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Note on spelling 

 

One of the disadvantages of transnational history writing is that the sources, and more 

importantly the names in the sources, are written and transliterated in various traditions of 

spelling and transliteration. Often, name variants are easy to reduce to more common 

versions, but in more obscure sources it can be difficult to transliterate names to accepted 

name systems. Throughout the dissertation, I have used modern, romanised transliteration 

systems for non-Indonesian names whenever I could relate them to existing scholarship (for 

example, Liao Huanxing instead of Liau Hansin, and Topchubachev instead of Toptchibachi). 

However, when such scholarship was unavailable, or when a person is best known under his 

or her historic name (Chiang Kai-shek instead of Jiang Zhongzheng), I left the spelling intact 

to avoid confusion and to make it possible to retrace and check the sources. 

 Especially with regard to Chinese names, this accounts for a regrettable inconsistency. 

For well-known personal names I adhere to the old-fashioned Wade-Giles system (for 

example with Chiang Kai-shek and Sun Yat-sen), while in other cases as well as in 

geographical names I use the more accepted Pinyin system (such as Beijing, Guomindang 

and Liao Huanxing). In the case of Chinese Indonesian names or lesser known individuals, I 

took the names as they appeared in the sources, resulting in the Dutch romanised Hokkien 

system for Chinese Indonesian names (Chung Hwa Hui, Han Tiauw Kie), and other – often 

unorthodox – systems for Chinese persons in France, Belgium and Germany. A consistent 

transliteration to the Pinyin system would not only bring the risk of hypercorrection, but 

would also make further archival research impossible.  

 For the same reasons, I decided to use the self-applied contemporary spelling of 

Indonesian names and organisations in the 1920s. Homogenising or ‘modernising’ historic 

Indonesian names is not only undesirable, but also virtually impossible. Over the previous 

decades, the Indonesian language has gone through several different spelling systems, 

replacing, for instance, ‘oe’ with ‘u’, and ‘dj’ with ‘j’. Moreover, Indonesians often changed 

their names in the course of their lives (for example, Suwardi Suryaningrat became Ki Hadjar 

Dewantara in 1922). Finally, there is great regional variety of names and naming customs, 

reflecting the multicultural nature of Indonesia. Until recently, most Javanese had only one 

name (Soekarno, Semaoen) often carrying the name of their father in addition (Tjipto (son of) 

Mangoenkoesoemo). Bataks, for instance, often used clan names, while Balinese gave names 

according to birth order and caste. On top of that, nobility titles and honorifics were very 

common. Consequently, a second name does not always indicate a family name as 
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understood in a European context. Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat, for example, cannot 

simply be abbreviated to Mr. Djojoadhiningrat. To avoid all complexities, I decided to adopt 

the spelling and use of names applied by the Indonesians themselves, and add extra 

references in the index. 

Regarding the name of the area we now know as Indonesia, scholarly literature has 

not reached consensus on the most preferred variant. Some scholars use ‘Indonesia’, also for 

the colonial period, while others use ‘the Indies’, ‘the East Indies’, ‘the Dutch Indies’, ‘the 

Dutch East Indies’, ‘the Netherlands Indies’, and ‘the Netherlands East Indies’. Each term has 

its merits and demerits. Throughout the work I will use ‘Dutch Indies’ as a compromise 

between clarity, readability, and historical accuracy, but ‘Indonesian’ as a substitute for 

‘inlander’ (Native), ‘Indisch’, or cultural identifications in the Archipelago. 
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Introduction 

 

In November 1926, a young Indonesian student in the Netherlands by the name of 

Mohammad Hatta published an article in Indonesia Merdeka, the periodical of the Indonesian 

nationalist student association in the Netherlands. The article stressed the necessity of foreign 

propaganda for Indonesia in Europe.1 Within the next two decades Hatta would become a 

central figure in the nationalist movement in the Dutch East Indies, the co-signatory with 

Soekarno of the Proklamasi of independence from the Netherlands in August 1945, and the 

first vice-president of the independent Indonesian Republic. But in 1926 he was still young of 

age, 24 years old, and only recently elected as chairman of the Indonesian student association 

in the Netherlands, Perhimpoenan Indonesia (‘Indonesian Association’, PI). 

In the article, titled ‘Our foreign propaganda’, Hatta complained that Europeans were 

largely unaware of the existence of a nationalist movement in the Dutch Indies. “In Europe, 

one can hear speak of the […] Chinese, Indian, Filipino or Annamite etc. problem, but one 

never hears about Indonesia. Thus far, the outside world remains ignorant of what happens in 

our Fatherland.”2 The chairman of PI emphasised that it was of fundamental importance for 

the association to publish articles in French, English and German newspapers, to attend 

foreign meetings and to meet students and activists from other colonised countries.  

With pride, Hatta mentioned the attendance of the PI at the annual Congrès 

Démocratique International pour la Paix, which had taken place just three months before in 

Bierville, a small village northwest of Paris. This congress was organised by the French 

political party Ligue de la Jeune-République, which was a strong proponent of a détente 

between France and Germany after the First World War, and advocated the advancement of 

peace through the League of Nations and the Locarno Treaties of 1925.3 At the congress, 

Hatta and the PI were exotic guests in a European audience of German Wandervogels, 

progressive catholic clerics, high-ranking French politicians and other ‘pilgrims of peace’.4 

But the Indonesians were not alone in representing the colonised voice. In his article, 

Mohammad Hatta mentioned that he was part of an ‘Asian bloc’ with six individuals and 

representatives from different parts of the continent. “For the first time the Western pacifists 

saw Asia being represented at their congress. And for the first time they heard Asia’s voice, 

                                                           
1 “Onze buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 4.5-6 (October-November 1926): 67-72. 
2 “Onze buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 4.5-6 (October-November 1926): 67. 
3 Gearóid Barry, The Disarmament of Hatred: Marc Sangnier, French Catholicism and the Legacy of the First 
World War, 1914-1945 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 125-128. 
4 Mohammad Hatta, Mohammad Hatta: Memoir (Jakarta: Yayasan Hatta, 2002), 201-203. 
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which declared in clear language that no lasting peace is possible as long as the oppressed 

peoples are not free of the foreign yoke”.5 

This Asian bloc, which was formed on an ad-hoc basis, attracts the attention. 

According to the article, Alimardan Bey Topchubachev from Azerbaijan, Kavalam Madhava 

Panikkar from British India, Duong Van Giao from French Indochina, Prayun Phamonmontri 

from Siam (present-day Thailand) and a certain Tung Meau from China were part of it. But 

who were these people? How did they meet and why did they choose to operate as an Asian 

bloc? In the article in Indonesia Merdeka, Hatta presents this Asian bloc as a group with a 

common political agenda, with “similar, though for some people still latent ideas”.6 However, 

further research makes clear that behind this banner of unity, the small group represented 

various political traditions, ranging from Francophile anti-communism to anticolonial 

nationalism, and from moderate colonial reformism on a Western liberal basis to culturalist 

Pan-Asianism close to the Greater India Society.7 This raises questions about the political 

basis for cooperation, and about the position of the Indonesian students within this group. 

The fact that these people came from Asia was indeed a common denominator, but 

how was the situation in Azerbaijan – recently invaded by the Red Army – comparable with 

colonised British India, or with the formally independent buffer state Siam manoeuvring 

between French Indochina and the British Empire? What did the Indonesian students mean, 

when they mentioned ‘Asia’s voice’, and how did this voice change after contact with other 

Asian voices? Posing and answering questions such as those mentioned above are central to 

the effort of reaching a more fundamental understanding of the nature of political encounters 

across national and political divides, and the praxis of cooperation and demarcation in 

composite political movements and alliances. 

The presence of Hatta and his fellow Asian activists at the rather moderate and law-

abiding Bierville congress is remarkable as well. It could have been a strategic move to gain 

access to a prestigious European stage, but interestingly, Hatta was quick to remind his 

readers that his performance in Bierville was not an expression of loyalty or admiration:  
 

When we actively participate in the International Democratic Congress in Bierville, this is not because 

we endorse the […] insufficient methods of the Western democrats to realise universal peace, and 

discard our revolutionary principle based on [an interpretation of international relations as an] 

antagonism of powers. No! Our presence in Bierville has only this reason that we want to seize this 

                                                           
5 “Onze buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 4.5-6 (October-November 1926): 70. 
6 “Onze buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 4.5-6 (October-November 1926): 69. 
7 See chapter three. 
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opportunity to demonstrate the Western democrats the unbreakable bond between any humanitarian 

principle and the revolutionary struggle for national independence.8 

 

We could take this firm stance as an indication that Hatta did not see the congress in Bierville 

as a forum to exchange ideas and opinions, or to build a political network among European 

political elites. Rather, he wanted to teach the attendants an anticolonial lesson. Alternatively, 

this disclaimer can be interpreted as a message to the Indonesian and Dutch reading 

audiences of Indonesia Merdeka that the PI remained faithful to its nationalist principles, and 

carefully protected its political agenda. Either way, it raises the question how the anticolonial 

nationalist political agenda of the Indonesians – as a small group of youngsters – was 

influenced by self-pursued encounters with political networks in Europe. The obstinate 

attitude of Hatta in Bierville is unconvincing when we take into account that Indonesian 

involvement with larger political power blocs in Europe – such as the communist, liberal 

pacifist or socialist movements – did not end after 1926. How were the Indonesian claims 

received by the European audience in Bierville and elsewhere? Did Hatta adjust his message 

to accommodate the different European audiences? Vice versa, Hatta’s claim leaves us with 

the question to what extent the Indonesian students were inspired by other political actors and 

what they learnt from them. In other words, how did the anticolonial message of a small 

pressure group in Europe survive in a turbulent and non-colonial environment? 

 

‘The rising tide of colour’ 

These questions stem from the research I conducted roughly six years ago, in the context of 

my master’s thesis about the same Indonesian association Perhimpoenan Indonesia.9 The 

pages of Indonesia Merdeka mentioned several international political events, and revealed 

that the sphere of activity of the Indonesian nationalists extended beyond the territory of the 

Netherlands and the Dutch Indies. With hindsight, the thesis remained largely an elaborate 

inventory of all the meetings and encounters the Indonesian students mentioned themselves, 

and consequently too closely followed the positive narrative of the sources. As Indonesia 

Merdeka wrote: “More than ever, Indonesia is known and acknowledged. With the other 

representatives of colonised and oppressed peoples we have tightened the bonds of friendship 

                                                           
8 “Onze buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 4.5-6 (October-November 1926): 71; my translation, 
original in the appendix. 
9 Klaas Stutje, “The rising tide of colour: Indonesische studenten en de ontdekking van hun 
wereldgemeenschap” (MA thesis, University of Amsterdam, 2010). 
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[…]”.10 Questions such as who these representatives actually were, what their position was in 

their respective constituencies, and how Indonesians related to the political dynamics within 

the networks in which they got involved, were insufficiently addressed. 

 The present dissertation attempts to fill this lacuna, and describes the emergence of 

Indonesian nationalist and anticolonial thought against the backdrop of a rapidly evolving 

global stage, and in coherence and contestation with other political movements and networks. 

A basic assumption of this dissertation is that Indonesian nationalism and anticolonialism did 

not develop in isolation. The end of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century saw 

the emergence of powerful political democratisation and liberation movements in various 

parts of the colonised world. They were epitomised by parties and iconic leaders such as the 

Indian National Congress (INC) around Mahatma Gandhi, the Guomindang (GMD) around 

Sun Yat-sen in China, and the Wafd Party around Saad Zaghloul in Egypt. The various 

political organisations in the Dutch Indies, such as Boedi Oetomo, Sarekat Islam, or 

Perserikatan Kommunist di India/Partai Komunis Indonesia – to name only the most well-

known – emerged in this same era and were well aware of developments in other parts of the 

colonised world. Each of the Indonesian organisations developed – in the words of Rebecca 

Karl – a “synchronic global historical consciousness”, a distinct discursive geography of 

engagement with movements and struggles which they found inspiring and instructive for 

their own movement, and which they used to support their own claims.11 

What is more, despite the many colonial restrictions on the movement of people, 

journals and ideas, these Indonesian political organisations were active beyond the borders of 

the Dutch Empire. Within global centres such as Singapore, Shanghai, Cairo, Moscow and 

Paris, activists exchanged ideas, established connections, and found exile.12 Sometimes this 

interaction occurred in explicitly political environments, but often they took place within the 

context of religion, trade, or education as well.  

This study elaborates on encounters between Indonesian nationalists and other 

anticolonial activists in one of the global centres – Western Europe as a place where multiple 

empires connected to each other – and aims to describe them in as much detail as possible. 

                                                           
10 Mohammad Hatta, “Het Brusselse Congres tegen Imperialisme en koloniale onderdrukking en onze 
buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 5.1-2 (March-April 1927): 19. 
11 Rebecca Karl, “Staging the World in Late-Qing China: Globe, Nation, and Race in a 1904 Beijing Opera,” 
Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power 6.4 (2000): 553; Rebecca Karl, Staging the World: Chinese 
Nationalism at the Turn of the Twentieth Century (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), 7-8. 
12 See for lively examples the work of Michael Laffan, “An Indonesian Community in Cairo: Continuity and 
Change in a Cosmopolitan Islamic Milieu,” Indonesia 77 (2004): 1-26; or the biography of Tan Malaka between 
1922 and 1942: Harry A. Poeze, Tan Malaka: Strĳder voor Indonesië’s vrĳheid, levensloop van 1897 tot 1945 
(‘s-Gravenhage: Nijhoff, 1976). 
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The simple fact that Hatta and others met inspiring people in smoky Parisian cafés and at 

prestigious international conferences is only the starting point to explore the networks that 

facilitated these encounters, the political transfers that were the result from them, and the 

complex political negotiations behind expressions of unity and solidarity. Consequently, this 

study is as much about the dynamics within organisations, networks, and political ‘solar 

systems’ around the Indonesians, as it is about Indonesian nationalists themselves.13 

 

The Perhimpoenan Indonesia and the Indonesian political landscape 

In order to position Indonesian nationalism and anticolonialism in a global context, this study 

focuses on the Perhimpoenan Indonesia. The total membership of this student association was 

small when compared to youth organisations in the colony, or to other anticolonial 

organisations in Europe such as the Étoile Nord-Africaine and European branches of the 

Chinese Guomindang Party. It grew from some dozens of members in the first two decades of 

the twentieth century, to reach a membership of around 150 people in the peak years before 

the Great Depression.14 However, it was a remarkable group in Indonesian history. As many 

Indonesia scholars have recognised, Indonesian nationalism as an ideology that transgressed 

regional and religious affiliations, found its first articulation within this group.15 Many of the 

students who once studied in the Netherlands – Mohammad Hatta for instance, but also 

Soetan Sjahrir, and Ali Sastroamidjojo – would play a prominent political role upon returning 

in the colony. Former students from the Netherlands also took a leading role in early 

postcolonial state formation, with the future vice-president Mohammad Hatta again as the 

most clear example. Consequently, scholarly interest in this organisation has been large. 

In previous studies the Perhimpoenan Indonesia has been either regarded as a peculiar 

group within the Indonesian political landscape, or described in the context of Dutch 

anticolonial politics. In the first perspective, the students interacted from an eccentric position 

with various Indonesian political organisations, such as the Algemeene Studieclub in 

Bandung, the Indonesische Studieclub in Surabaya, or parties such as Boedi Oetomo, the 

                                                           
13 For a very systematic study on the communist ‘solar system’ around the League against Imperialism, see 
Fredrik Petersson, We are neither Visionaries, nor Utopian Dreamers: Willi Münzenberg, the League against 
Imperialism and the Comintern, 1925-1933 (PhD diss., Åbo Akademi University, 2013), 34-36. 
14 Klaas Stutje, “Indonesian Identities Abroad: International Engagement of Colonial Students in the 
Netherlands, 1908-1931,” BMGN - Low Countries Historical Review 128 (2013): 151-172; Harry A. Poeze, In 
het land van de overheerser, vol. 1, Indonesiërs in Nederland 1600-1950 (Dordrecht: Foris Publications, 1986). 
15 For example: George McTurnan Kahin, Nationalism and Revolution in Indonesia (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1952), 88-89; R.E. Elson, The Idea of Indonesia: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 45; John Ingleson, Road to Exile: The Indonesian Nationalist Movement 1927-1934 (Singapore: 
Heinemann, 1980), 1-18.  
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Partai Sarekat Islam and the Partai Nasional Indonesia.16 Isolated from the turbulent politics 

of everyday in the Dutch Indies, the students in the Perhimpoenan Indonesia were among the 

first to realise that ethnic, religious and social divides prevented the movement for 

democratisation and autonomy from building effective political pressure against the colonial 

authorities. As a voice coming from afar, the PI began to advocate unity in the movement and 

non-cooperation with the colonial authorities, and via the return of its members it succeeded 

in gaining influence in existing political parties. As such, the PI affected the course of the 

Indonesian nationalist movement at large.17 

In this reading, the ‘Westernising’ political influence of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia 

plays an important role. In fact, the (former) students of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia 

constituted the core of what is often referred to as the Angkatan 1928, or the ‘Generation of 

1928’.18 In Weinstein’s definition, this political generation, which followed after more 

traditional political organisations such as the Javanese nationalist Boedi Oetomo, had 

received education following a European model in the Dutch Indies or in the Netherlands, 

had a strong orientation on Western intellectual traditions, and began to see Dutch 

colonialism as an intrinsic part of an international capitalist economic system. Often, they 

were strongly influenced by Marxism and other Western intellectual currents, had an 

intellectualist political approach, and were pioneers in establishing modern organised 

political organisations in the Dutch Indies.19  

This ‘Western’ influence was important in the analysis of some scholars who believed 

it to be the prime difference between two important tendencies in Indonesian secular 

nationalism from 1931 onwards: an ‘Indonesian’ populist movement around Soekarno’s 
                                                           
16 For example: Elson, The Idea of Indonesia, 45; Ingleson, Road to Exile, 1-18; John Ingleson, Perhimpunan 
Indonesia and the Indonesian Nationalist Movement, 1923-1928 (Victoria: Monash University Centre of 
Southeast Asian studies, 1975); Robert Van Niel, The Emergence of the Modern Indonesian Elite (The Hague: 
Van Hoeve, 1960), 224; J.M. Pluvier, Overzicht van de ontwikkeling der nationalistische beweging in Indonesië 
(‘s-Gravenhage: Van Hoeve, 1953), 27; J. D. Legge, Intellectuals and Nationalism in Indonesia: A study of the 
Following Recruited by Sutan Sjahrir in Occupation Jakarta (Ithaca: Cornell Modern Indonesia Project, 1988), 
19-20. 
17 Kahin, Nationalism and Revolution, 88-90; Rudolf Mrázek, Sjahrir: Politics and Exile in Indonesia (Ithaca: 
Cornell South East Asia Program, 1994), 68; Mavis Rose, Indonesia Free: A Political Biography of Mohammad 
Hatta (Ithaca: Cornell Modern Indonesia Project, 1987), 30-31; Ingleson, Road to Exile, 14, 19-20. 
18 The year 1928 refers to the year of the Sumpah Pemuda (‘Youth Oath’), a defining nationalist moment when a 
dozen youth organisations from different parts of the archipelago swore allegiance to the idea of unitary 
nationalism, beyond regional and religious divides, with one fatherland (Indonesia) and one language (Bahasa 
Indonesia). Subsequent political generations are the Angkatan 1945, and the Angkatan 1966, referring to the 
beginning of the Indonesian National Revolution and the overthrow of President Soekarno by General Soeharto. 
Robert Cribb and Audrey Kahin, “Generations,” in Historical Dictionary of Indonesia, ed. Robert Cribb and 
Audrey Kahin (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2004), 156-157. 
19 Franklin B. Weinstein, Indonesia Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence: From Sukarno to Soeharto 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1976), 47-54. See also Keith Foulcher, “Sumpah Pemuda: The Making and 
Meaning of a Symbol of Indonesian Nationhood,” Asian Studies Review 24:3 (2000): 378.  



