour between
men and women. Rice growing on dry lands (zega/) and garden agriculture
were more the prerogative of women, whereas both men and women were
required for wetland (sawah) rice cultivation (Stoler 1977, 77). Women,
sometimes assisted by children, were responsible for the labour-intensive
transplanting of young rice seedlings onto the sazwahs, whereas men were
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in charge of maturing the crop in the following three months, in tasks such
as weeding, tilling and irrigation. Harvesting was a community task, in
which women and children again played an important role (Elson 1994,
6). This labour division had an economic as well as a cultural background.
Rice cultivation was labour-intensive but did not require much physical
strength. Moreover, garden agriculture and child-rearing were convenient
to combine, and Javanese men were more often absent from the home.
Simultaneously, there were ritual and mythological values attached to rice
cultivation, which in Javanese culture was strongly associated with female
fertility and childbearing. The young rice seedlings were thus associated
with reproduction and birth, so it was felt that these ought to be handled
with feminine care (Locher-Scholten 1986, 82—83; Watson Andaya 1995,
172).

Although statistical information about the work of women in Java is
notoriously absent for the period of the Cultivation System, there are
indirect ways to estimate their increased involvement in subsistence agri-
culture. It is likely that an intensification of women’s labour in subsistence
rice cultivation occurred due to the labour demands the Cultivation Sys-
tem imposed on households, and in particular its adult male members,
to grow cash crops. Although in some regions, the system led farmers to
plant their rice sawahs with sugar or indigo, occupying the wetlands for
between eighteen and twenty-four months, this competition with sub-
sistence crops was often avoided by creating new sawabs for rice (Elson
1994, 238-239). Moreover, coffee was in principle grown on dry lands.
This all implies that the cultivation of cash crops, mostly done by men,
complemented rice cultivation, seriously extending the total workload of
households (Boomgaard 1989, 82—83). As I have noted eatlier, apart from
the additional labour spent on export crops, corvée labour also increased
notably after the 1830s, sometimes quadrupling the additional labour bur-
den on male peasants.® Especially sugar and indigo took much more than
the anticipated sixty-six days’ labour and were more likely to consume
between 120 and 130 days of an adult man’s time (Boomgaard 1989, 82).
In some regions, such as Pekalongan (North Central Java), male peasants
had only fifty labour days left to spend on food production for their own
use, even though about ninety were actually required (Elson 1994, 88). As
a consequence, women’s involvement increased. Around 1900, on aver-
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age about seventy-five per cent of all hours spent on rice cultivation was
performed by women (Koch 1919, 4-7), compared with a figure more
like fifty per cent before the Cultivation System (Locher-Scholten 1986,
39; Watson Andaya 1995, 167). It is likely that in the heyday of the sys-
tem, the corresponding figure was even slightly higher (Elson 1994; for
estimates see Table 3.3).

Table 3.3 uses the existing statistical data on rice yields, the amount of
arable land, and the number of labour days required to cultivate rice from

7 in combination with more

the Changing Economy in Indonesia series,
qualitative descriptions of women’s share in rice production (Boomgaard
1981, 19; Elson 1994). From these data, it is possible to roughly calculate
what this labour intensification entailed for the average Javanese peas-
ant woman, because we can make aggregate guesstimates of the number
of labour days women would have to spend on rice cultivation. Taken
together, these sources of information report an average increase in labour
days spent by Javanese peasant women on rice cultivation suggest that
the Cultivation System did indeed make a difference in the division of
labour in peasant households. In the first stage of the system, the increased
role attributed to women was due mainly to a reallocation of their time,
because additional tasks such as weeding became necessary as many men
were drawn into forced cultivation. Also, harvesting, which prior to the
Cultivation System had been done by men and women together, became
a more exclusively female task (Boomgaard and van Zanden 1990, 17).
For the residency of Pasuruan, for instance, it was noted that around 1840
women did all of the tasks, from transplanting the rice and weeding to
harvesting (van der Poel 1865). As noted in Sect. 3.2, men had a short-
fall of twenty labour days for rice cultivation, and this was presumably
compensated by women, thus explaining most of the rise in the number
of labour days per adult woman between 1815 and 1836 shown in Table
3.3. The reforms of the late 1840s seem to have temporarily interrupted
this process, but after the 1860s the relative involvement of women in
subsistence production must have increased again, with rising per capita
rice yields. It is therefore safe to say that time allocation by women played
a crucial role in safeguarding food security in the later decades of the
Cultivation System.
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In the traditional gender-specific division of labour prior to the Cultiva-
tion System, crops sold in local markets were predominantly the domain
of male agricultural labourers (Watson Andaya 1995, 168). This division
of labour remained common practice at the beginning of the Cultivation
System. With regard to the forced cultivation of cash crops, colonial offi-
cials even noted that it was not the intention of the system that women
and children were involved.® Nevertheless, for several reasons, the colo-
nial authorities displayed quite ambivalent attitudes towards the role of
household members under the Cultivation System. In the first place, it was
assumed that the household would be self-sufficient in terms of food pro-
visioning (Stoler 1977, 77). This reproduction of labour by the household
was in fact an important premise of the system, making sure that compen-
sation rates (plantloon) could remain low. Labour intensification as well as
reallocation among household members was thus a logical consequence.
Moreover, in due course, many export crops appeared to be too labour-
intensive to be exclusively cultivated by men. Women, and to alesser extent
children, were soon employed, both as unpaid members of the household
economy and as wage workers. Women regularly assisted their husbands in
cultivation for export, for instance, in the case of coffee. Coffee-bean pick-
ing especially was highly labour-intensive and was often done by women.
Depending on the region, coffee growing could require between one hun-
dred and 240 labour days per year (Elson 1994, 89). Furthermore, women
were frequently engaged as wage workers on plantations. From the early
days of the Cultivation System, tea cultivation required many extra labour-
ers, especially for picking tea leaves, and it was hard to find wage labour.” In
Priangan, it was noted that the majority of tea-leaf picking was paid work
performed by women and children from neighbouring villages. 10 Also, we
found that women were hired as monthly wage workers in nopal/cochineal
production, one of the smaller segments of forced cultivation. 1 Finally, in
sugar production, which steadily increased during the Cultivation System
(see Fig. 3.1), women were employed in almost all tasks, such as weeding
and harvesting, with the exception of the very heavy labour of digging
canals for irrigation (Alexander 1984, 367).