7 
 

Perserikatan Nasional Indonesia (‘Indonesian Nationalist Association’, PNI) and later 

Partindo, and a ‘European’ intellectualist movement around former PI students Mohammad 

Hatta and Soetan Sjahrir, who established the Pendidikan Nasional Indonesia (‘New 

Indonesian Nationalist Education’, PNI Baru) and the Partai Sosialis (‘Socialist Party’) after 

the Second World War. Although the difference between the two tendencies has been 

characterised as a difference in personalities (a charismatic populist Soekarno versus an 

introvert Hatta), a difference in political strategy (an orientation on the masses versus an 

emphasis on cadre building), and a difference in ideological consistency (a general anti-

Dutch policy versus a more sophisticated perception of the nature of imperialism) scholars 

such as Legge and Dahm continued to stress the ‘Western’ ingredient. As Legge concluded 

after a systematic comparison between two journals representing the two tendencies:  
 

The differences [between Soekarno and Sartono, and Hatta and Sjahrir] were differences of temper rather 

than of ideology, which made the New PNI [of Hatta and Sjahrir] in a sense a more intellectual 

organization in fact than was the old PNI [of Soekarno], more Western, more in tune with the temper of 

European social democracy of the thirties.20 

 

It remains unclear, however, what the sources of this ‘Western’ political attitude actually 

were. Legge, for instance, concluded that both tendencies did not differ fundamentally on 

ideological levels, and Ingleson remarked that Soekarno and many of his fellow party men 

had also enjoyed Western education in the colony.21 Consequently much emphasis was put 

on the Dutch university curriculum, the Dutch social environment, or Dutch political friends 

in socialist circles. Ingleson, for example, wrote the following about the PI: “These Western-

educated intellectuals felt righteously indignant at the impact of the Netherlands on their 

country, the drainage of its economy, the destruction of its social systems and the belittling of 

its cultures.”22 Mrázek pointed out that “any member of the association, when he returned 

home – a man exposed to Holland, and sometimes with a Dutch degree – was thought to be 

qualified to become a leader”.23 More recently Robert Elson remarked that “the Netherlands 

was the major site for the development and refining of new ideas about the nature and 

trajectory of the strange new concept of Indonesia”.24 Implicitly or explicitly, this has led to 

                                                           
20 J.D. Legge, “Daulat Ra’jat and the Ideas of the Pendidikan Nasional Indonesia,” Indonesia 32 (October 1981): 
166. See also, Legge, Intellectuals and nationalism in Indonesia, 35-38; Bernhard Dahm, Soekarno en de strijd 
om Indonesië’s onafhankelijkheid (Meppel: Boom, 1966), 136; Ingleson, Road to Exile, 193-194. 
21 Legge, “Daulat Ra’jat,” 166; Ingleson, Road to Exile, 193. 
22 Ingleson, Perhimpunan Indonesia, 14. 
23 Mrázek, Sjahrir, 68. 
24 Elson, The Idea of Indonesia, 45. 
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an image of Indonesian nationalism as a Dutch colonial by-product, which eventually – 

analogous to the making of the working class – would be the grave digger of colonialism 

itself. In the words of Benedict Anderson: “the colonial state engendered the grammar of the 

nationalisms that eventually arose to combat it”.25 

This study argues that it was not just the Dutch society or the Dutch university 

curriculum that provided the students with authority and legitimacy in the Dutch Indies, 

although these undoubtedly provided social networks, practical skills and political 

ammunition to effectively counter the Dutch colonial status quo. Instead, I want to call the 

attention to their unique political position on the European stage, which facilitated direct 

relations with inspiring anticolonial movements abroad, and propelled their political career in 

the Dutch Indies. These foreign relations – or Dutch political repression as a reaction to these 

relations – brought the students of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia a reputation in the Dutch 

Indies, and provided a direct stimulus for organisations back home to elevate the small 

student organisation to an advanced post of the Indonesian national movement on the 

international stage. 

 

The Perhimpoenan Indonesia and the Dutch political landscape 

A second body of literature describes the Perhimpoenan Indonesia as part of the Dutch social 

and political landscape.26 In this approach, their historical relevance was derived from the 

fact that they brought anticolonial opposition to the heart of empire. Often, these publications 

describe the complicated relationship of the nationalist students with their non-nationalist and 

conservative compatriots, with Dutch political parties such as the Communistische Partij 

Holland (‘Communist Party Holland’, CPH) and the Sociaal Democratische Arbeiders Partij 

(‘Social Democratic Workers’ Party’, SDAP), and with individuals such as the revolutionary 

socialists Henk Sneevliet and Henriette Roland Holst, and social liberals such as Jacques 

Henrij Abendanon and Cornelis van Vollenhoven. Crucial was also the direct confrontation 
                                                           
25 Benedict R.O.G. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(London: Verso, 2007), xiv, 163. 
26 For example: Harsja W. Bachtiar, “The Development of a Common National Consciousness among Students 
from the Indonesian Archipelago in the Netherlands,” Majalah Ilmu-Ilmu Sastra Indonesia 6.2 (May 1976): 31-
44; Joop Morriën, Indonesië los van Holland. De CPN en de PKI in hun strijd tegen het Nederlands 
kolonialisme (Amsterdam: Pegasus, 1982); Poeze, In het land van de overheerser; Poeze, “Indonesians at 
Leiden University,” in Leiden Oriental Connections 1850-1940, ed. Willem Otterspeer (Leiden: Brill, 1989), 
250-279; Anne van Leeuwen, “De Perhimpoenan Indonesia 1929-1941” (MA thesis, Universiteit van Utrecht, 
1985); Herman Burgers, De Garoeda en de ooievaar: Indonesië van kolonie tot nationale staat (Leiden: 
KITLV, 2011), 174-176, 193-197. 
Biographies tend to focus less on one of the two contexts: René Karels, Mijn aardse leven vol moeite en strijd, 
Raden Mas Noto Soeroto, Javaan, dichter, politicus 1888-1951 (Leiden: KITLV, 2010); Mrázek, Sjahrir; Poeze, 
Tan Malaka; Rose, Indonesia Free. 
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of the students with the Dutch authorities in 1927. Especially in the 1920s, the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia constituted the most vocal opposition to Dutch colonial rule in the Netherlands. 

This body of literature assigns great importance to structural factors that led to the 

political evolution of the Indonesians in the Netherlands. The very experience of migration 

and exile, and the social promotion from a colonised ‘Native’ to the European political and 

social elite, made the students receptive of progressive thought. The political environment in 

the Netherlands was much less restrictive than the atmosphere in the colony, and provided the 

students the possibility to gain experience in anticolonial politics. Furthermore, the fact that 

students from various parts of the archipelago were equally regarded as ‘Indisch’ or 

‘Indonesisch’, and were part of the same colonial educational pyramid, stimulated the 

emergence of a new Indonesian self-identification beyond the Javanese, Minahasan or 

Minangkabau identities. It is a fascinating idea that Indonesian anticolonialism grew from the 

belly of the beast.  

Reading these publications, one gets a clear impression of the social and political life 

of this small colonial community in interwar Holland. Apparently, the Indonesian students 

thrived well in the higher echelons of the Dutch society, and succeeded in taking a centre 

stage position in the colonial debate. We should, however, not forget that despite the 

propagandistic success of the students, the Perhimpoenan Indonesia as an organisation – too 

radical for some, and too elitist for others – was actually highly isolated from a political point 

of view. The students received most recognition and esteem from organisations beyond the 

borders of the Netherlands, and they regarded foreign propaganda and organisation as a core 

activity of the association. 

Although I recognise the importance of structural social factors that put them in a 

privileged social position in the Netherlands, it was the lack of support from Dutch 

established political organisations from the left and the right which forced them to seek 

support in informal political networks abroad. Therefore, this book situates the Indonesian 

political experience of the PI within a European political sphere, as part of a global 

anticolonial movement. I take the PI neither as an imperial organisation that was ‘educated’ 

by Dutch university professors of the ‘ethical policy’ or politicians of the anticolonial left, 

nor as a Dutch migrant organisation which gave a voice to the Indonesian student community 

in the Netherlands. It was an Indonesian group which had extended its activities to a trans-

imperial European stage, and which is part of both Indonesian political history and of the 

history of the anti-imperial left. To quote Erez Manela:  
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Much of the history of anticolonial movements has been written as if it occurred solely within the 

boundaries of the emerging nation, or of the imperial enclosure from which it emerged.[…] When we 

expand our field of vision and place anticolonial nationalist histories within an international context, it 

is easy to see […] that after World War I, the circumstances for decolonization were generated as much 

from the international situation as any other.27 

 

The Perhimpoenan Indonesia as a trans-imperial organisation 

By emphasising the transnational character of Indonesian anticolonial nationalism, this study 

connects to several trends in adjacent historiographic fields to transcend the traditional 

nation-state-centred research focus, namely in the fields of Indonesian studies, 

anticolonialism studies, nationalism studies and social movement studies. 

In Indonesian studies, there is a tendency to break away from the ‘internal’ focus on 

the Indonesian political landscape itself, or the ‘imperial’ focus on the problematic 

relationship between Indonesian organisations and the Dutch colonial authorities. Following 

an upsurge of regional and ethnic studies in the 1980s, scholars began to ask how the 

different parts of the archipelago maintained independent cultural and social relations, and 

shared particular histories with areas outside the current Indonesian state. The Strait of 

Malacca was obviously not just a waterway separating Malaysia from Indonesia, or British 

Malaya from the Dutch Indies, but was historically and culturally an area of exchange. The 

same could be said of the Bay of Bengal, the South China Sea, or even the Indian Ocean at 

large. The presence of sizeable diasporic minorities in Indonesia, such as Japanese, Indians, 

Hadrami Arabs and above all Chinese similarly demonstrated the limitations of the 

Indonesian or colonial state as a the central frame of research.  

The embedding of Indonesia within a wider Southeast Asian environment, and a 

wider world, makes one aware that it was not just the colonial relation that shaped 

Indonesia’s conception of the future, but that political inspiration could come from various 

sides. With regard to political manifestations of transnational interactions, it is an arresting 

fact that already in 1952 Kahin recognised that the establishment of the Sarekat Dagang Islam 

in 1911 was provoked by the emergence of a modern organised Chinese nationalist 

movement in the Dutch Indies, although he did not elaborate on it further.28 Another classic 

publication, Ruth McVey’s The Rise of Indonesian Communism, devoted much attention to 

                                                           
27 Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial 
Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), xi. See also F. Cooper and A.L. Stoler, “Between 
Metropole and Periphery: Rethinking a research agenda,” in Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a 
Bourgeois World, ed. Cooper and A.L. Stoler. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 28. 
28 Kahin, Nationalism and Revolution, 21-28. 
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the interaction of Indonesian communists with the international communist world.29 

However, only recently the transnational has emerged as a central topic of research, for 

instance in the work of Michael Laffan, who examined Islamic conceptions of Indonesian 

nationhood in Jawi communities in the Hejaz and at the Al Azhar University in Cairo.30 

Interesting is also the recently finished research project ‘Sites of Asian Interaction: Networks, 

Ideas, Archives’ under direction of Tim Harper and Sunil Amrith, who aimed to write the 

history of South and Southeast Asia as a coherent whole by focusing on specific sites of 

interaction such as madrasahs, plantations, universities and port cities.31 The authors tried to 

find cultural and political identifications that developed parallel to, and sometimes largely 

autonomous from the colonial experience.32  

It is important to acknowledge alternative political narratives that inform the 

Indonesian political debate, historically and contemporary. But while these studies often try 

to think beyond the colonial project, the colonial power relation is too important to bypass in 

the case of anticolonial nationalism. Not only was Indonesian nationalism a political 

movement in direct contestation with colonialism – the consequences of which some of the 

students had to endure themselves – the Indonesians also made use of the structures and 

facilities provided by the colonial system, for example in the form of a study trip to the 

Netherlands, to establish autonomous anticolonial political relations outside the Dutch 

Empire. 

Over the last few years, the trend to transcend national and imperial research frames 

can also be discerned in anticolonialism studies. Scholars in this field have come to 

acknowledge the considerable degree of agency and interaction of anticolonial activists 

through the institutions of empire. On first sight, the colonial relationship between the 

Netherlands and the Dutch Indies was almost bilateral, because apart from a few small 

                                                           
29 Ruth T. McVey, The Rise of Indonesian Communism (Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1965). 
30 Laffan, “An Indonesian Community in Cairo”; Michael Laffan, Islamic Nationhood and Colonial Indonesia: 
The Umma Below the Winds (London: Routledge, 2003); Michael Laffan, The Makings of Indonesian Islam, 
Orientalism and the narration of a Sufi Past (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011). The renaming of the 
journal ‘Indonesia Circle’ of the London School for Oriental and Asiatic Studies to ‘Indonesia and the Malay 
World’ in 1997 is an illustration of this theoretical shift: “By changing the journal's name, the editors are both 
reflecting [the] broadening geographical scope and signalling their wish to broaden it still further by publishing 
research, in both social studies and the humanities, no longer solely on Indonesia but also on all parts of the 
Malay world.” Russell Jones, “Introduction,” Indonesia and the Malay World 25.71 (1997): 1-2. 
31 This research project took place at the University of Cambridge and Harvard University between 2010 and 
2014, and resulted in Tim Harper, Sunil Amrith, eds., Sites of Asian Interaction: Ideas, Networks and Mobility 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Tim Harper and Sunil Amrith, “Sites of Asian Interaction: An 
Introduction,” Modern Asian Studies 46.2 (2012): 249-257. 
32 Tim Harper, “Afterword: The Malay World, Besides Empire and Nation,” Indonesia and the Malay World 
41.120 (2013): 279-280. 
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colonies in the Caribbean and some possessions in West Africa, the archipelago was the only 

sizeable colony of the Netherlands for more than a century. This has led to a dominant 

historiographical focus on the colonial axis between the motherland and the colony.33 

However, experts of anticolonial movements from the French or the British colonial empires, 

probably aided by the fact that these empires were truly global, have become more 

susceptible to intra-imperial mobility of colonial subjects. This awareness has led to several 

fascinating studies on the interactions between anticolonial movements from different parts 

of an empire, or even from different imperial realms.34 Similar to the work of Harper and 

Amrith on Southeast Asia as a global space of interaction, scholars have focused on other 

non-national and non-imperial territorial spaces as well, such as the Indian Ocean, the 

Caribbean, and Eastern Asia.35 Others attempted to rewrite the history of anticolonial 

movements by concentrating on confined spaces and global junctions, often but not always 

                                                           
33 Indeed, in the first half of the twentieth century the Netherlands held – and in the latter case still holds – 
possession of Surinam and six islands in the Lesser Antilles, but this did not lead to extensive political 
interaction between anticolonial activists from different parts of the Dutch empire. In the period under scrutiny, 
only the Surinamese communists Anton de Kom and perhaps Otto Huiswoud were active in the same political 
networks as the Indonesian nationalists of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia. See Rob Woortman and Alice Boots, 
Anton de Kom: Biografie 1898-1945, 1945-2009 (Amsterdam: Contact, 2009); Gert Oostindie and Emy 
Maduro, In het land van de overheerser, vol. 2, Antillianen en Surinamers in Nederland 1634/1667-1954 
(Dordrecht: Foris Publications, 1986); Remco Raben, “A New Dutch Imperial History? Perambulations in a 
Prospective Field,” BMGN - Low Countries Historical Review 128 (2013): 9. Interestingly, historians of the 
early modern Dutch empire and of the Dutch East India Company – a multinational company that was active 
from the Cape of Good Hope to Dejima in Japan – have been much more sensitive to interactions between 
colonised subjects in different parts of the trade network. For example: Matthias van Rossum, Werkers van de 
wereld: Globalisering, arbeid en interculturele ontmoetingen tussen Aziatische en Europese zeelieden in dienst 
van de VOC, 1600-1800 (Hilversum: Verloren, 2014), and for the Caribbean world: Karwan Fatah-Black, “A 
Swiss Village in the Dutch Tropics: The Limitations of Empire-Centred Approaches to the Early Modern 
Atlantic World,” BMGN - Low Countries Historical Review 128 (2013): 34; Karwan Fatah-Black and Suze 
Zijlstra, “Introduction: A Dutch Perspective on Interimperial Encounters in the Caribbean, 1660–1680,” Journal 
of Early American History 4.2 (2014): 105-112. 
34 For example: Brent Hayes Edwards, “The Shadow of Shadows,” Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique 11.1 
(2003): 11-49; Kate O'Malley, Ireland, India and Empire: Indo-Irish Radical Connections, 1919–64 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2008); Holger Weiss, Framing a Radical African Atlantic: African 
American Agency, West African Intellectuals and the International Trade Union Committee of Negro Workers 
(Leiden: Brill, 2014); Harald Fischer-Tiné, “Indian Nationalism and the ‘World Forces’: Transnational and 
Diasporic Dimensions of the Indian Freedom Movement on the Eve of the First World War,” Journal of Global 
History 3 (2007): 325-344. 
35 Sugata Bose, A Hunderd Horizons: The Indian Ocean in the Age of Global Empire (Cambridge MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2006); Sunil Amrith, Crossing the Bay of Bengal: The Furies of Nature and the Fortunes of 
Migrants (London: Harvard University Press, 2013); Stephan Palmié and Francisco A. Scarano, eds., The 
Caribbean: A History of the Region and Its Peoples (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); Prasenjit 
Duara, The Global and Regional in China's Nation-Formation (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009); Ali Raza, 
Franziska Roy, Benjamin Zachariah, eds., The Internationalist Moment, South Asia Worlds and World Views 
(New Delhi: Sage Publications, 2014); Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, 
Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston: Beacon Press, 2000); Sven 
Saaler and Christopher W.A. Szpilman, Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, vol. 1, 1850-1920 (Lanham: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2011), 3; Kratoska, Paul H, Remco Raben, and Henk Schulte Nordholt, eds. Locating 
Southeast Asia: Geographies of Knowledge and Politics of Space (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 
2005). 
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imperial metropolises, where activists and movements came together, collided and merged. 