It is difficult to transform these impressionistic descriptions into quan-
tifiable data, because the information is patchy, and regional circumstances
(crop type, soil suitability, percentage of land/labour involved in forced
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Table 3.4 Minimum estimates of labour days for adult women spent on cash crop
cultivation, Java 1815-1870

Total no. of fulltime women No. of fulltime days per adult
involved in cash crops (minimum woman under the Cultivation

Year estimate) System

1815 0 0

1836 236,326 35

1846 293,770 36

1860 284,948 27

1870 323,162 31

Source Author’s own calculations, based on Minimum estimate labour (input van
Baardewijk 1993, 190-193); Population figures (Gooszen and Boomgaard 1990);
Information on women'’s involvement in cash crop production (Elson 1994)

cultivation) differed greatly. Nevertheless, we can make an educated guess
about the average absolute minimum number of days Javanese peasant
women spent annually on cultivating cash crops. For this, we need to
make a few assumptions based on what we know of the usual involvement
of women in particular forms of cash crop production and the proportion
of households engaged in the Cultivation System (Table 3.2), as well as of
the crop yields associated with the system (van Baardewijk 1993). Apart
from the coffee and tea picking mentioned earlier, at least half of which
was done by women, we know that women were involved in particular
tasks in tobacco cultivation (half of the irrigation and weeding, all of the
sorting and bundling) and in cinnamon scraping (exclusively women). In
sugar cultivation and processing, on the other hand, they played a far less
important role (Elson 1994, 205). Considering the changing mix of prod-
ucts under the Cultivation System and assuming the minimum input of
labour necessary to arrive at the yields registf:red,12 a conservative estimate
of the average number of ten-hour full-time days worked by women can
be made for Java as a whole. The result of this exercise is shown in Table
3.4.

It seems that Javanese peasant women spent an average of at least more
than one month each year on cultivating cash crops. Initially, it was mostly
the export of coffee and tea, two crops which involved an important share
of female labour. Even although the cultivation and production of sugar
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employed many more male than female labourers, the sheer growth of
its export volume since the 1840s (see Fig. 3.1) makes it important for
women’s work in cash crop cultivation too, as women were quite regularly
hired for planting and weeding the sugar fields (Knight 1994, 58-59). In
the later years of the Cultivation System, the number of days per capita
dropped somewhat. This is consistent with the reduction in the total labour
burden on households after the late 1840s and also with the intensification
of women’s involvement in rice cultivation (see above). In the later days of
the Cultivation System, the involvement of women in cash crops increased
again, mainly owing to the rise in coffee cultivation on private coffee
plantations owned by Europeans, which were permitted in Java after the
second half of the 1860s.

Apart from precipitating drastic changes in agriculture for Javanese
women, the Cultivation System also impacted their work in other eco-
nomic sectors. Traditionally, women were the ones who traded whatever
small surpluses the household generated from the land, such as rice, veg-
etables and fruit, in local markets (Watson Andaya 1995, 172). At the
beginning of the nineteenth century, Raffles noted that “The women
alone attend the markets and conduct all the business of buying and sell-
ing. It is proverbial to say the Javan men are fools in money-concerns”
(Raffles 1817, 353). Although he was clearly over-stereotyping, as well as
neglecting the role of male Chinese and Arab intermediaries and market
overseers, it is evident that women played a ubiquitous role in the mar-
ketplace. Normally, women brought their commodities there once every
(five-day) week (Elson 1994, 14). This implies they spent seventy-three
days per year in the market before 1830. Apart from selling in the market-
place, women’s labour also involved the often heavy transport of products
from the fields or their homes to the market (Boomgaard 1981, 12).

Two important side effects of the Cultivation System facilitated trade:
first of all, the investments in infrastructure to transport the export crops
from the fields to the harbours, and, second, the increasing monetisation
due to the cash payments of plantloon to the peasants. As a consequence,
more markets (pasars) arose, and they were more frequently visited (Boom-
gaard 1989, 113-114). Not only local goods were traded here; foreign
luxury commodities, such as Chinese porcelain'® and European luxury
fabrics such as velvet or mousselines,'* as well as semi-manufactures to
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be processed in the home industry, such as European cotton yarns,'’

were also traded. The growing circulation of money led to an increase (in
some regions even a doubling within ten years) in the number of shops
(warung), which were run by both men and women (Elson 1994, 263).
Moreover, women took the opportunity presented by the increasing num-
ber of seasonal migrant workers travelling several miles from their villages
to work on coffee or sugar plantations. They started selling food, such
as rice dishes or fried peanuts or bean cakes, along the roads towards the
plantations.'® For many women, the preparation of food, traditionally a
task carried out by women in the domestic sphere, thus became a way to
earn some extra cash. All in all, it is hard to gauge to what extent their
trading and retailing activities increased, but given the rise in the num-
ber of markets in many different regions of Java reported in the colonial
reports, with women being the most important retailers,'” we can assume
an average increase of twenty-five per cent. This is equivalent to around
eighteen days per year spent in food and commodity markets (in addition
to the existing seventy-three).

Third, and finally, the Cultivation System most definitely influenced
industrial activity, not least women’s involvement in the industry. Women
had traditionally been active in a number of industrial activities such as
spinning and weaving, straw-plaiting, mat-making and bamboo- or wood-
working (Boomgaard 1989, 129-130). In the first two decades of the Cul-
tivation System, until 1850, the heavy labour burden placed upon Javanese
peasants diverted the labour of men and women away from cottage indus-
trial activities to agricultural work in subsistence and cash crops. Imports
of European textiles increased, seemingly contributing to this decline in
local industry (Lindblad 1994; van Zanden and Marks 2012, 92-93). This
seems to support the view of dependency theorists as well as of neoclassical
economic historians, who have claimed that colonialism and globalisation
led to the de-industrialisation of the “non-European periphery”, partic-
ularly the Dutch East Indies (e.g. Williamson 2013, 42). However, as I
have recently shown elsewhere (van Nederveen Meerkerk 2017), industrial
activity recovered after ¢. 1850, for instance, in aspects of textile production
such as weaving and batiking, where women played a crucial role, as will
be elaborated in Chapter 4. Besides textiles, there were many other cottage
industries, such as straw-mat-making and bamboo-working, that showed
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increased activity in the later years of the Cultivation System, be it out
of opportunity—increasing welfare and commercialisation (Elson 1994,
270-271)—or a necessity to supplement household income (Boomgaard
1989, 134). The increased monetisation and the growing local demand
for indigenous products, but also the rising number of landless peasants,
who sought alternative work opportunities in wage labour and cottage
industries, stimulated local industrial activity.

Table 3.5 gives a crude order of magnitude of the implications of the
increased demand for labour and commercialisation arising from the sys-
tem, suggesting an increase of forty-seven per cent in the labour time of
women over the course of the Cultivation System. In the first instance,
this related mainly to an intensification in the forms of agriculture, with
women replacing and assisting men deployed in forced cultivation. After
the reforms of the late 1840s, there was more leeway to increase com-
mercial activities. It has to be noted, though, that these are highly aggre-
gate figures; they take no account of regional variations, nor the fact that
women’s work in all of these aspects was highly intermittent, seasonal and
thus never full-time in the way the table might suggest. Moreover, women
had many more tasks. They were involved in the cultivation of palawija
(secondary food crops), and, of course, they had domestic duties such as
food preparation and childcare, which I have disregarded here because
there are even fewer sources to even begin to quantify these tasks. What
can be said, is that the increased participation of women in subsistence
agriculture as well as market work, led to a shift of part of these domestic
tasks, such as cleaning and child-mending, to their children. This reallo-
cation of household duties would both explain why we find less evidence
of child labour in the historical sources.

Also, some authors have suggested that the combination of these shifts
in household labour had important demographic implications. One expla-
nation has been given by Boomgaard (1981), who argues that the pres-
sure on household labour led to a conscious shift in fertility behaviour
among Javanese peasants: as there was a need for more labour power, the
number of children was increased. However, we find little evidence for
children’s participation in the sources, certainly not in cash crop cultiva-
tion, although they may have helped increasingly in the rice fields. In my
opinion, Peter Alexander (1984) has offered a more convincing hypoth-
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Table 3.5 Rough estimates of number of full-time, ten-hour days worked by
women

Index

Before 1830 Rice cultivation 50

Cash crops 0

Market activities 73

Industrial activities 40

Total 163 100
Around 1850 Rice cultivation 75

Cash crops 35

Market activities 80

Industrial activities 20

Total 210 129
Around 1870 Rice cultivation 90

Cash crops 30

Market activities 20

Industrial activities 30

Total 240 147

Source Based on Tables 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4

esis, which corresponds with my findings on an increasing workload of
adult women. Because women spent more time in the fields, sometimes
further away from home, and spent less time with their infants, delegating
this care to older children in the household, the period of breastfeeding
declined notably, presumably from 24 to 18 months. This had major
implications for fertility rates, which rose as a consequence of the shorter
lactation period (Alexander 1984, 367-369).18 This, largely unintended,
demographic consequence of the Cultivation System provides an alter-
native, and plausible, explanation for the extreme population growth in
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Java in the colonial period.