Several monographs, for example, focused on so-called Paris Noir, describing the lively 

interaction among students and activists from West Africa, Indochina, China and the 

Maghreb. These migrants were not only confronted with everyday life in the French colonial 

metropole, but more importantly they met and interacted with many other activists from all 

corners of the colonial empire.36  

These findings have led to a moderation of the strong traditional historical dichotomy 

between the ‘metropolis’ and the ‘periphery’, and ‘the West’ and ‘the non-West’. This was 

not with the aim to trivialise intrinsic colonial processes of exploitation and oppression of one 

state by another, but to recognise that colonial spatial and political restrictions did not prevent 

the flow of people and ideas from the colonised parts of empire to its colonising parts, and 

from colony to colony. Alan Lester and Tony Ballantyne had argued that the empire was 

essentially one historical space, in which multiple social networks operated and different 

views and ideologies about the colonial relation circulated. Settler communities, colonial 

functionaries, artists and scientists, missionary groups, soldiers, and many others travelled 

through empire, and this was not just a unidirectional flow from the ‘centre’ to its colonies.37 

In the Dutch imperial context, Ulbe Bosma has demonstrated the existence of a “creole 

migration circuit”, with thousands of people who travelled back and forth multiple times in 

their lives.38 As such, it is self-evident that groups such as the Perhimpoenan Indonesia were 

active throughout the empire as well. As Alan Lester points out, “it is easy to overlook the 

                                                           
36 Jennifer Boittin, Colonial Metropolis: The Urban Grounds of Anti-Imperialism and Feminism in Interwar 
Paris (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2010); Dominic Thomas, Black France: Colonialism, 
Immigration, and Transnationalism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007); Tyler Stovall, Paris Noir: 
African Americans in the City of Light (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1996); Michael Goebel, Anti-Imperial 
Metropolis: Interwar Paris and the Seeds of Third World Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2015); A. Kaspi and A. Marès, Le Paris des étrangers (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1989). See also Harald 
Fischer-Tiné, “The Other Side of Internationalism: Switzerland as a Hub of Militant Anti-Colonialism, c. 1910-
1920,” in Colonial Switzerland: Rethinking Colonialism from the Margins, ed. Harald Fischer-Tiné and Patricia 
Purtschert (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). 
37 Alan Lester, Imperial Networks: Creating Identities in Nineteenth Century South Africa and Britain (London: 
Routledge, 2001); Tony Ballantyne, Orientalism and Race: Aryanism in the British Empire (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2002); Manela, The Wilsonian moment. 
38 Ulbe Bosma, “Sailing through Suez from the South: The Emergence of an Indies-Dutch Migration Circuit, 
1815-1940,” The International Migration Review 41.2 (2007): 532. See also Bosma, Indiëgangers: Verhalen 
van Nederlanders die naar Indië trokken (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 2010), 217-218; Bosma and Remco Raben, 
Being ‘Dutch’ in the Indies: A History of Creolisation and Empire, 1500-1920 (Athens: Ohio University Press, 
2008); Bart Luttikhuis, Negotiating Modernity: Europeanness in Late Colonial Indonesia, 1910-1942 (PhD 
diss., European University Institute Florence, 2014), 255-290. 
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fact that colonised subjects themselves could and did forge new, anticolonial networks of 

resistance, which similarly spanned imperial space”.39  

I would like to continue this train of thought, and argue that the imperial space as a 

whole is a too narrow political category, when it comes to shaping an international geography 

of engagements.40 Actors from colonised areas drew inspiration from ideas, movements and 

struggles regardless of their own imperial confines. In intellectual terms, this is beautifully 

demonstrated in Under Three Flags by Benedict Anderson, who traced the voyages of three 

Filipino intellectuals in the second half of the nineteenth century, from Manilla to Barcelona 

and Berlin, and from Hong Kong to Yokohama.41 Pankash Mishra similarly positioned the 

intellectuals Liang Qichao and Jamal al-Din Al-Afghani in an international context, while 

Rebecca Karl analysed early twentieth-century Chinese opera and described the emergence of 

a “synchronic global historical consciousness” among Chinese intellectuals of anticolonial 

movements in various other parts of the “non-Euro-American world”.42 Moreover, as this 

study will demonstrate, the ‘rising tide of colour’ as the Indonesian students called it, 

stimulated them to establish physical connections with anticolonial activists beyond the 

borders of the Dutch empire. For them, crossing imperial borders was an effective way to 

circumvent police repression and to find concrete political support.  

 

Nationalism studies and social movement studies 

In nationalism studies, there is an internationalising tendency as well. For long, the history of 

the nation was typically written with a strong focus on patriotic social and political 

movements that emerged from within. The fact that cultural and political nationalist 

movements and state-building processes took off in many (European) states largely 

simultaneously from around the turn of the nineteenth century onwards, was often explained 

as part of a similar process of modernisation and bureaucratisation. There are many 

publications that attempt to write a comparative and structural analysis of nationalism and 

                                                           
39 Alan Lester, “Imperial Circuits and Networks: Geographies of the British Empire,” History Compass 4.1 
(2006): 134. See also Cooper and Stoler, “Between Metropole and Periphery,” 28.  
40 For a similar argument: Raben, “A New Dutch Imperial History?,” 30; Fatah-Black, “A Swiss Village in the 
Dutch Tropics,” 34. 
41 Benedict R.O.G. Anderson, Under three Flags: Anarchism and the Anti-Colonial Imagination (London: 
Verso, 2005); Fischer-Tiné, “The Other Side of Internationalism,” 221. 
42 Pankaj Mishra, From the Ruins of Empire: The Revolt against the West and the Remaking of Asia (London: 
Penguin Books, 2012); Karl, “Staging the World”; Karl, Staging the World. See also Fischer-Tiné, “Indian 
Nationalism and the ‘World Forces’,” 325-327. 
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nation building in several countries.43 In recent times, scholars have started to write the 

history of nationalism in several countries as part of a coherent and cross-border movement 

that was not only synchronic but also interrelated. Either in the form of political and cultural 

transfers between intellectuals from different nations, or via expatriate communities and 

circular migration networks nationalist ideas started to gain ground internationally. In an 

article about romantic nationalism in nineteenth century Europe, Joep Leerssen has 

characterised the spread of the discourse of nationalism as “viral”. Nationalist intellectuals 

and academics, philologists in particular, “formed an international network whose tight 

interconnections may explain the remarkable synchronicity of national movements, in all 

parts of Europe”.44 Although the Indonesian students in Perhimpoenan Indonesia lived in 

different times and under different circumstances, these trends in nationalism studies confirm 

the relevance of looking at cross-border engagements in writing the history of anticolonial 

nationalism. 

Finally, the attempt to reintroduce the agency of anticolonial intellectuals to make use 

of, and partially transgress dominant power structures to suit their own interests and agendas, 

is connected to similar endeavours in social movement studies. Indeed, in literature about the 

left and national liberation movements the significance of ‘internationalism’ and 

‘international solidarity’ is traditionally strong. The fact that the last waves of decolonisation 

occurred in the context of the Cold War, and that anticolonial movements often appealed to 

transnational political ideologies such as Pan-Africanism or Pan-Arabism, made scholars 

sensitive to transnational factors of influence. However, too often research on 

internationalism has been reduced to state-directed influence of the Soviet Union, China or 

Cuba on colonised areas, or unidirectional solidarity campaigns in Europe and the United 

States with non-Western anticolonial movements in the ‘Third World’. Also for the period 

under scrutiny here – the interwar years – the ‘Spectre of Communism’ is traditionally 

                                                           
43 To name a few of the most important works: Miroslav Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in 
Europe: A Comparative Analysis of the Social Composition of Patriotic Groups among the Smaller European 
Nations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Anthony D. Smith, Nations and Nationalism in a 
Global Era (Oxford: Polity Press, 1995); Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983). 
44 Joep Leerssen, “Viral Nationalism: Romantic Intellectuals on the Move in Nineteenth Century Europe,” 
Nations and Nationalism 17 (2011): 266; Leerssen, “The Cultivation of Culture, towards a Definition of 
Romantic Nationalism in Europe,” Working Papers European Studies Amsterdam, Department of European 
Studies, University of Amsterdam, 2005, 17, 31; Leerssen, National Thought in Europe: A Cultural History 
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 135-136. See also the Study Platform on Interlocking 
Nationalisms that tries to bring together scholars of nationalism, and aims to visualise exchanges between 
cultural nationalisms in different areas and societies within Europe: http://www.spinnet.eu/, accessed 23 
December 2015. 
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strongly present in scholarly research, reducing every study of an anticolonial movement to 

an assessment of its relation with ‘Moscow’ and the Comintern.45 

Only recently, scholars have revised this preoccupation with the Comintern, and have 

acknowledged that other leftist movements, such as anticolonial nationalism, but also 

anarchism and dissident leftist activists, were active on the international stage as well, 

without necessarily partaking in, or even recognising Moscow-led structures and facilities.46 

In a recent study on anarchism and syndicalism in the colonised and postcolonial world, Arif 

Dirlik contends in a way that reverberates the regional approach of colonial historians, that 

“[a]narchism in China is best grasped through a regional perspective that makes it possible to 

glimpse the many translocal ties within which anarchism flourished for a period of three 

decades.”47 For South and Central America, Daniel Kersffeld has demonstrated that 

transnational anti-imperial united fronts existed before they came in contact with the 

Comintern and engaged with the League against Imperialism.48 From a different angle, 

Frederik Petersson and Kasper Braskén have discerned the many actors, structures and 

movements within a Comintern-dominated organisation such as the 1927 League against 

Imperialism to be able to see the dynamics and space for manoeuvring of anticolonial 

activists within these ‘communist organisations’.49 Another shared feature of the above-

                                                           
45 See for example studies to the League against Imperialism such as: Babette Gross, Willi Münzenberg: Eine 
politische Biographie (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1967), 196-197; Michel Dreyfus, “La Ligue contre 
l’Impérialisme et l’Oppression coloniale,” Communisme: Revue d’études pluridisciplinaires 2 (1982): 49-72; 
Mustafa Haikal, “Willi Münzenberg und die ‘Liga gegen Imperialismus und für nationale Unabhängigkeit’,” in 
Willi Münzenberg (1889-1940): Ein deutscher Kommunist im Spannungsfeld zwischen Stalinismus und 
Antifaschismus, ed. Tania Schlie and Simone Roche (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1995), 141-153. 
46 David Featherstone, Solidarity: Hidden Histories and Geographies of Internationalism (London: Zed Books, 
2012), 57; Jürgen Dinkel, “Globalisierung des Widerstands: Antikoloniale Konferenzen und die ‘Liga gegen 
Imperialismus und für nationale Unabhängigkeit’ 1927-1937,” in Aufbruch ins postkoloniale Zeitalter: 
Globalisierung und die aussereuropäische Welt in den 1920er und 1930er Jahren, ed. Sönke Kunkel, Chrisoph 
Meyer (Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 2012), 217. Interestingly, Kim Christiaens argues the opposite and 
contends that we should not overemphasise the importance of students and the New Left in the context of 
Vietnam solidarity campaigns in Western Europe. Instead, he stresses the importance of the ‘traditional’ 
communist parties and organisations in organising solidarity. Nonetheless, he leaves the argument intact that 
Vietnamese diplomats displayed considerable agency in seeking and mobilising Western support: Kim 
Christiaens, ”Diplomatie, activisme en effectieve solidariteit: Een nieuw perspectief op de mobilisatie voor 
Vietnam (1960-1975),” Brood en rozen: Tijdschrift voor de geschiedenis van sociale bewegingen, 18.2 (2013): 
5-27.  
47 Arif Dirlik, “Anarchism and the Question of Place,” in Anarchism and Syndicalism in the Colonial and 
Postcolonial World, 1870-1940, ed. Steven Hirsch and Lucien van der Walt (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2010), 132. 
48 Daniel Kersffeld, Contra el imperio: Historia de la Liga Antimperialista de las Américas (Mexico City: Siglo 
xxi, 2012). 
49 Petersson, We are neither Visionaries, nor Utopian Dreamers; Kasper Braskén, The International Workers’ 
Relief, Communism, and Transnational Solidarity: Willi Münzenberg in Weimar Germany (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2015). 
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mentioned studies, is that they consciously attempt to break with nation-centred histories of 

the left.50 

This study on Indonesian anticolonial nationalism in Europe – which indeed travelled 

to Europe on an imperial boat and was organised internationally in a communist sphere – 

demonstrates that they were keen on finding their own political networks and communities, 

and protecting their own interests and agendas. Indeed, the event of the Russian Revolution, 

the very presence of the Soviet Union, and the political strength of the Comintern made the 

organisational appeal of international communism very strong. But we have to keep in mind 

that even when anticolonial nationalists cooperated in political structures associated with the 

Comintern, this did not imply that their activities can be reduced to communist agitation, to 

‘fellow travelling’, or that they were – perhaps unconsciously – abused in Soviet propaganda 

campaigns. Just as it is necessary to study the colonial relation to see how nationalists used it 

to fit their own agendas, it remains important to study the workings of international 

communism to see when, where and how the Indonesian nationalists chose to engage with, or 

distance themselves from this movement. 

 

The praxis of composite political movements and alliances  

Implicitly and explicitly, this study draws inspiration from all four internationalising 

tendencies: Indonesia in the world, anticolonialism across empires, nationalism as an 

internationalist ideology, and political autonomy in the margins of larger transnational 

political movements. This study does not only draw on these fields, but also seeks to 

contribute to them. For the field of Indonesia studies, it attempts to clarify what the 

Indonesian nationalists ‘really’ did on the international stage, for instance in Bierville in 

1926. Their involvement in international networks is often briefly mentioned in a few 

sentences or paragraphs, usually as the positive result of Indonesian attempts to make 

propaganda abroad. Instead, I take the foreign engagements of the students in PI as a 

problematic encounter between a small group of nationalists from a largely unknown country 

with larger and established political movements.51 As mentioned above, this book will enrich 

our understanding of the PI as a ‘Western’ organisation, and will for the first time also shed 

light on the international activities of a few lesser known activists in the PI, such as Arnold 

Mononutu, Samuel Ratu Langie and Achmad Soebardjo.  

                                                           
50 Featherstone, Solidarity, 11, 41-48; Hirsch and Van der Walt, Anarchism and Syndicalism in the Colonial and 
Postcolonial World, li. 
51 For example: Ingleson, Perhimpunan Indonesia, 31-35; Rose, Indonesia Free, 35-36. 
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This study may also prove to be relevant reading for scholars of anticolonial 

movements in general, by tracing the (pre-)histories and social backgrounds of these 

Indonesian activists. Often, Mohammad Hatta is briefly mentioned in long enumerations of 

anticolonial activists and not seldomly with the epithet ‘the future first vice-president’. 

However, there is usually no understanding of who this young student actually was, what the 

nature of the PI was, and on what mandate they were active abroad.52 In the context of 

international meetings such as the 1927 Kongress gegen Imperialismus, the PI can be 

approached as an example of the various small anticolonial organisations, as opposed to 

European political power blocs and colonial mass parties such as the INC and the Chinese 

GMD. This dissertation, moreover, hopes to contribute to putting an end to the many 

misunderstandings and myth-making around Indonesian presence in Europe, for example 

about Soekarno being present at European congresses and collaboration between Mohammad 

Hatta and Ho Chi Minh.53 

This study on Indonesian nationalism, as a minor faction within the larger anticolonial 

movement in Europe, can bring more depth to the historiography of transnational anti-

imperialism, by enhancing our conception of the dynamics within the anti-imperial front, and 

the praxis of ‘international solidarity’. On the one hand it is not true that the PI successfully 

engaged with any European movement or anticolonial struggle they desired. It often proved 

to be highly complicated to find like-minded activists and to safeguard the own political 

agenda while cooperating with others. These difficulties also included racism, paternalism 

and political intrigue. On the other hand, it is equally not true that the PI was overwhelmed 

by the complicated European political landscape. This study shows that despite the difficult 

circumstances, it had its own ideas, strategies and agendas, and was no easy victims for 

political co-optation.  