All in all, it is safe to conclude that the Cultivation System greatly
influenced the working lives of Javanese peasant women in multiple ways.
As these effects lay particularly outside the sphere of cash crop production,
this development largely went unnoticed by contemporaries, as well as by
most historians.
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3.4 Consequences of the Cultivation
System for Dutch Households
and Women’s Work

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Dutch women participated
more extensively in the labour market than much of the historiography
suggests (Pott-Buter 1993; de Vries and van der Woude 1997, 604-605).
In the protoindustrial town of Tilburg, for example, of all women older
than sixteen almost sixty-three per cent were registered as having an occu-
pation in 1810. If we consider only Tilburg’s married women, the corre-
sponding figure is still around forty per cent (van Nederveen Meerkerk
2008, 244). Tilburg is probably an extreme case, not fully representative
of the Netherlands, because it was an area of specialised cottage textile
production and, despite its considerable population (6000), still rural and
relatively poor. However, also in cities such as ’s-Hertogenbosch in 1808
over forty per cent of all adult female heads of households were regis-
tered as having an occupation, a figure that does not include the work
of married women. Many of these women worked in lace-making or as
housemaids (unmarried women), or in the retail trade and victualling (wid-
ows).!? Despite their invisibility in the sources, many married women also
worked, for instance in brickmaking, pipe-making and in the textile and
garment industries. Nevertheless, these married women were often not
included in the statistics, either because they worked with their husbands
or because they were employed in cottage industries that contemporaries
regarded as “additional income” (van Oven 1913, 11-18).

Besides working in trade and industry, many Dutch women still worked
in agriculture at the start of the nineteenth century. For unmarried women,
becoming a farm maid outside their family’s own farm constituted a regular
part of the lifecycle, allowing them to combine all kinds of domestic
duties with farm work to prepare them for their future role as a farmer’s
wife. Married peasant women usually performed all sorts of tasks in the
family business, including household work, but many also worked as wage
labourers on neighbouring farms—often seasonally, during harvest time
for instance. Traditionally, farmers’ wives had been involved in milking and
cheese-making. Moreover, as in Java, they were typically the ones selling
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the family farm surpluses in local markets or door to door (van Nederveen
Meerkerk and Paping 2014). Following Jan Luiten van Zanden’s estimates,
around 1810 almost thirty per cent of all married and widowed Dutch
women must have worked in agriculture for at least a significant part of
their life, even if their labour was usually not registered (van Zanden 1985,
74-75).

Judging from these scattered pieces of information, at the beginning of
the nineteenth century at least forty per cent of all women over the age
of sixteen, but more likely around fifty per cent, were active in the labour
market. More comprehensive evidence from a large sample of over two
million marriage records shows that between forty-five and fifty-five per
cent of all brides reported an occupation in the first few decades of the
nineteenth century (see Appendix 1). Of course, these figures tell us only
about the labour of women to be wedded, generally young women who,
once married, may have switched or abandoned the work they did. Indeed,
when we compare these percentages with the proportion of adult women
stating that they were involved in paid work in the first two reliable occu-
pational censuses (1849 and 1889), it appears that the marriage records
overstate total female labour force participation. We do know, however,
that censuses tended to underreport women’s work, especially that of mar-
ried women (Humphries and Sardsua 2012; Schmidt and van Nederveen
Meerkerk 2012), and therefore, the actual labour force participation of
adult women will have been somewhere in between (see Fig. 3.2).

The marriage records and the censuses, though differing in extent, show
a similar trend, suggesting drastically declining female labour market par-
ticipation especially after 1860. Remarkably, around 1900, when the cen-
suses become much more reliable in terms of recording women’s work,
reported participation seems to have stabilised, and actually rose in the
early 1900s, whereas the proportion of brides not giving an occupation at
marriage continued to decline until the 1920s. This was partly a reflection
of the fact that, owing to rising incomes in the Netherlands as well as
educational opportunities for gitls, fewer young women needed to work
as domestic servants or in a factory. But given the slight rise in the labour
force participation of women after the turn of the century indicated in
the censuses, there also has to have been an effect engendered by changing
social expectations among brides in this period: their direct environment,
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Fig. 3.2 Dutch women >15 with registered occupation, censuses and marriage
records, 1811-1940 (Source See Appendix 1)

and perhaps they themselves, expected women to become housewives after
getting married. This is confirmed by the fact that domestic service, typi-
cally an occupation that young, unmarried women performed for several
years before marriage, had actually become much more importantin 1899,
compared with 1849.20 Presumably, these extra servants were able to assist
the woman of the house in households that had become somewhat richer
over the past years or replace her economic activities on the farm or in the
shop.

Although some work may thus have shifted from married to unmarried
women, part of the decline in Dutch female labour force participation was
nevertheless real, and it was steeper than in other West European coun-
tries, where underreporting was also common (Humphries and Sardsua
2012). We need to explain why this was so. Historians have offered various
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explanations for the comparatively low participation of Dutch women in
the labour market, but for different reasons all seem to be problematic.
First, the relatively late industrialisation of the Netherlands has been sug-
gested (e.g. Fhuri Schnetlage 1982, 9; de Bruijn 1989, 30). However,
in other late industrialisers, such as France and Scandinavia, women did
not have historically low labour force participation rates—on the contrary
(see Chapter 1, Table 1.1). While we do indeed find the highest recorded
participation of women and children in those regions that were the first
to industrialise—mainly textile areas such as the city of Leiden and the
regions of Brabant and Twente—these were regional exceptions (Boter
2017). Moreover, as I will show in Chapter 4, here, too, industrialisa-
tion did not cause a sustained rise in the labour force participation of
women in the Dutch textile industry. Rather, the mechanisation in this
sector and move to factories stimulated a shift from the participation of
married women in the home to the, more visible, participation of mostly
unmarried women and girls. Mechanisation of agricultural production
processes, such as dairy-making, which affected women’s work, occurred
on a large scale only from the 1890s (van Zanden 1985, 267). Thus, this
development cannot explain the earlier and steeper downward trend in
the Netherlands either.

A second argument adduced points to the fact that the Netherlands was
not involved in the major European wars of 1870—1871 and 1914-1918,
meaning that, unlike in other countries, Dutch women were not mobilised
to replace men. However, as Janneke Plantenga has shown in her compar-
ison of female labour market participation in Germany and the Nether-
lands, this explanation does not hold, as in Germany, too, the First
World War only temporarily affected women’s work and did not deter-
mine longer-term trends (Plantenga 1993, 81; Pott-Buter 1993, 21).21
Moreover, timing is again crucial, as the decline in female labour force
participation had already set in before 1870. Another common explana-
tion has been the “pillarised” character of Dutch society (see Chapter 6),
in which the Church and confessional parties advocated a “specifically
Dutch pattern of norms and values” regarding the position of married
women in the family (Hooghiemstra and Niphuis-Nell 1993, 27). But
the adoption of ecclesiastical norms was not an exclusively Dutch phe-
nomenon, and, most importantly, the labour force participation of Dutch
married women had already begun to decline decades before the heyday
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Table 3.6 Index of real wages in some West European countries, 1860-1913 (1860
= 100)

Year Netherlands England France Sweden

1860 100 100 100 100
1870 110 105 116 108
1880 144 115 123 109
1890 160 145 143 131
1900 190 163 164 159
1913 200 175 167 179

Sources Netherlands: Vermaas (1995, 148); England:
Allen (2005, 118); France: Lhomme (1968, 46); Swe-
den: JOorberg (1972, 350)

of pillarisation (Plantenga 1993, 5). More recently, van Poppel et al. have
pointed to a more general “change in social norms”, which led to the
withdrawal of women from the Dutch labour market. But these authors
also acknowledge that it is difficult to trace the underlying mechanisms of
such a change (van Poppel et al. 2009, 124-125).

All in all, the explanations for the atypical development in the Nether-
lands offered so far are unsatisfactory. An interesting starting point for
further investigation might be the research carried out by Plantenga, who
claimed that “the Netherlands could afford a low rate of female labour
market participation” due to relatively high male wages (Plantenga 1993,
193; see also van Eijl 1994, 64—65). This was where her study ended, but
where mine begins, because we now have to ask why male wages rose after
the 1850s, more so even than in other West European countries (see Table
3.6).

There are several indications that this rise in male real wages, and thus in
the living standards of Dutch households after the 1850s, were indirectly
related to gains from the colony. It was exactly in the period 1850-1870
that colonial contributions from the East Indies to the Dutch treasury were
the most significant in terms of total government revenue (see Table 3.1).
As was noted above, the state had experienced severe financial difficulties,
especially after Belgium seceded from the Kingdom of the Netherlands in
1830. Since the 1820s, the government’s two main strategies to diminish
the public debt involved increasing taxes and extracting higher revenues
from the colonies. While the latter led to the implementation of the Cul-
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tivation System, the former led to tax increases in the period 18321836,
mainly in the form of excises on primary consumption goods such as
bread and meat (Horlings 1996, 234). Between 1833 and 1855, the aver-
age Dutchman spent five guilders per annum on indirect taxes on basic
necessities (see Fig. 3.3, black line). These excises, levied at the municipal
and the national levels, drove up the prices of basic consumables, thus
seriously depressing real wages until the 1850s (van Riel 2018, 547).

Since the start of the Cultivation System in 1830, colonial revenues had
risen to account for about fifty per cent of total Dutch tax revenues by the
1850s and 1860s. Although the gains from the system started to dwindle
after 1870, they had contributed substantially to alleviating the enormous
public debt of the Dutch state. In the longer run, this meant lower state
expenditure on interest payments. This enabled Dutch excise taxes to
be substantially reorganised from the mid-1840s (Fritschy and van der
Voort 1997, 85; Horlings 2003, 167). Indirect taxes on a large number of
consumables, most importantly bread and fuels, were drastically lowered
in this period (striped area in Fig. 3.3).
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Most important was the abolition of the milling tax in 1855, which,
in a society where bread and other grains formed the most important
ingredient in labourers’ diets, had a direct positive effect on their pur-
chasing power. So, whereas earlier in the nineteenth century, the share of
household budgets spent on bread, flour and other grains such as rice had
constituted over thirty-five per cent, this share had declined after 1855
to about twenty-five per cent and consequently fell as workers’ incomes
further increased (van Riel 2018, 551, Table 8.24). As fiscal historian de
Jong notes: “The East Indian gains enabled the Dutch government to
lower the tax pressure on the ‘common man’ without having to impose
an equal tax burden on the well-off citizen” (de Jong 1989, 42). This cor-
responds to the remarkably steep fall in female labour force participation
between the 1860s and the 1890s, as depicted in Fig. 3.2. Indeed, recent
research has confirmed that, after the 1860s, male wages in both industry
and agriculture started to allow a male breadwinner model. Theoretically,
provided he had steady, full-time employment, an industrial male wage
labourer could henceforth support a family of five with his income. For
agricultural labourers, we see a similar pattern, although the agricultural
crisis (1878-1895) temporarily distorted this, and wages stagnated. After
¢. 1895, however, real incomes of both industrial and agrarian male work-
ers quickly rose again, with welfare ratios?? increasing to well beyond 2.0
(Boter 2017, 141; van Riel 2018, 546; see also Chapter 5).