 Finally, I take to heart Frederick Cooper’s theoretical reflections on the tendency 

among historians to ‘globalise’ every aspect of cross-border activity. Although this 

dissertation clearly aims to position the political work of the Indonesian students in the 

Netherlands, and the Indonesian national movement as a whole in an international context, I 

                                                           
52 For ‘quick’ mentions of Hatta: Haikal, “Willi Münzenberg und die ‘Liga gegen Imperialismus’,” 146; Alain 
Dugrand and Frédéric Laurent, Willi Münzenberg, artiste en révolution (1889-1940) (Paris: Fayard, 2008), 262; 
John Saville, “Bridgeman, Reginald Francis Orlando (1884-1968),” in Dictionary of Labour Biography, vol. 7, 
eds. John Saville and Joyce M. Bellamy (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1984), 41. 
53 For example in Vijay Prashad, The Darker Nations: A People’s History of the Third World (London: The 
New Press, 2007), 21, 32; Dugrand and Laurent, Willi Münzenberg, 266. See also Fredrik Petersson, “Hub of 
the Anti-Imperialist Movement: The League against Imperialism and Berlin, 1927-1933,” Interventions: 
International Journal of Postcolonial Studies 16 (2014): 69.  
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try to avoid the pitfall of transnational history writing to frame every foreign encounter as an 

example of globalisation-before-the-age-of-internet, or to take globalisation as a “single 

system of connection”. As Cooper rightly argues, the integration of the world economy, the 

expansion of networks of communication, transnational migration, and colonial conquest are 

largely asynchronous historical processes, which counteracted as well as reinforced each 

other.54 Colonialism contains elements of global integration and connection as well as of 

spatial segregation and reduced mobility. Therefore, these phenomena should not be lumped 

together under the label of ‘globalisation’.55 Moreover, arguments against the claim that 

globalisation is a recent phenomenon should not leave unchallenged the conception of 

globalisation as an everincreasing and irreversible trend. As the Indonesian students will 

show, “[s]patial affinities could narrow, expand, and narrow again”.56 A study on 

transnationalism should therefore specify how connections were established, while indicating 

the limits, barriers and blockages to cross-border interactions. I can only agree with Cooper, 

when he writes:  
 

The network concept stressed the webs of connection that people developed as they crossed space, 

countering the somewhat artificial notion of situations as being spatially distinct. […] [But] the 

network concept puts as much emphasis on nodes and blockages as on movement, and thus calls 

attention to institutions – including police controls over migration, licensing, and welfare systems. It 

thus avoids the amorphous quality of an anthropology of flows and fragments.57 

 

Methodology and sources 

To analyse the network around the Indonesians requires not only an awareness of the risk to 

disregard factors that discourage, transform or obstruct interaction. Also methodologically, it 

presents the researcher with problems of limitation of the field of research. The assumption 

that we deal with a truly global network that ultimately could encompass the entire world 

population, implies that we cannot describe a network properly, without destroying the 

essence of it. As soon as one starts writing about one city, other cities appear. As soon as one 

selects one person, other people seem equally important. Even in temporal terms, it is 

tempting to discuss the history of each organisation with which the Indonesian students got 

involved before and after the interaction with the PI. 

                                                           
54 Frederick Cooper, Colonialism in Question: Theory, Knowledge, History (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2005), 91, 96. 
55 Cooper, Colonialism in Question, 105. 
56 Cooper, Colonialism in Question, 94-95, 109. 
57 Cooper, Colonialism in Question, 108. 
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 This study does not aim to give a complete overview of all engagements of 

Indonesian students outside the Netherlands in the interwar period. Although the membership 

of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia seems to provide a well-delineated dataset for computational 

analysis, we have to take into account that the membership was in constant flux and that 

quantifiable data are largely absent. I decided to use a qualitative and micro-historical 

approach describing specific persons in particular places, also because this allows for a better 

assessment of personal and political impressions and experiences of Indonesians in the field.  

The chapters of this book bear the names of a student and a city: Ratu Langie in 

Zürich, Mononutu in Paris, Hatta and Semaoen in Brussels, and Soebardjo in Berlin. 

Together, these cases give a prosopographical account of the social and political background 

of the students, of the aims and objectives of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, and of the reality 

of conducting anticolonial politics as a minority in the European political landscape. I 

deliberately chose to discuss the international activities of a few lesser known individuals, 

such as Ratu Langie and Mononutu, but it needs to be stressed that other students and cities 

could have been added as well, for instance Iwa Koesoema Soemantri in Moscow, Darsono in 

Berlin, or Sosrokartono in Vienna.  

The students and their cities are, however, not selected on an arbitrary basis. First of 

all, together the chapters have a chronologic order and discuss the most important activities 

of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia abroad. Secondly, they provide the opportunity to discuss 

Indonesian engagements with various political world views, such as Pan-Asianism, liberal 

culturalism, and communism. Moreover, they describe different degrees of integration within 

the international landscape, from extremely marginal in Zürich, to quite prominent in 

Brussels, and under repression in Berlin. Finally, the chapters discuss the period in which 

Indonesian nationalism in Europe was organisationally represented. The Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia existed before the First World War as a loyalist social club under the name of 

Indische Vereeniging, and survived the 1930s as a marginal communist front organisation. 

Also after the war, until today, Indonesian students in the Netherlands continued to gather in 

platforms and associations. As this study is about anticolonial nationalism, it will mainly 

discuss the period in which the Perhimpoenan Indonesia was a vehicle of nationalist thought, 

starting with the First World War and ending in November 1931 with the transformation of 

the PI to a communist front organisation. 

It is good to be explicit about to whom I refer with ‘Indonesian anticolonial 

nationalists’. In the first half of the twentieth century, all three terms were under negotiation. 

I use ‘Indonesian’ not as an ethnic category, but largely as a self-applied term of auto-
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identification, which was a politicised substitute for ‘inlander’ (Native), ‘Indisch’, or any 

other cultural identification in the Dutch Indies. The term deliberately excludes Chinese 

Indonesian students in the student association Chung Hwa Hui, whose world view merits a 

separate study, as well as Dutch and Eurasian students who were born in the Dutch Indies and 

also studied in the Netherlands.58 Politically, as Michael Freeden has indicated, the ideology 

of nationalism is “thin-centred” and in the Indonesian case it expressed the desire to far-

reaching self-determination and ultimately independence. It was unspecific about the 

timeframe, the preferred constitutional relation to the Netherlands, and the political system 

that had to be installed after decolonisation.59 The students advocated full independence in 

the shortest term possible, but they sometimes differed in opinion on the political basis on 

which independence was to be built and the permitted strategies of revolution and revolt to 

reach this goal. With ‘anticolonialism’, finally, I mean all expressions of fundamental 

discontent with the colonial status-quo, that went beyond complaints of implementation of 

colonial governance. 

Unfortunately, the books and administration of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia 

themselves are most likely destroyed. After the eruption of communist riots in November 

1926 in Java, and in the context of (rightful) fears of police inspections, students seem to 

have burned documents that contained incriminating information. Furthermore, as members 

of the organisation participated in the resistance against nazism in the Netherlands during the 

Second World War, it is likely that other parts of the archive were destroyed in the face of 

German occupation in 1940. I have not found documents in private archives in Indonesia. We 

should remember that luggage space was limited upon return to the Dutch Indies, and that the 

many fearful episodes in Indonesian history did not encourage the preservation of documents. 

Consequently, most of the information that the students produced themselves is derived from 

intercepted correspondence in government archives, and from contemporary publications in 

journals and newspapers such as Hindia Poetra, Indonesia Merdeka, De Socialist, and Recht 

en Vrijheid. Selections of writings of Mohammad Hatta are assembled in two publications: 

Verspreide Geschriften and Portrait of a Patriot.60  

                                                           
58 See Klaas Stutje, “The Complex World of the Chung Hwa Hui: International Engagements of Chinese 
Indonesian Peranakan Students in the Netherlands, 1918–1931,” Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde / 
Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences of Southeast Asia 171.4 (2015): 516-542. 
59 Michael Freeden, “Is Nationalism a Distinct Ideology?,” Political Studies 46 (1998): 750. 
60 Mohammad Hatta, Verspreide Geschriften, ed. Arnold Mononutu et al. (Jakarta: Van der Peet, Penerbitan dan 
Balai Buku Indonesia, 1952); Mohammad Hatta, Portrait of a Patriot: Selected Writings by Mohammad Hatta, 
ed. Deliar Noer et al. (The Hague: Mouton, 1972).  
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Apart from these primary sources, many students published their memoirs and wrote 

about their experiences in the Netherlands, sometimes making use of a ghost writer.61 The 

quality of these autobiographies varies strongly, and it is important to read the memoirs in 

relation to the period of writing. Often, the authors were selective in remembering episodes 

and anecdotes – not necessarily with bad intentions – and with regard to encounters with 

future celebrities and statesmen there is a strong risk of mythmaking in hindsight. A shared 

feature of the autobiographies is that they tend to remain factual and avoid to write about 

feelings, personal impressions and intellectual transformation.62 This lack of introspection 

makes it difficult to get an idea of how the individual experienced a certain event and what 

his subjective impression of other personalities was. Nevertheless, the autobiographies 

remain important as an access to names, locations, and specific events. Whenever I use 

autobiographic information for subjective details, I made the source explicit in the text. 

Furthermore, much information is derived from governmental and ‘hostile’ archives 

and source publications. I spent a lot of time in the Dutch National Archive in The Hague, 

which contains official government reports and correspondence, as well as intercepted 

correspondence of the students. I gained a lot of valuable information from the Geheim and 

Openbaar Verbaal-collections of the Ministry of Colonies, as well as from correspondence 

between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and embassies in Paris, Berlin and Brussels.63 

Finally, the documents compiled by the ‘Raadsman voor Studeerenden’, who was appointed 

to keep an eye on the students, are very insightful.64 I also consulted source publications of 

Harry Poeze and Reinier Cornelis Kwantes, and the digital collection of the Dutch Centrale 

Inlichtingendienst (‘Central Intelligence Service’, CID).65 Together with Dutch governmental 

                                                           
61 Some insightful biographies are: Hatta, Memoir; Ahmad Subardjo Djoyoadisuryo, Kesadaran nasional: 
Sebuah otobiografi (Jakarta: Gunung Agung, 1978), 109-171; Ruben Nalenan, Arnold Mononutu: Potret 
seorang patriot (Jakarta: Gunung Agung, 1981), 32-78; Ali Sastroamijoyo, Milestones on my Journey: The 
Memoirs of Ali Sastroamijoyo, Indonesian Patriot and Political Leader, ed. C.L.M. Penders (St. Lucia: 
University of Queensland, 1979), 19-43; Achmad Djajadiningrat, Herinneringen van Pangeran Aria Achmad 
Djajadiningrat (Amsterdam: Kolff, 1936), 347-362.  
62 On the Pahlawan hagiographic historical tradition in Indonesia: Gerry van Klinken, “Nationale helden in 
Indonesië,” in Tropenlevens: De (Post)Koloniale Biografie, ed. Rosemarijn Hoefte, Peter Meel and Hans 
Renders (Leiden: Boom and KITLV, 2008), 228. 
63 Nationaal Archief, Den Haag (NL-HaNa), Ministerie van Buitenlandse Zaken: Geheime Rapporten en 
Kabinetsrapporten, 1868-1940, nummer toegang 2.05.19; Nederlandse Ambassade in Frankrijk te Parijs, 1943-
1955; Consulaat te Parijs, 1945-1954; Nederlandse Missie te Parijs, nummer toegang 2.05.57; Ministerie van 
Koloniën: Geheim Archief [periode 1901-1940], nummer toegang 2.10.36.51. 
64 Nationaal Archief, Den Haag, Commissariaat voor Indische Zaken, nummer toegang 2.10.49, 
inventarisnummer 2692-2695. 
65 Harry A. Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten van Nederlandsch-Indië, 4 vols. (‘s-Gravenhage: Nijhoff, 
1982-1994); R. C. Kwantes, De ontwikkeling van de nationalistische beweging in Nederlandsch-Indië: 
Bronnenpublikatie, 4 vols. (Groningen: Wolters-Noordhoff, 1975-1982); 
http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/rapportencentraleinlichtingendienst, accessed 12 November 2015. 
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archives in the Arsip Nasional Republik Indonesia in Jakarta and state archives in France, the 

United Kingdom and Germany, they provide a good insight into the political activities of the 

Indonesians in Europe, although with a strongly antisubversive approach. 

 Non-governmental archives, finally, include the collections of the International 

Institute for Social History in Amsterdam, especially the papers of the League against 

Imperialism, of the Indonesian communist party PKI and a selection of Comintern archive 

about the situation in the Dutch Indies. Newspaper databases such as Delpher in the 

Netherlands, and Gallica in France were very useful in providing journalistic accounts of 

conferences and other concrete historic events.66 

 

Chapter overview 

This study is divided in six chapters. The introductory chapter gives an impression of the 

social and political composition of the Indonesian population in the Netherlands between 

1900 and 1940. Among other developments in this community, the changing political profile 

of the Indische Vereeniging/Perhimpoenan Indonesia is described as a consequence of a 

changing social profile of the students, and political developments in the Dutch Indies. 

Chapter two shifts the focus to the European stage, and uses the case of Samuel Ratu Langie 

in Zürich to illustrate the emergence of an Indonesian political identification as a cause and 

effect of a new international orientation, and the redrawing of an imaginary map of 

engagements. This chapter also discusses the relation between ‘regional’ identifications and 

the self-representation as ‘Indonesian’ on the international stage. 

Chapter three zooms in and examines the praxis of political work in a foreign capital 

in as much detail as possible, with the case of Mononutu in Paris. He travelled to Paris to 

establish contacts with anticolonial activists in the capital of “men without a country”. 

Although he was quite successful, it seems that the political character of his network was as 

much coincidental as intentional. In this chapter Bierville and the ‘Asian bloc’ will be 

discussed, with much consideration for the internal differences and diverging opinions 

existing in colonial circles. As will become clear, the Indonesian involvement in Bierville 

was a performative statement, rather than a real attempt to build political collaboration.  

Chapters four, five and six describe the activities of the Indonesians in the context of 

the League against Imperialism. Chapter four aims to demonstrate that the breakthrough of 

the students on the international stage was connected to the communist revolt at the end of 

                                                           
66 http://www.delpher.nl/, accessed 12 November 2015.; http://gallica.bnf.fr/, accessed 12 November 2015. 
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1926 in Java, and largely influenced by external developments – in the Dutch Indies and in 

the international communist world. This chapter will however also demonstrate that the 

students continued to pursue their own political agenda. Chapter five describes the repression 

by the Dutch authorities, and the activities of Soebardjo in Berlin as a consequence of it. In 

the last chapter, the position of the PI within a changing political atmosphere in the League 

against Imperialism and its Dutch section is studied. Although the PI struggled in both 

platforms to preserve its own course, and to stand aloof from the struggle between 

communists and social democrats, it was nonetheless affected by the diminished political 

space for cooperation on the left. The study closes with an assessment of the end of 

nationalism in the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in relation to the collapse of political cooperation 

on the international stage. 

 Together, the chapters provide an insight into the daily life of Indonesian students in 

the capital cities of Europe, and give an account of the difficulties of small ‘foreign’ pressure 

groups to negotiate political space behind the banner of unity.  
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Figure 1.1: Combined timeline of political events in the Dutch Indies, the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in the 
Netherlands, and anticolonial events in Europe.  
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Chapter 1 

From ‘Indische Vereeniging’ to ‘Perhimpoenan Indonesia’  

Sociability and mobilisation 

 

This introductory chapter gives an overview of existing scholarship concerning the 

Indonesian (student) population in the Netherlands between 1900 and 1925. The changing 

political profile of the main association of the students – the Indische Vereeniging, later 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia – will be examined, with a special interest in the circumstances that 

led to their politicisation. The chapter is predominantly based on secondary literature and 

prosopographical information. 

 

Before we proceed in the following chapters with a systematic examination of political 

engagements and activities of Indonesian nationalists on the international stage, it is 

worthwhile to devote attention to the organisational and social context in which Mohammad 

Hatta and his fellow students were active. Furthermore, it is important to recognise that the 

Indonesian students were certainly not the only Dutch colonial migrants in the Netherlands 

before the Second World War. It is impossible to give an accurate estimation of the total 

number of Indonesians in the Netherlands, because many newly arrived migrants and 

temporary travellers did not register in the central municipal administration system.67 In the 

period between 1900 to 1940, the total number of Indonesians in the Netherlands, excluding 

‘creole migration’ of legally classified ‘Europeans’, grew from some dozens of people around 

the turn of the century to a permanent but fluctuating base of 600 to 1000 servants, sailors, 

and students in the 1920s and 1930s.68 The Indonesian community in the Netherlands before 

the war can be subdivided into four groups. 

The largest group that started to arrive from 1900 onwards were Indonesian domestic 

workers – baboes or djongossen, mostly women – that travelled along with their Dutch 

employers on furlough.69 Together with more permanent residents such as Indonesian 

shopkeepers, restaurant owners and their personnel, they formed a tightly knit community of 

                                                           
67 Poeze, In het land van de overheerser, 1:151. 
68 On ‘creole migration’: Bosma, “Sailing through Suez,” 532. 
69 Klaas Stutje, “Indonesian Islam in Interwar Europe: Muslim Organizations in the Netherlands and beyond,” in 
Muslims in Interwar Europe: A Transcultural Historical Perspective, eds. Bekim Agai, Umar Ryad, Mehdi 
Sajid (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 125-150; Joan Schutzman Wider, “Indonesian Women in The Hague: Colonial 
Immigrants in the Metropolis” (PhD diss., New York University, 1967), 82-86; Poeze, In het land van de 
overheerser, 1:288-290, 316-318; Annemarie Cottaar, Ik had een neef in Den Haag: Nieuwkomers in de 
twintigste eeuw (Zwolle: Waanders, 1998), 72-75, 91; Karels, Mijn aardse leven vol moeite en strijd, 169-179. 
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several hundred people. Most of these workers lived in The Hague, which also attracted most 

Dutch colonial families on furlough. As one commentator wrote: “There are corners in The 

Hague where people are so familiar with the passing by of baboes, with or without children, 

that they would be missed if they would suddenly disappear.”70 

 

 
 

The Indonesian domestic workers and retailers in The Hague were from a less wealthy 

background than the students residing in Leiden, Delft and elsewhere. This class of people 

has generally received less attention from scholars, probably because they left fewer written 

sources than their student compatriots, and also because their political behaviour was less 

outspoken. Nevertheless, in the 1930s they began to establish social structures and 

organisations for social and religious purposes, and to address common problems like 

unemployment, bureaucracy and poverty. The most prominent of these organisations was the 

semi-religious association Perkoempoelan Islam (‘Islamic Association’), established in 1932 

by the Dutch convert Mohammed Ali van Beetem. This organisation lobbied for the 

establishment of an Islamic cemetery and mosque, and during the Great Depression tried to 

exert political pressure on the municipal and national administration to alleviate the economic 

and social problems of its members. Although the Perkoempoelan Islam remained 

predominantly focused on the immediate interests of workers in The Hague, it also attempted 

to establish contacts with Islamic communities elsewhere in Europe. However, these efforts 

were incidental and mainly on the private initiative of its most visible member, Mohammed 

Ali van Beetem.71 

                                                           
70 Herman Salomonson (ps. Melis Stoke), “Indisch Leven in de Residentie,” cited in Poeze, In het land van de 
overheerser, 1:293; my translation. 
71 On foreign engagements of this group: Stutje, “Indonesian Islam in Interwar Europe”; Umar Ryad, “Among 
the Believers in the Land of the Colonizer: Mohammed Ali van Beetem’s Role among the Indonesian 
Community in the Netherlands in the Interwar Period,” Journal of Religion in Europe 5 (2012). 

Figure 1.2: Indonesian domestic worker in The Hague. 

Source: Indisch Wetenschappelijk Instituut, Collectie 

Steensma, via Haagse Beeldbank, The Hague Image 

code 0.47817. 
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 A second considerable group of Indonesians in the Netherlands consisted of dockers, 

sailors and stewards on cargo and passenger ships, who commuted to and from the colony.72 

Of this group little is known. Most of them were in the Netherlands only temporarily, and 

while on shore leave, they usually stayed on their ships or in hangars and boarding houses in 

the harbour districts of Rotterdam and Amsterdam. The number of sailors on shore 

corresponded with the expansions and contractions of the international maritime labour 

market. Matthias van Rossum has calculated the total number of colonial sailors under Dutch 

flag as up to 2000 workers towards the end of the 1930s.73  

Between these workers and other Indonesians in the Netherlands there was a lively 

black market of colonial and European wares. The Dutch Communist Party attempted to 

organise the transient sailors in an attempt to establish reliable contacts with the communist 

movement in the Dutch Indies. Communist Indonesian students sometimes assisted in 

organising the sailors, also because they could profit from the clandestine smuggling 

networks as well.74 The political consciousness of these sailors was not confined to the 

boards of their ships. History shows not only examples of targeted labour actions of 

Indonesian sailors in the Netherlands, but also that some of them were indeed part of a global 

network of politicised dockers, sailors, gangs, and unions.75 The autobiography of the famous 

Indonesian communist Tan Malaka recounts the sense of amazement he felt when it became 

clear to him that Dutch, Indonesian and Chinese sailors watched over him, while he was on 

board of a ship being deported to the Netherlands in 1922.76 Indonesian sailors were also 

instrumental in smuggling messages and clandestine literature between the Netherlands and 

the Dutch Indies, thus establishing an important link between activists in both countries.77 

                                                           
72 More information on Indonesian sailors and dockers: Schutzman Wider, “Indonesian Women in The Hague,” 
191-197; Cottaar, Ik had een neef, 79; Poeze, In het land van de overheerser, 1:287-288. On Chinese sailors: 
Henk Wubben, ‘Chineezen en ander Aziatisch ongedierte’. Lotgevallen van Chinese immigranten in Nederland 
1911-1940 (Amsterdam: Walburg Pers, 1986), 41-43. 
73 Matthias van Rossum, “Kleurrijke zeelieden: Groepsvorming, klasse en interculturele verhoudingen op een 
mondiale arbeidsmarkt (1890-1945),” Tijdschrift voor Zeegeschiedenis 29 (2010): 71. 
74 The most successful and long lived example of an organisation in which both students and sailors were 
involved was the union Sarekat Pegawai Laoet Indonesia (“Union of Indonesian Sea Workers”; 1924-1925), 
with Semaoen as most prominent organiser and the student Iwa Koesoema Soemantri as one of the board 
members; see McVey, The Rise of Indonesian Communism, 215-216, 240-241.  
75 Poeze, In het land van de overheerser, 1:287-288; See also Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed 
Hydra; Featherstone, Solidarity, 69-98.  
76 Tan Malaka, From Jail to Jail, vol. 1, ed. Helen Jarvis (Athens: Ohio Center for International Studies, 1991), 
85-86. 
77 NL-HaNA, Koloniën / Kabinet-Geheim Archief, 1901-1940, 2.10.36.51, inv. nr. 248, 24 December 1923 C17; 
NL-HaNA, Koloniën / Kabinet-Geheim Archief, 1901-1940, 2.10.36.51, inv. nr. 310, 16 February 1928 A3; 
Ingleson, Road to Exile, 14. 
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 A third group that needs mention were Chinese Indonesian peranakan students from 

the Dutch Indies.78 In the segregated colonial society of the Dutch Indies, they were classified 

separately as ‘Foreign Orientals’: a class between the ‘European’ population and the ‘Native’ 

Indonesian masses. However, ethnically Chinese communities had existed in the Indonesian 

archipelago well before the first Dutch ships arrived. In the twentieth century, a majority of 

them had lived in the region for generations, had exchanged Chinese languages and customs 

for local ones, and were to a large extent ‘Indonesianised’.79 Nevertheless, culturally, socially 

and organisationally these peranakan remained distinguishable as a group. After being 

banned from international trade by the Dutch authorities in the nineteenth century, they 

functioned as middlemen between the colonial administration and local communities. As 

small traders, pawn shop owners and tax collectors, the peranakan were the first to collect 

money from the indigenous population, and consequently they were the main target of 

popular anger in times of economic hardship.80 In an often hostile Indonesian society, 

peranakan parents were intent on giving their children economic independence. For the 

richest among them, higher education in the Netherlands provided a solution because it 

guaranteed their children an independent career as a doctor, lawyer or businessman.81  

Peranakan students began to arrive in the Netherlands from around 1900 onwards, 

concurrently with the arrival of other students from the Dutch Indies. In the first years of the 

twentieth century just over 50 peranakan students studied in the Netherlands, but after the 

First World War their numbers grew to approximately 150 persons per year. Many of them 

enrolled in the law faculty of Leiden University, but later medical studies in Amsterdam, 

technical studies in Delft and economics in Rotterdam gained in popularity.82 In 1911, 

peranakan students established the Chung Hwa Hui (‘Chinese Association’, CHH). This 

                                                           
78 The term peranakan or ‘descendents’ was used in the Indonesian context to differentiate between ‘totok 
Chinese’, who were born in China and migrated to Indonesia in the course of their lives, and ‘peranakan 
Chinese’, who were born in the Dutch Indies. The latter usually spoke Dutch or a Malay language and had a 
cultural orientation on the colonial society. In the Dutch context, however, the term peranakan referred to all the 
ethnically Chinese persons from the Dutch Indies residing in the Netherlands. In the remainder of the article I 
will use the term peranakan instead of ‘Indo-Chinese’, to avoid confusion with migrants in France coming from 
French ‘Indochine’, present-day Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. On peranakan in the Netherlands: Stutje, “The 
Complex World of the Chung Hwa Hui”; Leo Suryadinata, Peranakan Chinese Politics in Java 1917-1942 
(Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1976), 85-105; Kees van Galen, “Geschiedenis van de Chung Hwa Hui 
(1911-1962): Indo-Chinese studenten en Peranakan politiek in Nederland” (MA thesis, University of 
Amsterdam, 1989), 28-29; Gregor Benton and Frank N. Pieke. “Chinese in the Netherlands.” Leeds East Asia 
Papers 27 (University of Leeds, 1995), 38; Li Minghuan, ‘We Need Two Worlds’, Chinese Immigrant 
Associations in a Western Society (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1999), 57-66. 
79 Suryadinata, Peranakan Chinese Politics, xiv. 
80 Kahin, Nationalism and revolution, 41. 
81 Benton and Pieke, “Chinese in the Netherlands,” 2-3. 
82 Li, ‘We need two worlds’, 29; Van Galen, “Geschiedenis van de Chung Hwa Hui,” 28-29; International 
Institute for Social History Amsterdam (IISH), Archief Chung Hwa Hui, inv. nr. 97, ledenlijsten CHH. 
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organisation was designed to bring peranakan students in the Netherlands closer together, 

and to facilitate them socially, intellectually, and financially. In each of the major university 

cities a local branch was established, and several committees organised the social life of the 

association.  

Each of the above-mentioned groups tried to improve its social, cultural and political 

position in the Netherlands in its own way. Sometimes the Indonesian communities worked 

in harmony, but more often they carefully protected their own interests. Crucially, given the 

particular focus of this thesis on international political networks, each of these groups 

operated beyond the Dutch and imperial borders and added an international dimension to 

their political activity. The domestic workers in the Perkoempoelan Islam tried to connect to 

other Islamic networks in Europe, and were, for example, present at the European Muslim 

Congress in Geneva in 1935.83 The CHH developed its own network as well, focussing on the 

various Chinese communities in Europe. At various stages the CHH was in contact with the 

European branch of the nationalist Chinese Guomindang Party, and they engaged in protests 

around the Paris peace negotiations in 1919 and in political campaigns against unequal 

treaties between China and European powers in 1926.84 Although this dissertation intends to 

explore Indonesian nationalist networks, the CHH and the peranakan students will frequently 

reappear, sometimes as friends, allies and compatriots, and sometimes with a separate 

political agenda. 

 

Indonesian students in the Netherlands 

Indonesian students, finally, started to arrive from the last decades of the nineteenth century 

onwards, and in greater numbers after the First World War. In rough estimates, the number of 

students increased from a dozen individuals in the first decade of the twentieth century, to 

approximately 50 in the years before the First World War, 130 in 1924, and 175 in 1931. 

During the years of the Great Depression their numbers dwindled again to 100 in 1936, but in 

1940 more than 140 students resided in the Netherlands.85 Harry Poeze has calculated that 

between 1900 and 1940 278 Indonesian students graduated from the University of Leiden 

                                                           
83 Stutje, “Indonesian Islam in Interwar Europe,” 138-139. 
84 Stutje, “The Complex World of the Chung Hwa Hui”. 
85 All numbers are derived from Poeze, In het land van de overheerser, 1:223, 278. Although this group left 
more archival sources than the other groups, their exact numbers are equally difficult to obtain. Comprehensive 
quantitative sources are lacking and we have to rely on aggregated university statistics. A further problem is the 
fact that students typically only stayed for the duration of their studies. Therefore, the cumulative number of 
Indonesians who studied in the Netherlands in the first half of the twentieth century is far higher than the 
number of students on any given moment in time. 
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alone, which gives an indication of the overall size of the student population if we add the 

students from – admittedly less popular – universities in Amsterdam, Delft, Rotterdam, 

Wageningen, Utrecht and elsewhere.86 

 
 

 

 

These students came to the Netherlands to get the education they could not find in the colony. 

Throughout the colonial period, the school system in the Dutch Indies was not designed to 

facilitate largescale education of the Indonesian population. Until 1920, there were no tertiary 

education facilities.87 Higher educated personnel was usually recruited from Europe directly, 

or from the European population that had gone to the Netherlands to study. At the secondary 

education level there was a highly complex system of various school systems, with 

differentiation not only according to intellectual capacities, but more importantly to class and 

race. Moreover, as Bart Luttikhuis has argued, the schools in the Dutch Indies were 

differentiated into ‘Western’ and ‘Native/Oriental’ curriculums.88 In 1925, only five Hoogere 

Burger Scholen (‘Higher Commoner’s School’, HBS) and two Algemeene Middelbare 

Scholen (‘General High Schools’, AMS) provided education that qualified for Dutch 

universities. The HBS schools were originally intended for the children of ‘Europeans’ and 

‘Foreign Orientals’, though with limited access for ‘Europeanised Natives’. For ‘Natives’, 

there were AMS-schools, and vocational training schools for economic sectors in which the 

                                                           
86 Poeze, “Indonesians at Leiden University,” 276. 
87 Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 1:xxi. In 1920 a polytechnic university was established in Bandung, 
followed by a law school in Batavia in 1924, and a medical school in 1927 in Surabaya. On education in the 
Dutch Indies: S.L. van der Wal, Het onderwijsbeleid in Nederlands-Indië, 1900-1940: Een bronnenpublikatie 
(Groningen: Wolters, 1963); P.L. Geschiere, “De meningsvorming over het onderwijsprobleem in de 
Nederlands-Indische samenleving van de 20e eeuw,” Bijdragen voor de geschiedenis der Nederlanden 22 
(1969); J. Lelyveld, ‘…Waarlijk geen overdaad, doch een dringende eisch…’. Koloniaal onderwijs en 
onderwijsbeleid in Nederlands-Indië (PhD diss., University of Utrecht, 1992); J. Lelyveld, “Bij de les gebleven? 
Opvoeding en onderwijs in de koloniën,” Leidschrift 20 (2005); Luttikhuis, Negotiating Modernity, 106-139. 
88 Luttikhuis, Negotiating Modernity, 106-139. 
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need for skilled personnel was most urgent, such as a school for doctors, for civil servants, 

for legal experts, for agriculture and for veterinary medicine.89 

 In the nineteenth century, European import of highly qualified officials seemed to 

suffice, but as the colonial economy expanded and administration professionalised, calls for a 

mature education system in and for the Dutch Indies gained strength. After the turn of the 

century, a new liberal policy aimed at the gradual modernisation and constitutional 

reformation of the colony, resulted in a partial opening of HBS schools for Indonesian and 

peranakan children. Admission was reserved for those who mastered the Dutch language, 

had received a European upbringing, and whose parents had acquired a prominent position 

that had alienated them from the traditional ‘Native’ society. In 1910, 50 ‘Native’ children 

and 60 ‘Foreign Oriental’ children, mostly ethnic Chinese, attended a HBS or AMS in the 

Dutch Indies, out of a total of 929 students. In 1930, these numbers had risen to 820 ‘Native’ 

children and 423 ‘Foreign Oriental’ children out of a total of 3794 students. This might seem 

a spectacular expansion, but compared to 106,400 pupils in secondary training in the 

Netherlands in 1930-1931, or 60 million inhabitants in the Dutch Indies that same year, this 

number was still very low.90 Nevertheless, an important implication of these reforms was that 

more and more Indonesian and Chinese pupils became qualified to enrol in Dutch 

universities. 

 More than half of the Indonesian students in the Netherlands enrolled in the Law 

Faculty in Leiden and the Medical Faculty in Amsterdam. These people had often received a 

preliminary training in one of the aforementioned ‘Native’ doctor or law schools and came to 

the Netherlands for a prolongation of their studies, as soon as Dutch universities began to 

modify discriminatory admission requirements. From the 1910s onwards, these students were 

joined by new graduates from HBS schools in the Dutch Indies that accepted ‘Native’ pupils. 

This latter group began to choose other study programmes, such as commercial economy in 

Rotterdam, mathematics in Amsterdam, and Indology or oriental languages in Leiden. An 

additional category of pupils consisted of military cadets and religious students, attending the 

military academy in Breda and theological institutes in various places.91 

 

                                                           
89 Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 1:xix, xxv; For an elaborate discussion of these problematic 
concepts of ‘European’, ‘Western’ and ‘Europeanised’, see Luttikhuis, Negotiating Modernity. 
90 Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 1:xxv; 
http://statline.cbs.nl/StatWeb/publication/?VW=T&DM=SLNL&PA=37220&HD=110628-
1550&STB=G3,T,G4,G1,G2 (last consulted 23 December 2015). 
91 Poeze, In het land van de overheerser¸ 1:145-147; Poeze, “Indonesians at Leiden University”; Bachtiar, “The 
Development”. 
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The social background of the students 

Under the influence of changing educational regulations in the colony, the social profile of 

the Indonesian student group changed as well. The cohorts of students before the First World 

War were almost exclusively of high aristocratic descent; either from one of the two 

extremely wealthy Central Javanese courts that had retained some of their autonomy, or from 

old aristocratic families in other parts of the archipelago that had been made tributary to the 

Dutch colonial administration for their wealth and social position.92 Unable to maintain the 

traditional way of life, many of these latter aristocratic families chose to adapt to the new 

power system and sent their sons to Europe for some years of higher education. 

Consequently, many students were sons of regents in Java or high officials in the Eastern 

areas of the Moluccas and Minahasa. In the years before the First World War, students from 

Java comprised between 50 and 60 percent of the total student population in the Netherlands, 

and judging from the Javanese honorary titles of Raden and Raden Mas, they were almost 

exclusively of aristocratic descent.93 

 After the First World War had ended, lower aristocratic and higher middle class 

families started to send their children to the Netherlands as well. With new cohorts of 

students from the HBS and native schools, Javanese princes were no longer dominating the 

Indonesian student community. Children from religious families (Mohammad Hatta, for 

instance), wealthy merchants (Soekiman Wirjosandjojo, and again Hatta), lower bureaucratic 

officials (Ali Sastroamidjojo, Achmad Soebardjo, Soetan Sjahrir), headmasters (Darmawan 

Mangoenkoesoemo) and doctors (Arnold Mononutu) joined their ranks. Although the 

proportion of students from Java remained roughly the same, the absolute number of 

Minahasan, Amboinese, Minangkabau, and other non-Javanese students started to grow as 

well.94 

 In terms of gender, the Indonesian student population was overwhelmingly male. In 

the famous letters of the Javanese noblewoman Kartini, that read as an early indictment 

against partriarchy and underdevelopment of women in colonial society, she and her sisters 

expressed the desire to study in Europe as well.95 However, expensive education in the 

Netherlands for daughters was of low priority for Indonesian families. Not only did it 

contravene the rules of tradition but we also have to take into account that students were 
                                                           
92 Bachtiar, “The Development,” 38-39. 
93 Poeze, In het land van de overheerser¸ 1:163; Bachtiar, “The Development,” 33-34. In Java, Raden and Raden 
Mas are general titles of nobility for descendents of one of the Javanese royal courts. 
94 Van Niel, The Emergence of the Modern Indonesian Elite, 223; Poeze, In het land van de overheerser¸ 1:157. 
95 Kartini, Door duisternis tot licht: Gedachten over en voor het Javaansche volk (‘s-Gravenhage: Luctor et 
Emergo, 1912), 40-41. 
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typically predestined to a career in the Dutch colonial government, which as a rule dismissed 

female employees upon marriage. University education for women was therefore regarded as 

a fruitless investment. Consequently, the boards of the Indische Vereeniging/Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia were exclusively male, and women did not seem to have taken active part in the 

political life of the association. Only in 1934 was there a short-lived antiwar committee of 

Indonesian female students, and Artinah Samsoedin and Siti Soendari participated in a 

communist women’s congress in Paris. Given the state of the organisation in the 1930s, this 

committee was most likely on the initiative and under strong political guidance of male PI 

members Roesbandi and Setiadjit Soegondo.96  

Nevertheless, as the antiwar committee indicates, there were examples of female 

students in the Netherlands before the Second World War. They often came to study art, 

nursing, or teaching, but there were also a few female law students, such as Siti Soendari.97 

Women were part of the student life of the PI in other ways as well. Some Indonesians had 

brought their wives to the Netherlands, such as Soetartinah who travelled with Suwardi 

Suryaningrat, and Titi Roelia who came over with Ali Sastroamidjojo.98 Indonesian ibu 

(‘mother’ or ‘madam’), often domestic workers and nannies in Dutch families, catered young 

students and had an important communal function preparing ceremonial and religious 

slametan meals.99 There are many records of amorous relationships between Indonesian boys 

and Dutch girls, sometimes even leading to permanent partnerships.100 And finally, as will be 

demonstrated in the coming chapters, female activists would often play a catalysing role in 

introducing the Indonesians into larger political networks in Europe.101 

The social make-up of this community is important, because it is in the context of a 

social and regional diversification of the student population between 1910 and 1925 that the 

Indische Vereeniging – the most important student organisation of Indonesians in the 

Netherlands – evolved from a general forum for sociability and accommodation, to an 

explicitly nationalist organisation under the name of Perhimpoenan Indonesia. 