In the 1850s, there was thus a striking coincidence of massive gains from
the Cultivation System and fiscal reforms in the Netherlands, which led to
a decreasing dependence of the Dutch state on tax income from excises on
basic foodstuffs. This was followed by a remarkably fast decline in female
labour force participation after 1860. I do not mean to suggest a perfect
relationship between the batig slot, the rise in real wages, and the decline
in female labour force participation. However, as other historians have
also argued (e.g. Maddison 1989, 354; Elson 1994, 551; van Zanden and
van Riel 2004, 503), there is no doubt that the comparatively favourable
colonial gains from the Javanese Cultivation System (see also Chapter 2)
solved many of the financial problems being experienced by the Dutch
state. In this section, I have pushed this argument somewhat further by
suggesting that the tax reforms in the metropole enabled by the batig slor
contributed to changing divisions of labour at the household level. In
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particular, excise reforms lowered the price of basic commodities, such as
bread and fuel, thus enabling relative incomes of working-class families to
rise between the 1860s and the 1890s. This coincided exactly with the most
spectacular withdrawal of both brides and married women from the labour
market (see Fig. 3.2), also compared with other West European countries
at the time. Even if many of these women and daughters continued to
supplement household income with more informal and casual forms of
labour (see Chapter 5, and also van Nederveen Meerkerk 2015; Boter
2016), others were able to devote themselves full-time to homemaking
(de Vries 2008) and to more years of education (see also Chapter 6).

3.5 Comparison: Economic Policies
and Shifting Burdens in the Dutch
Empire, c. 1830-1870

At the start of the nineteenth century, both Dutch and Javanese women
were highly active in the labour market. This coincided with an ide-
ology towards poverty, work, and economic development that stressed
the importance of stimulating—particularly agricultural—labour among
the subjects of the emerging Dutch colonial state. In both parts of the
world, these views were confined mostly to women from the peasant and
labouring classes, but these classes were still predominant in both societies,
despite the existence of a sizeable middle class in the urbanised Nether-
lands. Given the poor condition of the Dutch economy and public finances
after wars in both the Dutch East Indies and the Netherlands, plans were
drawn up to enhance the industriousness of the urban and rural poor.
Those plans stemmed from a common intellectual background, inspired
by the enduring pressure on the social welfare system, in the context
of economic stagnation since the eighteenth century. Furthermore, tax
contributions by households were seen as indispensable for servicing the
public debt without having to rely on tariffs or other taxes that affected
capital (van Riel 2018, Chapter 7). Therefore, in the 1820s and 1830s the
tax burden, either in the form of compulsory cultivation and land rent
(Java) or of excises on basic consumables (the Netherlands), was increased.
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Without a doubt, the Cultivation System was the most exploitative, as well
as the most financially rewarding, example of these economic and fiscal
policies under King Willem I.

In the first half of the nineteenth century, the arduous economic cir-
cumstances, in combination with heavy tax/labour burdens, benefited
labouring households neither in the Netherlands nor in Java. To make
ends meet, men, women and—to a lesser extent—children all contributed
to the household economy, albeit with quite specific tasks according to
a division of labour by age and sex. The Cultivation System increased
the burden on Javanese women, who to some extent had to replace men
in subsistence production. Also, they were involved in cash crop culti-
vation and, increasingly, in retailing as well as protoindustrial activities.
These developments also meant a greater dependence of the household
on female labour, which may have increased the bargaining position of
women. In the Netherlands, in contrast, after initially increasing in the first
few decades of the nineteenth century, female participation rates declined
more steeply than in other West European countries, in response to real
wages for men rising more quickly than elsewhere. In this chapter, I have
argued that these developments were unmistakably related to the mil-
lions of guilders that flowed into the Dutch treasury from the Javanese
Cultivation System. This revenue permitted a crucial restructuring of state
finances, including the opportunity for excise reforms in the 1850s, which
demonstrably contributed to higher real wages thereafter.

Like many other European countries, the Netherlands had embarked
on a path to sustained economic growth by the end of the nineteenth
century. Of course, the colonial gains from the Cultivation System were
not solely responsible for this development, but they did constitute an
important foundation for the economy and emerging welfare state, or, in
the words of van Zanden and van Riel (2004, 178): “the colonial surplus
was vital for Dutch public finances”. Apart from these colonial links,
broader developments in the global economy as well as on the European
continent, with which the Netherlands had intensive trade relations, surely
played a role too. In exactly the same period we have been discussing,
and especially after 1860, structural changes took place in the Dutch
economy, which finally managed to industrialise on a large scale. Arguably,
however, the industrialisation of the Netherlands, and particularly that of
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textiles, one of the first industries to have mechanised, was also linked
to its colonial possessions in the Dutch East Indies, which were targeted
as an export market for Dutch textile products. Some historians have,
moreover, contended that this development totally wiped out indigenous
Javanese textile production. Obviously, as textile production traditionally
provided work for women in both parts of the empire, this had important
implications for the allocation of their labour. For this reason, the next
chapter will go on to investigate the processes of industrialisation and de-
industrialisation and the consequences for women and the gender division
of labour, by focusing on the textile industry in the Netherlands and Java.