                                                           
96 See epilogue. Also Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 3:388-389. I have the impression that the 
peranakan Chinese organisation CHH had more female members, probably because of cultural reasons or 
different career perspectives. Moreover, the higher proportion of peranakan women that studied in the 
Netherlands reflected the higher number of Indonesian Chinese women in Western education institutions in the 
Dutch Indies itself. For a unique account of a female student in the Netherlands, see Leonard Blussé, Retour 
Amoy: Anny Tan, Een Vrouwenleven in Indonesië, Nederland en China (Amsterdam: Balans, 2000). 
97 Poeze, In het land van de overheerser¸ 1:111, 166, 222, 258. 
98 Sastroamijoyo, Milestones on my Journey, 20. 
99 Schutzman Wider, “Indonesian Women in The Hague,” 86-91, 199-200. 
100 For examples of love relations: Mrázek, Sjahrir, 81; Gerry van Klinken, Minorities, Modernity and the 
Emerging Nation: Christians in Indonesia, a Biographical Approach (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2003), 93. 
101 See Germaine Merlange in chapter three, and Gabrielle Duchêne and Henriette Roland Holst in chapter four. 
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Early Indonesian organisations in the Netherlands: ‘ethical’ and loyal  

The Indische Vereeniging (‘Indies Association’, IV) was established in Leiden in October 

1908 at the instigation of the Batak teacher Casajangan Soripada, the Javanese nobleman 

Soemitro and the retired Dutch colonial official and public intellectual Jacques Henrij 

Abendanon.102 Its establishment was inspired by the foundation five months earlier of the 

first Javanese culturalist political party Boedi Oetomo, but it rejected the narrow Javanese 

focus of the latter. Instead, 20 students from across the archipelago subscribed.103 The 

association aimed to “promote the interests of the Indiërs in the Netherlands, and to stay 

connected to the Dutch Indies”. To this end, they tried to unite all colonial students in the 

Netherlands, and provide information and accommodation to new arrivals. The word 

‘Indiërs’ denoted all students from the Dutch Indies, whom the colonial authorities referred to 

as ‘inlanders’, or ‘Natives’.104 Although the organisation did not yet use the term 

‘Indonesisch’, it already struggled with finding a proper and honourable name for the 

indigenous population of the Archipelago. 

 In the first years of its existence, the IV was indeed primarily a social organisation. 

Until the early 1920s, the association organised almost all Indonesian students in the 

Netherlands. The IV organised informative lectures on culture, science and industrial 

development, excursions to tourist attractions and industrial areas, and musical gamelan 

performances for a broader public. In practical terms, the members of the IV also assisted one 

another by sharing food, in finding accommodation, and in providing a social environment. 

There were branches in several university cities of Holland, and from 1916 onwards, the IV 

had its own journal Hindia Poetra, ‘sons of the Indies’. 

Externally, the IV had good social relations with Dutch student organisations, with the 

CHH and with the Dutch academic elite. Many of the students were members of Dutch 

student fraternities; the so-called corpora. Javanese aristocrats such as Soeriosoeparto and 

Noto Soeroto, were often seen as guests at festivities and receptions, where they were 

regarded as highly esteemed invitees who brought prestige to the host. The Indische 

Vereeniging itself enjoyed financial support of some 32 Dutch sponsors in 1911, among 

                                                           
102 Hans van Miert, Bevlogenheid en onvermogen: Mr. J.H. Abendanon (1852-1925) en de ethische richting in 
het Nederlandse kolonialisme (Leiden: KITLV, 1991), 96-99. 
103 Bachtiar, “The Development,” 38-39. 
104 Gedenkboek Indonesische Vereeniging 1908-1923 (‘s-Gravenhage: Indonesische Vereeniging, 1923), 10-11; 
Poeze, In het land van de overheerser, 1:64. 
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whom were retired military officials, academics in Leiden and Amsterdam and political 

figures in The Hague.105 

 

Politics in the Indonesian student community 

Considering this embedding in the Dutch establishment, it is not surprising that the Indische 

Vereeniging officially claimed to take a neutral political position with regard to colonial 

politics. Although potentially complicated political issues were discussed in public lectures – 

examples include the education system in the colony, the debate on democratisation of and 

participation in the colonial administration, and the formation of a native colonial militia – it 

was repeatedly emphasised that the Indische Vereeniging and Hindia Poetra fulfilled a social 

and informative function. They did not want to provoke agitation and protest, but instead 

tried to facilitate the exchange of views, and a rapprochement of ‘the East’ and ‘the West’. 

The opening statement of Hindia Poetra in March 1916 reads, for instance: 
 

It needs to be clear that Hindia Poetra will not be a combative platform. […] Our journal wishes to 

have a general Indies character, which means that we are open to discuss various topics of use for the 

Indies and the Indies people, such as contributions on education, arts and sciences, agriculture […], 

trade and politics etc., in short, everything that can enhance the development of the Indies 

population.106 

 

This neutral position was understandable from the context of Dutch student life. However, in 

an Indonesian landscape of multiple political movements and parties with a highly 

oppositional attitude, this positivist stance of the IV must be interpreted politically. While the 

Hindia Poetra refrained from political comments, the modernist Islamist – and anti-Chinese – 

Sarekat Islam (‘Islamic Association’, SI) united almost 360,000 members in 1916 behind a 

programme calling for greater autonomy and economic emancipation for the Indonesian 

population. By 1919 its membership had already reached 2.5 million people, mostly Javanese 

peasants, small merchants and religious leaders. On a non-religious and multi-ethnic basis the 

Indische Partij was established in 1911, arguing for ultimate independence, while the socialist 

Indische Sociaal-Democratische Vereeniging (‘Indies Social Democratic Association’, ISDV) 

tried to win Indonesian support for revolutionary Marxism from 1914 onwards. In other 
                                                           
105 Poeze, In het land van de overheerser, 1:75. 
106 Editors, “Ter inleiding,” Hindia Poetra 1.1 (March 1916): 1-3; my translation, original in the appendix. See 
also the polemic between the editor of De Indiër, Frans Berding, and several IV members in Hindia Poetra: 
Frans Berding, “Waarom geen strijd?,” Hindia Poetra 1.2 (April 1916): 41-45; Loekman Djajadiningrat, “Ons 
standpunt,” Hindia Poetra 1.2 (April 1916): 45-47; Noto Soeroto, “Waarom wel strijd?,” Hindia Poetra 1.3 
(May 1916): 65-70; Ratu Langie, “Waarom geen strijd?,” Hindia Poetra 1.4 (June 1916): 89-91. 
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words, the Indonesian political landscape was boisterous and alive, and loyalty towards the 

Dutch colonial authorities was no longer self-evident.107 Therefore, the moderate attitude of 

Hindia Poetra and the Indische Vereeniging vis-à-vis the colonial authorities must be 

understood as an active political expression in the liberal ethical tradition. 

This intellectual tradition, which gave birth to the official ‘ethical policy’ from 1901 

onwards, referred to a set of reformist social liberal ideas on colonial development, that was 

current in the first decades of the twentieth century among colonial ideologues and politicians 

in the Netherlands. The term was coined by the journalist Pieter Brooshooft in 1901, who 

argued that the Netherlands had an ethical obligation as a colonising power to modernise the 

colonial economy and to democratise the administration.108 In this Dutch variant of the 

classical ‘mission civilisatrice’, a heavy emphasis was put on improvements in the 

educational, agricultural and economic sphere, and on the emancipation of the ‘Native’ 

population in relation to ‘Foreign Orientals’ and foreign capital. In the long run, the policy 

indeed intended to make the colony independent, either as a fully autonomous country or 

under the Dutch Crown, but in the short term this was unthinkable as long as Indonesian 

society was considered underdeveloped. Instead of a gradual retreat of the colonial order, 

ethical thinkers argued for a drastic expansion of the colonial responsibilities and an active 

intervention in society. In their analysis, close cooperation between the indigenous elite and 

European reformists was of utmost importance.109 

By discussing political issues not as controversies but as general topics of research, 

Hindia Poetra implicitly expressed confidence that the Dutch and Indonesian elites could 

solve problems harmoniously. Instead of critically encountering the colonial government, as 

one Dutch commentator suggested, the 1916 IV chair Loekman Djajadiningrat argued that 

the members of IV did not go into opposition, “because we do not have nor want enemies. 

Call us weak, indolent, cowardly, everything; but to keep harping [frappez, frappez toujours], 

would soon exhaust our energies that we need so badly for our studies.”110 Another student 

added that the members of the IV were assertive enough, “but in a way that is less noisy, and 

[as part of] a struggle that is not being waged in periodicals and journals, but in laboratories 

and study rooms”.111 This was an understandable position for the students, who benefited 

greatly from the opportunities that were offered to them by the colonial authorities, and who 
                                                           
107 Kahin, Nationalism and Revolution in Indonesia, 65-71. 
108 Pieter Brooshooft, De ethische koers in de koloniale politiek (Amsterdam: De Bussy, 1901). 
109 Elsbeth Locher-Scholten, Ethiek in fragmenten: Vijf studies over koloniaal denken en doen van Nederlanders 
in de Indonesische Archipel 1877-1942 (Utrecht: Hes Publishers, 1981), 200-203.  
110 Loekman Djajadiningrat, “Ons standpunt,” Hindia Poetra 1.2 (April 1916): 46. 
111 Ratu Langie, “Waarom geen strijd?,” Hindia Poetra 1.4 (June 1916): 90. 
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were confident of a good career in the colonial administrative system. But as time passed by 

and more students arrived with different political experiences and less bright career 

prospects, this benevolence towards the Dutch colonial authorities became increasingly 

untenable within the Indische Vereeniging.112 It is against this backdrop that Indonesian 

political nationalism in the Netherlands started to evolve. 

 

Frustrations within the IV and the rise of political nationalism 

Although the ethical tradition within IV remained dominant until 1922, the first signs of a 

political shift within the Indische Vereeniging were already manifest during the years of the 

First World War, most notably in the writings of the Suwardi Suryaningrat. This young 

aristocrat with links to one of the royal houses of Yogyakarta was exiled to the Netherlands in 

1913, along with Ernest (E.F.E.) Douwes Dekker and Tjipto Mangoenkoesoemo. The three 

had been leading the Indische Partij, which carried the slogan ‘The Indies free from Holland’, 

and Suwardi Suryaningrat was also the author of a scathing article ‘If I were for once a 

Dutchman’ (‘Als ik eens een Nederlander was’) criticising Dutch behaviour in the colony. 

This was enough for the colonial authorities to exile the three to the Netherlands, although 

Douwes Dekker and Tjipto Mangoenkoesoemo left the Netherlands within months. Suwardi 

Suryaningrat, however, whose reputation had also reached the Netherlands, took up a 

prominent position as editor of Hindia Poetra and continued his criticisms in various 

newspapers and journals. In his articles, he made no secret of his socialist sympathies, 

although he was cautious not to create a split in the Indische Vereeniging. After the First 

World War, he returned to the Dutch Indies, but his ideas influenced the new generation of 

Indonesian students that made the voyage to the Netherlands immediately after the war.113 

 Suwardi Suryaningrat is also a clear example of a politicised IV member whose 

political awakening began in the Dutch Indies itself. As will be demonstrated in the coming 

chapters, the Indonesian student association in the Netherlands would provide a unique 

hothouse in which students and exiles could discuss new ideas and explore new political 

identities in a relatively safe environment. The location of the Netherlands and Europe at 

large stimulated interaction with other political movements and networks. However, most of 

the students that will be discussed in this study already had formative political experience in 
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youth organisations and political parties in the Dutch Indies, and some had even come into 

confrontation with the colonial authorities. The popular image of the Netherlands as the 

birthplace of Indonesian nationalism, where Indonesian students were ‘infected’ with 

subversive theories and anticolonial thought, is highly problematic, because it reiterates the 

critique of contemporary conservative politicians against the ‘ethical’ Leiden university, 

where many of the students matriculated. Moreover, it denies the agency of students and 

exiles to determine their own political beliefs and strategies.114 

 That said, in 1922 the Indische Vereeniging was indeed the scene of decisive political 

changes, and it transformed into an important outpost of Indonesian nationalism in Europe. 

The reasons behind this change – or rather, levels of influence, because a direct causal 

relation cannot be demonstrated – cannot easily be distilled to just one or two factors. A 

combination of factors, some relating to their position in Europe, others stemming from 

colonial policies in the Dutch Indies or from the colonial condition in general, influenced the 

political views of Indonesians in the Netherlands.  

A common frustration of the students in the Netherlands and activists in the Dutch 

Indies, was the lack of progress in colonial reforms and modernisation.115 Impatience and 

discontent among Indonesians grew, as education was still reserved for the high elite, 

democratic institutions were still governed by Dutch interests, and Indonesian entrepreneurs 

were still unable to compete with Chinese and European businesses. In 1918, Governor 

General J.P. van Limburg Stirum made far-reaching promises to the population of the Dutch 

Indies, in an attempt to appease revolutionary discontent in the colony, in the wake of unrest 

in the Netherlands. The process towards self-determination would be accelerated, and in the 

newly established advisory Volksraad a majority of non-Europeans would be appointed. 

These ‘November Promises’ were not delivered and the proportion of Indonesians in the 

Volksraad remained less than 39%. Similar disappointments occurred in 1922 and 1925 when 

announced constitutional reforms failed to bring a radical extension of the Volksraad’s power 

and influence. Instead, politically active Indonesians were confronted with severe limitations 

of their democratic rights and repression by the police and intelligence service in the Dutch 

Indies. Moreover, the career prospects of graduated students proved less bright than expected. 

An official government survey in 1928 showed that 25% of the Western educated 
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Indonesians were unable to find jobs commensurable to their level of education, and this 

percentage would rise dramatically with the economic turmoil of the 1930s.116 

The unresponsive attitude of the colonial government discredited the ethical loyalist 

position, and strengthened the conviction of some students in the Netherlands that the Dutch 

authorities were not prepared to transfer power voluntarily. Instead, they were seen as an 

obstacle to development of the colony rather than a partner. From the 1920s onwards, 

harmonious words of cooperation and mutual appreciation between the two parts of the 

empire were increasingly met with suspicion. 

The radicalising effect of disappointment among Indonesian students regarding the 

colonial policy of the Netherlands was similar to the disillusionment among Chinese, 

Egyptian, Indian and Korean intellectuals in the late 1910s described by Erez Manela in The 

Wilsonian Moment. These students, activists and migrant communities had expressed 

confidence in the American president Woodrow Wilson and his pleas for national self-

determination, but soon found out that this principle was only to be applied in Central and 

Eastern Europe, and not to colonised peoples. This led to massive protest movements and a 

radical estrangement of colonised intellectuals from Western liberal thought. Because 

Indonesia was not directly involved in the First World War, there were no Indonesian 

attempts to influence the American president during or following the Versailles Peace 

negotiations. However, Wilson’s broken promise of self-determination was often compared 

with the failure of the Dutch colonial government to live up to its promises.117 Illustrative is 

Hatta’s speech in Bierville, with which this study began, in which he said: 
 

Until the end of the World War, the Indonesian people believed in the democratic spirit of the West. 

[…] The people’s right to self-determination that Mister Wilson announced, raised hope. Likewise, the 

Indonesian people believed that the promises of November 1918 would be delivered by the Dutch 

government [...]. Far from having delivered what they had solemnly promised, they have created a new 

colonial regime of an extremely reactionary type.118 
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Social promotion and racism 

Another politicising factor pertaining to Indonesian students in the Netherlands was the very 

act of migration to a new social environment. Many scholars have mentioned the fact that the 

students greatly appreciated arriving in a society that did not differentiate according to race. 

For the first time, they experienced the absence of official apartheid laws in trains, bars or 

restaurants, and they were generally approached by Dutchmen as respectable citizens.119 This 

is indeed a trope in the autobiographies of the students themselves. As Soebardjo mentioned 

in his autobiography: “I spoke with [many] citizens of Amsterdam. These people were not 

prejudiced towards me, and treated me as equal.”120 Although most of the students were not 

rich in Dutch society, they enjoyed the privileges typical of higher middle class students, 

dressing decently, travelling first class in trains, and dining in restaurants. In countries such 

as Germany and Austria, where inflation was rampant, Indonesian students on holidays could 

even live the lives of rich men, unrestrained by colour bars and race restrictions.121  

This did not imply that racism was absent in the Netherlands. Although students 

usually trivialised racist harassments as uncivilised behaviour, we can find examples of 

racism of various kinds in autobiographies. Mohammad Hatta makes mention of provocations 

and name-calling in the street. So did Soetan Sjahrir, Abdul Rivai and Alam Darsono.122 

Usually, the students chose to evade conflict and to keep a low profile. Poignant were the 

conclusions of the medical student Sitanala: “What I have learned here in Europe can be 

summarised with, 1) be silent to all the teasing and provocations of children on the streets; 2) 

be silent to all the market vendors and land lords etc.; 3) be silent whenever you don’t feel 

recognised or appreciated.”123 This was more difficult when the students had to endure 

demeaning remarks by university professors, who doubted their intellectual capacities. It was 

an extra motivation to prove the professors wrong.124 
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 How ever the students experienced this confusing blend of racism and social 

promotion, the idea that they would once again return to a racially segregated society was 

unattractive to all of them, and led to frustration about the inequality of the colonial state. 

These frustrations did not resonate with Dutch students who prepared for a career in the 

colonies. The ethical ideas of most of the first generation students could not prevent frictions 

between Dutch and Indonesian students on larger social forums, such as the Indonesisch 

Verbond van Studeerenden (‘Indonesian League of Students’).125 This Verbond was 

established in 1917, as a co-initiative of Indonesian and peranakan students, and Dutchmen 

preparing for a career in the colonies. 14 student associations, among which the Indische 

Vereeniging and the Chung Hwa Hui, joined the platform that organised biannual 

conferences on various colonial themes between 1917 and 1922.126 

Initially, the Indonesians welcomed the establishment of the Verbond as a possibility 

to discuss the future of the Dutch Indies on a higher level. Moreover, it provided a practical 

opportunity for the IV to step up its activities in these difficult years of war. Nonetheless, 

despite the warm and ethical words of harmony, collaboration and mutual appreciation 

between Dutch and Indonesians, the student organisations in the Verbond failed to find 

common ground. While Dutch speakers put an emphasis on the expansion of colonial rule in 

order to modernise the colonial society, Indonesian students stressed the importance of 

increasing Indonesian involvement in decision making and a gradual withdrawal of Dutch 

officials. Similarly, the ethical position regarding education was ambiguous. While Dutch 

speakers called for the ‘modernisation’ of the indigenous elites through increased access to 

Dutch schools, Indonesians were in favour of the establishment and expansion of a serious 

and modern education system for the Indonesian population at large. 

Added to these differences of opinion, the Dutch delegations – who were often 

interested in the Dutch Indies from an academic or professional point of view– felt 

intimidated by the very articulate and assertive Indonesians of the Indische Vereeniging. The 

latter spoke from the experience of their background and debated passionately. Often, the 

atmosphere at the Verbond meetings was tense and even led to a proposal in 1919 to keep 

politicised and sensitive issues off the conference agenda.127 This was to no avail, and 

fundamental differences could not be overcome. In 1923 the Indische Vereeniging left the 
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Indonesisch Verbond van Studeerenden, which soon thereafter dissolved. The experiences in 

the Verbond and other platforms demonstrated that harmonious collaboration was less self-

evident than expected, and that the Indonesians as a group had fundamentally different points 

of view. This discovery was crucial in the process of forging a distinct Indonesian group 

identification and a sense of self-reliance.  

 

Exile and agitation 

Another factor that influenced the students politically, was the fact that the Netherlands 

unintentionally became a political epicentre of Indonesian activists and politicised 

students.128 To contain undesirable political activities, the Governor General could exercise 

‘exorbitant rights’, on the basis of which he could deport activists to or from a designated 

area. Some Indonesian activists were left the choice to be deported to a remote island or to 

leave the country until further notice. Such was the case for the three aforementioned leaders 

of the Indische Partij, and for the communists Semaoen, Tan Malaka, Darsono, Henk 

Sneevliet and Piet Bergsma, who were also exiled to the Netherlands.129 Paradoxically, these 

activists enjoyed greater political freedom in the Netherlands. Although they were watched 

closely by the secret service and often suffered from administrative bullying, they were free 

to speak, assemble and organise. Most exiled communists found shelter in the Dutch 

Communist Party, but some activists also exercised influence on the slightly younger 

Indonesian students in the Netherlands.130 

These students, on the other hand, were more receptive to anticolonial thought than 

the cohorts before the First World War. As mentioned above, many new arrivals had been 

active in one of the youth organisations of new political organisations in the Dutch Indies.131 

Parties such as the Javanese Boedi Oetomo, the Islamist Sarekat Islam, and the communist 

Partai Komunis Indonesia (a continuation of the old Indische Sociaal-Democratische 

Vereeniging), had established firm ground in the colony and their membership levels were 
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growing. Moreover, the 1910s also saw the emergence of various regional youth 

organisations among students and pupils. The Jong Sumatranen Bond (‘Union of Young 

Sumatrans’) was established in 1917, soon followed by Jong Java, Jong Celebes, Jong 

Ambon, and many other organisations. Each of the above had regional chapters, sub-

committees and editorial boards, and thus provided ample opportunity for youngsters to gain 

organisational experience. Nazir Pamontjak, who arrived in 1919, and Mohammad Hatta, 

who arrived in 1921, had both been involved in the Jong Sumatranen Bond, while Soebardjo 

(arrived in 1919), Iwa Koesoema Soemantri (1921) and Ali Sastroamidjojo (1923) had been 

members of Jong Java. Maramis (1919) had experience in Jong Minahassa.132 These students 

were more politicised than previous generations and continued their political work in the 

Netherlands. 

In short, this explosive cocktail of disillusionment with Dutch colonial policy, 

disagreements with Dutch ethical students, and the influx of politically experienced activists 

and students from the Dutch Indies, combined with the relatively free environment of the 

colonial metropole, culminated in the emergence of highly critical and anticolonial ideas 

among the students in the Netherlands, and as such in the cultivation of a new ideology of 

unitary nationalism.  

 

A nationalist turn in the Indische Vereeniging 

This political momentum came to a head on a Sunday evening in February 1922, when the 

general assembly of the Indische Vereeniging elected a new board in a meeting on the second 

floor of Café Riche in the heart of the governmental district of The Hague.133 At the 

instigation of the previous chairman Soetomo and the nationalist law student Nazir 

Pamontjak, Hermen Kartowisastro was appointed as chair of the association, with Soewarno 

as secretary and Mohammad Hatta as treasurer. At this general assembly the students once 

again condemned the broken promises of the colonial government of November 1918, and 

lamented the disappointing collaboration with Dutch students within the Verbond. As an 

expression of its new convictions, the assembly agreed to change the name of the association 

from Indische Vereeniging to Indonesische Vereeniging. Furthermore, Mohammad Hatta was 

given the task of exploring the possibilities for a restoration of Hindia Poetra. Between 

August 1918 and August 1922 the journal had been a joint publication of the Indische 
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Vereeniging, Chung Hwa Hui and the Indonesisch Verbond van Studeerenden, but after a 

year of silence, the Indonesische Vereeniging reissued Hindia Poetra on its own authority. 

 The sudden breach with the internal deadlock within the IV between nationalist and 

ethical students was in no way incidental. The 1923 board, under chairmanship of Iwa 

Koesoema Soemantri and with Sastromoeljono, Darmawan Mangoenkoesoemo and 

Mohammad Hatta as important members, issued new nationalist principles and abandoned 

the Verbond, while the 1924 board of Nazir Pamontjak sharpened these principles and 

changed the name Hindia Poetra to Indonesia Merdeka (‘Indonesia Free’ or ‘Free Indonesia’, 

IM). In 1925, chairman Soekiman Wirjosandjojo symbolically completed the reorientation of 

the Indonesian student association in the Netherlands by changing its name once again, to its 

Malay translation: the Perhimpoenan Indonesia.  

 Henceforth, the IV/PI was no longer a general social club but a political organisation 

of around 50 members. With the use of the term ‘Indonesia’, the students rejected the 

imposed name of ‘the Dutch Indies’ and demeaning terms such as ‘inlander’ and ‘inheems’ 

(‘native’ or ‘indigenous’). The slogan ‘merdeka’, or ‘freedom’, indicated that the students 

were no longer hoping for reforms within the colonial system, and only put confidence in 

complete independence.134 Most clear were the new principles issued in 1925, in which the 

board emphasised that colonial oppression could only be confronted with conscious and 

unified mass action. They also proclaimed that all social strata of society needed to 

participate in the struggle; that the colonial question – despite all veiled words and promises 

from the Dutch side – was fundamentally a conflict of interests between rulers and ruled; and 

lastly, that the physical and psychological effects of colonisation needed to be challenged at 

the root.135 Ethical and loyal ideas on assimilation and modernisation under Western 

guidance were clearly rejected. 

Also the tone of its journal changed fundamentally. While the old Hindia Poetra 

intended to inform its readers of news from the colony, to discuss colonial issues from 

various sides, and to highlight Indonesian culture and languages, the purpose of articles in 

Indonesia Merdeka was quite different. From January 1924 the magazine endorsed the 

principles of the PI on independence, self-reliance and the unity of the Indonesian people.136 

The journal was turned into a propaganda tool, and only articles that were written in the spirit 
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of ‘revolutionary nationalism’ were published. This spirit was in no way a static and fixed set 

of principles and ideas, and developed in the course of years. However, four general concepts 

can be discerned from the writings of Indonesia Merdeka.137 Firstly, the Indonesian students 

in the Netherlands pursued a clear political goal, which was the independence of a unitary 

Indonesian state. No longer were Indonesians to be subdivided into regions, religions or 

languages, but instead a united front had to be forged against the Dutch colonial power. 

Therefore, secondly, the concept of solidarity was crucial, not only between these 

particularistic groups, but also across class boundaries and with other colonised peoples. As a 

third central concept, the PI and its journal advocated a strict policy of non-cooperation. 

 

 
 

From the broken promises and vain pleas for democratisation and modernisation, the students 

learned that the Dutch state would never give up its power voluntarily. They held that no 

Indonesian should work for any governmental institution, because pseudo-democratic organs 

such as the Volksraad only masked and prolonged the struggle between colonisers and 
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Figure 1.5: Cover Indonesia Merdeka 
3.9 (December 1925-January 1926). 
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colonised. In connection to this, the Indonesian students continuously argued for the creation 

of political, social, economic and legal structures of self-help, such as independent schools, 

cooperative societies and loan banks. Some students even argued for the construction of a 

state within the colonial state as a tactic to overcome colonial rule.138 

 The new principles of the PI did not make explicit whether the fundamental conflict 

of interests between ‘rulers’ and ‘ruled’ was to be understood in racial, cultural, economic or 

political terms. Did the co-opted Javanese elite belong to the ‘rulers’ or the ‘ruled’? And what 

about peranakan Chinese, or people of mixed descent? In general, the articles in Indonesia 

Merdeka explained the colonial conflict in economic and political terms. However, when it 

came to practical politics, for instance on who to accept as a member of the PI and who to 

include in the united front against colonial oppression, the organisation sometimes resorted to 

racial criteria. The fact that white people were refused entry at closed PI meetings could be 

explained as a security measure, but Hatta was more explicit in an intercepted letter to 

Sudjadi, a clerk in the department of finance in Batavia who functioned as a liaison of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia.139  
 

[R]egarding Your question who we mean by Indonesians, I can announce that we conceive the word 

Indonesians in its most pure sense: only the original inhabitants of Indonesia, who are referred to by the 

oppressor with the term ‘natives’ [‘inlanders’]. We can impossibly regard the Eurasians [Indo’s] as our 

race-brethren [rasgenoot]. As such, they cannot enter the Perhimpoenan Indonesia.140 

 

Also with regard to the Indonesian political landscape, Hatta defined friends and foes on a 

racial basis. This is most evident in a positive commentary on a political coalition of 

nationalist organisations in the Dutch Indies at the end of 1927, the Permoefakatan 

Perhimpoenan-Perhimpoenan Politiek Kebangsaän Indonesia (PPPKI). Hatta commented: “In 

contrast to previous Radical Concentrations, the PPPKI rests on a pure nationalist foundation. 

Only Indonesian nationalist parties are allowed in this federation, while non-Indonesian 

elements and mixed corporations are meticulously excluded. We arrived at this decision 

through experience!” Hatta continued to describe how Dutch parties in the end reverted to 

chauvinism and paternalism, and could not be considered reliable allies in the anticolonial 
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struggle.141 It is unclear what this racial strategy implied for cooperation with Arab and 

peranakan Chinese organisations, but the complicated relationship with the CHH in the 

Netherlands reveals racial tensions between both groups. 

 

Reactions 

Of course, the transformation of the IV into the PI, and the HP into the IM caused 

consternation among Dutch students and the Dutch press. For the first time Indonesian 

nationalism had established an organisational foothold in the Netherlands. “Is this, after 15 or 

20 years of ethical policy, the result?”, a commentator in the liberal Algemeen Handelsblad 

wondered.142 In the conservative journal Koloniaal Tijdschrift the shift was regretted as a 

“sad stupidity”, and the Minister of Colonies was urged to take measures against radical 

students who had student loans.143 Directly affected were the members of the old guard of 

ethical Indonesians. A response from this side came from Noto Soeroto. Almost 

simultaneously with the nationalist turn from Hindia Poetra to Indonesia Merdeka, he broke 

with the journal which he had helped establish himself, and founded a new magazine: the 

bilingual Oedaya – Opgang (‘Rise’).144 While the indignation about colonial crimes covered 

the pages of the IM, Oedaya continued to write about art and culture, and the fruitful 

cooperation between East and West. Noto Soeroto actually returned to the old principles of 

Hindia Poetra. Indonesians and Dutch were to become acquainted with each other through 

social meetings and excursions. “In this way: to contribute to the promotion of mutual 

appreciation and mutual understanding between the Netherlands and Indonesia, and between 

East and West in general, is the pursuit of Oedaya”, Noto Soeroto wrote in a permanent 

statement in the journal.145 

It is illustrative of the new atmosphere within the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, and the 

Indonesian student community in general, that the general assembly of the PI decided to 

expel Noto Soeroto from its ranks in early 1925.146 The immediate cause was a laudatory 

commemorative text by Noto Soeroto in Oedaya on the occasion of the reburial of the retired 

military officer and former Governor General J.B. van Heutsz. This general was notorious for 
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the role he had played as a military commander in the Sumatran region of Aceh, at the end of 

the nineteenth century. After decades of struggle with Acehnese armies, he managed to 

‘pacify’ the region with rigorous war methods, leaving thousands of Acehnese dead.147 The 

broad recognition in mainstream media for his career, and the state funeral that this ‘butcher 

of Aceh’ received, was a topic of great controversy between supporters and opponents of 

colonial rule. Noto Soeroto’s obituary, which spoke of a “personal admiration for this 

Dutchman”, went way too far for the nationalists of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia.148 

However, the problems were more fundamental than just this text. In a testimonial of Noto 

Soeroto in Oedaya, after being expelled from the Perhimpoenan Indonesia¸ he wrote, not 

without sarcasm:  
 

Actually, already for quite a while I could not keep abreast with these noble patriots, but I remained a 

member for fifteen years and I paid my dues faithfully, because I have helped to establish the 

organisation, was three times its president, and continued to consider it as a general association for 

Indonesians [...] So, I said goodbye to the ‘Indonesische Vereeniging’ with a ‘bleeding heart’.149 

 

Other students were expelled from the PI as well, such as the ethical teacher Casajangan 

Soripada, who was an honorary member of IV and member from the beginning, Sitanala, a 

board member who had defended Noto Soeroto against his opponents, and assistant professor 

Prijohoetomo a year later.150 After 1925, the PI no longer tolerated members whose opinions 

conflicted with the nationalist principles of the organisation. 

 

Synthesis 

The transformation of the loyalist Indische Vereeniging to the nationalist Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia had consequences for the appeal of the organisation to the Indonesian student 

group as a whole. While the IV comprised almost all Indonesian students in the Netherlands 

between 1908 and 1920, the PI after 1922 represented only a half to a third of the entire 

Indonesian student population in the Netherlands. Nevertheless, within the Indonesian 

political landscape, the PI reached a much bigger audience than under the ethical direction, 

                                                           
147 In total, an estimated number of 37,000 colonial troops and 60 to 70,000 Acehnese lost their lifes in four 
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anti-Indonesische gezindheid,” Oedaya 2 (January 1925): 187; my translation, original emphasis and 
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and the choice for ‘Indonesia’ as  a political term contributed to its popularisation in the 

Dutch Indies. Especially in the period between 1922 and 1928, the organisation, although 

active in a country far away, was regarded as the most prominent advocate for a unified and 

independent Indonesia.151 

 Crucial to acknowledge was the intermediate position of the small student community 

in the Netherlands, both in structural social and political correspondence with developments 

in the fatherland, and uniquely positioned and somewhat isolated in the imperial centre. This 

position provided on the one hand the necessary circumstances in which the rank and file of 

the Indische Vereeniging radicalised, and on the other hand the unique possibility to spread 

its wings beyond the borders of the Netherlands. The ideology of revolutionary nationalism, 

was to be tested over the years in foreign environments and in encounters with movements 

abroad. While the students hardened their convictions in confrontation with Dutch students 

and authorities, their ideological tenets continued to be refined among allies and friends from 

other colonised countries. In the next chapter, I will explore the emergence of an 

internationalist world view within the Indische Vereeniging and later Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia, in correspondence with changing ideas about ‘the Self’. 

  

                                                           
151 Petrus Blumberger, De nationalistische beweging, 187. Only in 1927, PI’s unique position was eclipsed with 
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Chapter 2 

Regionalism, nationalism, internationalism 

Ratu Langie in Zürich 

 

In this chapter, expressions of regional, national and international affiliations are examined. 

I will argue that the main innovation of the Indonesian students in the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia was not so much the substitution of regional affiliations with a unitary national 

identity, but rather the emergence of a national identification as a cause and effect of a new 

international orientation, and the redrawing of an imaginary map of engagements. The 

intellectual biography of Samuel Ratu Langie is taken as a case in point. 

 

The exemplary function and ideological influence of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia on the 

emerging Indonesian movement for independence has consistently been recognised by 

Indonesia scholars. Already in 1931, the government official and author of the first handbook 

on Indonesian nationalism Petrus Blumberger regarded the post-1922 Indonesian association 

“as the precursor of the Indonesian nationalist movement”.152 This was acknowledged in 

Kahin’s 1952 classic, where the PI was characterised as “of greatest importance in 

determining the character of the Indonesian nationalist movement”.153 More recently Robert 

Elson remarked that “the Netherlands was the major site for the development and refining of 

new ideas about the nature and trajectory of the strange new concept of Indonesia”, while 

John Ingleson even started his work on the Indonesian nationalist movement between 1927 

and 1934 with a preceding chapter on student activism in the Netherlands from 1922 

onwards.154 

 An important contribution of the PI to the evolution of the Indonesian nationalist 

movement was, as mentioned in the previous chapter, the formulation of some basic tenets of 

revolutionary nationalism. From 1925 onwards, the students in PI advocated solidarity across 

regions, religions and classes, non-cooperation with the colonial authorities, and a strategy of 

self-help and autonomy in all economic and societal sectors. The ultimate goal of all this was 

a fully independent, unitary and secular Indonesian state. This objective was fundamentally 

different from the organisational base of the many regional associations and student 
                                                           
152 Petrus Blumberger, De nationalistische beweging, 187.  
153 Kahin, Nationalism and Revolution in Indonesia, 88-89. 
154 Elson, The Idea of Indonesia, 45; Ingleson, Road to Exile, 1-18. See also McVey, The Rise of Indonesian 
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organisations in the Dutch Indies, of socio-religious organisations such as the Sarekat Islam, 

or primarily class-focused organisations such as the Partai Komunis Indonesia (PKI).155 From 

1924 onwards, newly established study groups began to pursue the same unitary goals as the 

PI, but they did this with explicit reference to the pioneering work of the Dutch student 

organisation.156 

The sensation of being part of a pioneering organisation was, at least in retrospect, 

also appreciated by former students themselves. The young student Ali Sastroamidjojo, who 

enrolled in the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in the winter of 1923, was not politically 

unexperienced, as he had been a member of the Javanese student society Jong Java, and was 

in contact with progressive Muslims within the Sarekat Islam. However, his introduction to 

the PI in the Netherlands “shattered all the ideas and convictions I had brought with me from 

home”.157 In 1979 he described in his autobiography:  

 
The concept of the unity of the Indonesian people had not yet received the attention of Jong Java, and I 

was only conscious of my own nationality as a Javanese. But living through and participating in the 

radical transition period [of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia] caused a radical mental and spiritual change 

in myself. Very quickly the feeling of being only a Javanese diminished when I began to realise that 

more importantly I belonged to a larger nation, the Indonesian nation, and that I was no longer an 

Inlander, Inheems (Dutch for ‘indigenous’), or a bumiputra (Indonesian for ‘indigenous’), but an 

Indonesian with a new country called Indonesia.158 

 

Another former student, Arnold Mononutu, confirmed in 1981 that his experience with the PI 

had been formative to his thinking:  

 
[T]he Indonesian students in the Netherlands, coming from various ethnic groups [suku] such as the 

Javanese, Sundanese, Minangkabau, Tapanuli, Minahasans, Amboinese and Timorese, realised that 

they all descended from the same Malayan family [rumpun Melayu], and were in the same colonial 

boat. In the Netherlands they breathed free air just like other Dutch citizens. In the Netherlands they 

felt that they were free and independent Indonesians, without having to comply with the colonial laws 

and regulations in their Fatherland.159 

 
                                                           
155 Petrus Blumberger, De nationalistische beweging, 7, 187; Pluvier, Overzicht van de ontwikkeling der 
nationalistische beweging, 27; Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 1:xlix-l; Poeze, In het land van de 
overheerser, 1:176; Elson, The Idea of Indonesia, 45; Bachtiar, “The Development,” 35; Legge, Intellectuals 
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159 Nalenan, Arnold Mononutu, 34; my translation, original in the appendix. 