Notes

1. Tam grateful to Corinne Boter, Heidi Deneweth, Fia Dieteren, Manon
van der Heijden, Arthur van Riel, Ariadne Schmidt and Daniélle Teeuwen
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2. National Archive The Hague (NA), Van den Bosch Collection (vd Bosch),
inv. no. 58, Benevolent Society, fol. 79v.

3. Ibid., fol. 14v.

4. In the Southern Netherlands for example (Westendorp Boerma 1950,
37) and in France (Gouda 1995, 114).

5. Boomgaard (1981, 1989) has provided some information on Javanese
women’s changing role in the household, in terms of labour input and
reproduction. Elson (1994) provides sketches of women’s work in his
seminal work on the Cultivation System. The important work of Locher-
Scholten (1986, 1987) on women’s work in colonial Java mainly pertains
to the period after the Cultivation System.

6. Although corvée labour was intended only for the male breadwinner
(adjek), there are indications that forced labour services increased to such
an extent that household “dependants” (afhangelingen), too, were required
to provide these services. Arsip Nasional Jakarta (ANRI), K50—Archief
Directeur der Cultures (Cultures), inv. no. 1623, Residential report Tegal
1856.

7. The Changing Economy in Indonesia series is a series of publications of
statistical source material relating to the Dutch East Indies for the period
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.
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1795-1940. It was launched in 1975 by W. M. E Mansvelt, and the final
volume appeared in 1996. See also Chapter 1, Sect. 1.6.

. NA, Kolonién, 1850-1900, inv. no. 5830, Geheime verbalen, no. 47, 12

February 1852.

. ANRI, K3—Batavia, inv. no. 2/1, General Report 1837/1838.
. ANRI, Cultures, inv. no. 1621, Cultuurverslag Preanger Regentschappen

1862 and 1863.

ANRI, Cultures, inv. no. 1626, Cultuurverslag Jepara 1652. Cochineal
insects were used as a natural red (crimson) dyestuff before the introduc-
tion of chemical dyestuffs later in the nineteenth century. Their natural
hosts were nopal cacti, which is why it is referred to as nopal/cochineal
cultivation. Breeding was highly labour-intensive, which is why women
were hired full-time for this.

These are most probably underestimates, as Javanese rulers had an interest
in reporting lower yields and labour input than the true figures (van
Baardewijk 1993, 24).

For example, ANRI, K7—Cirebon, inv. no. 2/12, Algemeen jaarverslag
1836; inv. no. 3/8, Algemeen jaarverslag 1850.

For example, ANRI, K14—Yogyakarta, inv. no. 276, Algemeen jaarver-
slag 1836; ANRI, K6—Preanger, inv. no. 7/2, Statisticke opgave over
1840.

For example, ANRI, Preanger, inv. no. 5/2, Algemeen jaarverslag 1860.
NA, 2 October 2002, Kolonién 1850-1900, inv. no. 559, Verbaal van
27 November 1856, no. 24.

ANRI, K1—Banten, inv. no. 101. Algemeen jaarlijks verslag van den
staat der Residentie Bantam over 1840; ANRI, K3—Batavia, inv. no.
2/3, Algemeen verslag 1852; inv. no. 324/7, Algemeen verslag 1880.
Alexander does note the possibility that women took their infants with
them in the fields, or that they adjusted their working hours to allow for
breastfeeding. However, this is highly unlikely, because often the working
conditions were far too straining to make this possible (Alexander 1984,
368).

Erfgoed ’s-Hertogenbosch, Stadsbestuur van ’s-Hertogenbosch, inv. nos.
5349-5357, Registers waarin per wijk (A-]) en huisnummer namen van
bewoners, hun beroep, aantallen van de verdere gezinssamenstelling,
bedrag van de belastingaanslag en namen van personeel of dienstboden
en het bedrag waarvoor deze werden aangeslagen, staan aangetekend,
voorbedrukt en ingevuld, [ca. 1808].
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20. A comparison between Volkstelling (1849) and Volkstelling (1899) shows

21.

that the number of domestic servants rose over those fifty years from
103,789 (or, almost twenty-eight per cent of all women who were regis-
tered as having an occupation) to 189,585 (or, over forty-three per cent
of all women who were registered as having an occupation).

In fact, as early as 1919 the Germans had designed policies in the broader
context of demobilisation to ensure that the many women who had flowed
into industrial jobs to replace men during the First World War were
rapidly removed from the labour force (Bessel 1993, 140-141).

22. The welfare ratio is a measure introduced by the economic historian

Bob Allen (2001). It allows one to compare living standards in different
historical societies. A welfare ratio expresses the purchasing power of an
adult man’s nominal wage, by deflating it at any particular moment in
time with a specific basket of consumption goods. A welfare ratio of 1.0
implies that the adult man is, in theory, exactly able to sustain a family of
four people—himself, his wife and two children. Boter (2017, Chapter 5)
has criticised and revised some of Allen’s calculations, but nevertheless
concludes that, from around 1895, the male breadwinner wage was on
average attainable for industrial and agricultural wage workers.
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Appendix 1—Reported Occupation
in Marriage Records and Censuses

Compared
with Estimated
With No/unknown % of previous Census  FLFP*

Period occupation occupation total decade (%) (%) (author) (%)
1811-1820 47,978 48,219 49.9
1821-1830 57,907 50,086 53.6 7.5 44.5
1831-1840 62,370 52,849 54.1 1.0 44.9
1841-1850 64,112 60,494 51.5 -5.0 42.7
1851-1860 67,381 74,339 47.5 -8.0 34.9 41.2
1861-1870 65,838 90,223 42.2 -11.5 35.0
1871-1880 61,788 107,411 36.5 —135 30.3
1881-1890 52,708 115,782 31.3 —14.5 19.1 26.0
1891-1900 44,320 150,770 22.7 -27.5 24.1 28.0
1901-1910 39,687 178,116 18.2  —20.0 30.0
1911-1920 41,430 222,816 15.7 —-14.0 27.4 30.1
1921-1930 32,945 184,027 15.2 -4.0 30.0 33.0
1931-1940 9736 53,821 15.3 1.0 31.0
Total 648,200 1,388,953 31.8

*FLFP = Female labour force participation. This is defined as the share of women
in the age category 15-65 reporting an occupation

Sources Marriagerecords: Kees Mandemakers, Dataset WieWasWie Marriage
Certificates Occupations (original values), release 2014_01. Censuses: 1849:
http://www.volkstellingen.nl/nl/volkstelling/jaarview/1849/; 1889:  http://www.
volkstellingen.nl/nl/volkstelling/jaarview/1889/; 1899: http://www.volkstellingen.
nl/nlivolkstelling/jaarview/1899/;  1930:  http://volkstellingen.nl/nl/volkstelling/
jaartellingdeelview/BRT193007/index.html. All last accessed 24 September 2018

Marriage Records

The marriage records in this database were collected over the past two
decades by a team of researchers at the following Dutch regional archival
institutions: Groninger Archieven, Drents Archief, Historisch Centrum
Opverijssel, Gelders Archief, Noord-Hollands Archief, Het Nieuwe Land,
Zeeuws Archief and Regionaal Historisch Centrum Limburg. This par-
ticular 2014 release was made available by the Dutch Central Bureau
of Genealogy (CBG) to the International Institute of Social History in
September—December 2013. The total number of registrations included


http://www.volkstellingen.nl/nl/volkstelling/jaarview/1849/
http://www.volkstellingen.nl/nl/volkstelling/jaarview/1889/
http://www.volkstellingen.nl/nl/volkstelling/jaarview/1899/
http://volkstellingen.nl/nl/volkstelling/jaartellingdeelview/BRT193007/index.html
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is 2.1 million; the total number of individuals referred to (including par-
ents and witnesses) is 12.7 million.

Marriage records listed the Christian names and surnames of bride and
bridegroom, their ages, occupations and municipality of residence. Also,
information about the couple’s parents (names, ages, municipality and
occupations) was given. While these are invaluable sources of informa-
tion on women’s work, some caution is in order when using them to
reconstruct female labour force participation. First, marriage records do
not tell us whether the bride continued to work during her married life.
Therefore, the conclusions of this research cannot be directly applied to
the labour market experience of married women. Second, this source pro-
vides a lower-bound estimate of the number of working women, as brides
might choose not to state an occupation if they knew beforehand, they
would leave the labour market after marrying. Third, the records do not
capture information on the occupations of women who never married.
For this, we are dependent on other sources, such as censuses.

Censuses

There are many reasons to regard information on women’s work from
the censuses as minimum estimate (see also Schmidt and van Nederveen
Meerkerk 2012, 79-81). First, married women’s market-oriented work
was not always considered gainful employment by male census-takers, as
it was often part-time, casual, or seasonal work and/or perceived as assist-
ing or supplementing the male breadwinner’s economic activity. Censuses
were thus inclined to underreport women’s work, especially in agricul-
ture (see e.g. van Zanden 1985, 68—69; Horrell and Humphries 1995).
Second, households themselves may have been reluctant to report wives
or daughters as working, as this was considered a sign of lower-class sta-
tus (Pott-Buter 1993, 17). For the Netherlands, the 1859 Occupational
Census is particularly unreliable, which is why I have not used it here.
From 1909 onwards, the Dutch censuses were more complete in record-
ing married women’s work (van Zanden 1985, 68) , so the problem of
under-recording becomes less of a problem. The rise in participation rates
in the first few decades of the twentieth century should be attributed to
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the large number of unmarried women entering the labour force, in par-
ticular in industries such as electronics but also in the service sector (e.g.
van Drenth 1991; de Haan 1992).

Author’s estimates

For the early nineteenth century, there are no national censuses available,
but municipal censuses as described in Schmidt and van Nederveen Meerk-
erk (2012) has been used to gauge the labour force participation of women
prior to the first national census of 1849. For the period 1849-1899, an
average was constructed of the under-recorded FLEP in the census years
and the overrepresented FLFP in the marriage records, based on the aver-
age for the decade preceding the census year. For the censuses of 1920 and
1930, a conservative upward correction factor of ten per cent is assumed.
In these years, most brides no longer reported an occupation, even if they

worked (Boter 2017, Chapter 2).
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Industrialisation, De-industrialisation
and Women'’s Work: Textile Production
in the Dutch Empire

This chapter studies the relationships between the processes of indus-
trialisation and de-industrialisation and women’s work within a colonial
context. It does so by investigating textile production in the Netherlands,
as well as in its overseas colony Java. The important position of women in
the textile industry—the forerunner of mechanisation in the nineteenth
century—has been understudied by economic historians, because their
work generally remains unrecorded in the statistical sources. By including
women’s work, I challenge two common claims in the historiogr