55 
 

Regional identification – national identification – international identification 

The notion that the students in the Perhimpoenan Indonesia pioneered in substituting regional 

identities with a unitary Indonesian identification gave them a central role in later analyses of 

the internal dynamics of the Indonesian movement for independence. In this notion, the 

Indonesian students in the Netherlands were at the root of a decades-long antagonism 

between unitary Indonesian nationalists on the one hand – often with former PI students in 

leading roles – and regional patriots and separatists on the other. In many historical accounts 

the history of the Indonesian movement for independence is essentially a long debate and 

eventually a power struggle between ‘narrowly particularistic’ groups, that orientated 

exclusively on the interests of their regions and were vulnerable to Dutch divide-and-rule 

tactics, and ‘purely nationalist’ groups that tried to overcome internal weaknesses by 

agitating for a unitary and centralised Indonesian nation state. Between these two extremes 

were parties and organisations that started out as regional ventures, but that moved in the 

course of the 1920s and 1930s in the direction of a unitary front against Dutch colonialism.160 

The many separatist postcolonial conflicts in for example Aceh, Maluku and Papua, have 

only reinforced this notion of an oppositional binary between regionalism and unitary 

nationalism. 

However, in this analysis, the antagonism between regionalism and nationalism 

within the Perhimpoenan Indonesia gets too much emphasis. For many of the PI students, a 

strong attachment to the region and culture of origin was not necessarily in conflict with a 

unitary nationalist strategy. To them, Indonesian unitary nationalism was not so much an 

answer to regional particularism and cultural divisions, but rather the consequence of a new 

perception of the wider world surrounding them. Rather than countering regional 

traditionalism, the invention of Indonesia served the important goal of challenging the Dutch 

colonial rule, and claiming a respectable position for Indonesia amidst the peoples of the 

world. 

No person represents the duality of regionalist and nationalist affiliations better than 

Samuel Ratu Langie. Although this person is known as a lifelong defendant of the interests of 

his home region Minahasa, Indonesian nationalist ideas gained prominence in his encounters 

with other Asian people and Pan-Asian thought in Europe. In the following pages, the 

political writings of this student during his years in the Netherlands and in Zürich will be 

examined. Although his stay in the Swiss city itself remains somewhat shrouded in 
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uncertainty and took place a few years before the events described in the other chapters, it 

was a transformative intellectual and political experience for Ratu Langie. More importantly, 

his adventures and the establishment of an Asian student association in that city were 

regarded as an inspiring example of foreign work by subsequent generations of Indonesian 

students in the Netherlands. 

 

The life of Ratu Langie 

Gerungan Saul Samuel Jacob Ratu Langie was born in 1890 near the town of Tondano, in the 

heartland of Minahasa on the easternmost tip of North Sulawesi. As with so many Indonesian 

cultures and regions, the self-conception of the Minahasan population was traditionally quite 

strong.161 The peninsula was among the first regions to be physically controlled and 

Christianised by European colonising powers. Around 1560, Spanish traders first established 

two coastal settlements in the area, and in the course of a century, Spanish, Portuguese, and 

Dutch forces occupied most of the coastal areas. Through a series of extorted treaties and 

alliances with Minahasa walak leaders, the Dutch succeeded in surpassing the Spanish and 

Portuguese colonial powers and made Minahasa one of their most important strongholds in 

the archipelago. Economically, the peninsula was gradually converted from a rural area of 

rice farmers into a colonial export economy, producing gold, coffee, cocoa and nutmeg. 

Religiously, the area became one of the few Christianised regions in the Dutch Indies. 

Especially in the nineteenth century, German Lutheran and Dutch Calvinist missionaries 

converted large parts of the animist population through mass conversions.162 This Christian 

denomination made Minahasa also an important recruitment area for the Dutch colonial army 

KNIL. It was believed that Christian soldiers would be less inclined to sympathise with local 

populations when on duty in Islamic areas of the archipelago.163 The strong colonial relation 

of the Minahasa region was enforced through its large European and Eurasian community, 

that had developed along with a military fortress, several administrative facilities and 

European education institutions. 
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Also personally, Ratu Langie’s social position was strongly related to the Dutch colonial 

situation. His father held a respectable position as a teacher at the regional school for village 

heads, and two of his uncles, as well as his grandfather were government appointed walak 

district chiefs. Ratu Langie was to succeed one of them, but this had become more complex 

in the previous decades. As was the case with so many indigenous aristocracies in the 

archipelago, the Minahasan elite had been made tributary to the colonial state. In the 

nineteenth century the walak chiefs had a great deal of autonomy and authority in the inland 

areas of Minahasa, but with the advent of more direct colonial rule and administrative 

reorganisations the number of these indigenous leaders was diminished to only a handful 

towards the end of the colonial period. From the turn of the twentieth century, this high social 

position was no longer hereditary, and a good education was necessary to ensure a profitable 

position. This also determined Ratu Langie’s prospects.164 

Initially, the young Ratu Langie was educated in his father’s regional school for 

indigenous village heads in Tondano. However, after he died in 1904, Ratu Langie at the age 

of 14 was sent to Batavia to enrol in the newly established technical high school to become 

engineer in the railway sector. After four years of training, Ratu Langie worked two years as 

an engineer in West Java, but he soon grew disillusioned with racist regulations. As the 

highly anecdotal Indonesian biography of Ratu Langie recounts, the latter was appalled by 

the fact that during construction works European and Eurasian personnel were 

accommodated in hotels while Indonesians were housed in malaria-ridden kampongs. Also he 
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Figure 2.1: Minahasa 

in Indonesia 
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found out that his salary was only half the sum paid to European personnel. He resigned to try 

his luck elsewhere.165  

Around 1911, Ratu Langie planned to follow in the footsteps of his father and to 

obtain the necessary requirements for a teacher’s position in a school on European level. To 

this end, he decided to continue his studies in the Netherlands, probably inspired by stories of 

recently returned students such as Abdul Rivai.166 In 1912, at the age of 22, he arrived in the 

Netherlands and found a room overlooking the Oosterpark in Amsterdam. Within four years, 

he acquired both a general teacher’s degree and a special mathematics certificate, the first at 

the University of Amsterdam and the second at the protestant Free University in that same 

city.167 Initially, he lived on a considerable inheritance, which he received after the death of 

his mother in 1911. However, after he ran out of money, he successfully applied for a bursary 

from the Tjandi Stichting. As an addition to his income, Ratu Langie also published articles 

in several smaller and larger magazines, and profited from the money of his newly wedded 

wife Emilie Suzanna Ratu Langie-Houtman.168 Suzanna was born in the Dutch Indies from 

Indo-European parents. She studied medicine in Amsterdam and even obtained a doctorate as 

a medical student. It was in the same city that the couple first met.169 
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Figure 2.2: Portrait of Suzanna 
Ratu Langie-Houtman and 
Samuel Ratu Langie, 1915-1920.  
 
Source: Ratulangie family; 
Indischhistorisch.nl. 
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Minahasan pride 

The personality of Ratu Langie remains somewhat obscure, as no elaborate contemporary 

account of him exists. But reading his articles, a proud Minahasan comes to the fore. In 

several lectures and in various journals, such as De Indiër, Koloniaal Tijdschrift, Hindia 

Poetra, and Indië, Sam Ratu Langie discussed the history, culture, and economy of Minahasa, 

as well as the position of Minahasan women, the Minahasan education system and its 

political life.170 He described how European colonisation had initially been damaging to the 

peninsula, but that active missionary work in the nineteenth century had brought civilisation 

to the people. 171 As a consequence, the Minahasan population was to a large extent 

Europeanised. More than in other regions, Ratu Langie claimed, Minahasans dressed in 

European style, were relatively well educated and often spoke Dutch.172 Also remarkable was 

the position of Minahasan women in society. A mixture of indigenous cultural traits and the 

civilising influence of Christianity, he argued, had brought them a more equal and 

independent position than women in Islamic parts of the colony. 173 

These distinct circumstances had shaped the colonial relationship between the 

Minahasans and the Dutch. As a Christianised and ‘developed’ people, they were allies with, 

rather than subjects of the Dutch colonial authorities. Approvingly, Ratu Langie quoted a 

fellow Minahasan, F. Laoh, who emphasised that Minahasan chiefs in the seventeenth 

century voluntarily entered an alliance with the Dutch East India Company, and that they 

were never subjected by force of arms.174 As such, there were no direct feelings of 

suppression by the Dutch colonial authorities. “We want to declare, that the divisive element 

of separatism is far from us in our relationship with the Dutch East Indies state”, Ratu Langie 

wrote. “We fully accept the sovereignty of the Dutch East Indies government!”175 However, 

this loyalty was not unconditional. Ratu Langie also argued that the Dutch authorities needed 
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to answer the loyalty of the Minahasan people with an active improvement of educational 

possibilities for Minahasan youth, especially for girls, and a removal of colonial burdens, 

such as forced labour service and the disproportionate number of Minahasan boys in military 

service.176 

The writings of Ratu Langie about Minahasa in his student years – between 1912 and 

1919 and still in a largely ethical environment – mirror his lifelong dedication to the 

Minahasan cause. As can be read in various biographical accounts, Ratu Langie would soon 

after his return to the colony in 1919, and especially after 1924, assume a position as a 

prominent proponent of Minahasan interests vis-à-vis the Dutch authorities and in relation 

with the other populations in the archipelago. He did this in a variety of capacities: first as a 

secretary in the advisory Minahasa Council between 1924 and 1927, and as a government 

appointed representative of the larger province of Celebes (later known as Sulawesi) in the 

Volksraad from 1927 onwards. He was also the founder and first president of the Persatoean 

Minahassa (‘Minahasan Union’) from that same year onwards, and eventually the governor 

of Celebes for the Republican Indonesian government, from August 1945 until he was 

arrested and deported to New Guinea by the Dutch army. In 1949 he died after imprisonment 

had seriously affected his health. When his body was returned to his place of birth, Tondano, 

he was hailed as “the father of the whole Minahasan people”.177 

 

Ratu Langie and other regions 

Easy as it may be to illustrate Ratu Langie’s lifelong Christian Minahasan orientation with 

articles about his native soil from his student years, more interesting steps in his personal 

political development took place in interaction with students from other parts of the 

archipelago, and beyond. Ratu Langie did not write solely about Minahasa. 

Already in November 1913, he issued a lengthy brochure in the series Onze Koloniën, 

in which he gave proof of his broader awareness of political events in the colony. In a 32-

page article, he discussed the spectacular rise of the Sarekat Islam and the Indische Partij, 

arguing that it was not just the agitation of individuals against the Dutch colonial authorities 

that triggered the remarkable mobilisation of the population, but a constant refusal of the 

Dutch and indigenous bureaucracy to take the demands of the impoverished population 

seriously. In this brochure, Ratu Langie did not necessarily call for anti-Dutch resistance 
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himself, but he argued that the Dutch authorities were wrong in obstructing the justified and 

constructive Indonesian opposition to their power. He lamented the aggressive press 

campaigns and repressive measures of the colonial government against popular leaders such 

as Ernest Douwes Dekker, Tjipto Mangoenkoesoemo and Suwardi Suryaningrat. Instead of 

marginalising these voices, the authorities needed to work towards a true development and 

democratisation of the colony, because “history can show us no example of a people that has 

been subjected for ever”.178 

 However, Ratu Langie also had his reservations about the main political organisations 

in the colony, such as the Javanese nationalist Boedi Oetomo and the Islamist Sarekat Islam. 

Although he defended their right to exist and supported their general objective of social and 

economic emancipation of the native population and more democratic influence on decision 

making, he deemed the former organisation too narrowly Javanese, and the latter too 

narrowly Islamic. In his lengthy article on the Sarekat Islam Ratu Langie argued:  
 

While the Boedi Oetomo requires the Javanese nationality of its members, the Sarekat Islam is more 

extreme […] and asks of its members to be Mohammedans. And when the SI fights for the 

Mohammedan population, she clashes right away with non-Mohammedans, whose interests are 

sometimes in immediate opposition to those of the former. Then we get the situation: Islam against 

non-Islam.179  

 

So, although Ratu Langie wrote and continued to write articles about the unique features of 

his own region of birth, and although he was fascinated by the sudden emergence of mass 

organisations such as the Sarekat Islam in other areas, he did not support regional, religious 

or sectarian divides and antagonisms in Indonesian society. The understandable 

dissatisfaction and even anger among large segments of the Indonesian population with the 

colonial authorities needed to be mobilised differently, under the inclusive banner of unity, of 

course without denying the cultural and religious specificities of the various regions. 

Alongside articles on Minahasa, Ratu Langie during his student years also began to write 

about the “fraternity of nationalities and sub-races in Indonesia” as the “only solution to our 

social problems”.180 
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This dual stance also manifested itself during his presidency over the Indische 

Vereeniging, between November 1914 and November 1915. He stepped away from the 

loyalist and Javanese focus of the previous chair, Noto Soeroto, and stressed the importance 

of keeping a close watch on political and social developments in the fatherland. Each student 

had the duty to study his own discipline to ensure that he could assist the emerging political 

movement at large, upon returning to the fatherland. This postponed activism, however, also 

implied that the IV itself remained aloof in the issue between unitary parties such as Insulinde 

or the emerging socialist parties, or particularist organisations such as Boedi Oetomo and 

Sarekat Islam. This attempt to avoid political dominance of either Muslims or Javanese was 

also reflected in the multi-regional board Ratu Langie compiled. While the boards under Noto 

Soeroto consisted mostly of young Javanese, Ratu Langie asked a Minahasan student, one 

Malay and two Javanese to take a position in the board.181 The board year of Ratu Langie was 

not very successful. He did not manage to revive the ailing association, which suffered from a 

general lack of interest and commitment of the remaining Indonesian students in the 

Netherlands during the First World War. After a year, Ratu Langie was succeeded by 

Loekman Djajadiningrat. 

 

Ratu Langie in Zürich 

More memorable than his board term, and equally determining for the political development 

of Ratu Langie and the Indonesian student community as a whole, were Ratu Langie’s 

endeavours beyond the borders of the Netherlands. As mentioned before, Ratu Langie had 

come to the Netherlands to obtain the necessary requirements for an educational career in the 

Dutch Indies. Within four years, he acquired both a general teaching qualification and a 

special mathematics and physics certificate, which should have granted him access to a 

teaching position at a HBS school in the Dutch Indies.182 However, as a ‘Native’ he would 

stand no chance on the labour market against European candidates . Therefore, he requested 

the Ministry of Colonies to ask the colonial government to deploy him as a government 

teacher in a secondary school, or otherwise as an official in a bureau of statistics. The 

government refused, suggesting him that he could work as a primary school teacher 

instead.183 This was not to the taste of Ratu Langie. Partly as an alternative career path, partly 
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as an attempt to further improve his qualifications, he instead chose to start a doctorate study 

at the University of Zürich, Switzerland. 

In the summer of 1917, at the age of 27, Ratu Langie arrived in Zürich on the advice 

of Abendanon, who as an advocate of indigenous education counselled many Indonesian 

students in the Netherlands. Ratu Langie also received recommendations from one of his 

professors at the University of Amsterdam, D.J. Korteweg, who introduced him to his 

colleague M. Schröter in Zürich. Not many details about Ratu Langie’s life in Zürich are 

known, for instance on where he studied or lived. The city must have been a stimulating 

environment during the First World War. It was not only an important hideout for leftist 

revolutionaries such as Vladimir Lenin and Leon Trotsky, but Switzerland also provided 

temporary shelter to many students, activists and political personalities from the colonised 

world, such as the Pan-Islamic organiser Shakib Arslan from Lebanon, and Indian activists 

such as Champakaraman Pillai, Jnanendra Dasgupta and Har Dayal. Also many intellectuals 

and artists found refuge in Zürich, such as James Joyce and the Dadaïst Tristan Tzara.  

The sources reveal no contacts between Ratu Langie and these personalities. Several 

historical accounts mention that Ratu Langie met prominent figures, such as Jawaharlal 

Nehru of the Indian National Congress, and the future Japanese army general and fascist 

Hideki Tōjō.184 Both rumours are unfounded and probably the products of mythmaking 

afterwards.185 Also Ernest Douwes Dekker, who moved to Switzerland soon after his arrival 

in exile in the Netherlands in 1913, had left the country two years before Ratu Langie 

arrived.186 In this period, Ratu Langie mainly worked on a geometric dissertation which he 

claimed to have finished around the end of 1918 under the title ‘Kurven-Systeme in 

vollständigen Figuren’.187 

Nevertheless, Ratu Langie can take pride in his initiatives in the student circles of 

Zürich. In June 1918, he established the Société des Étudiants Asiatiques/Asiatic Student 

Society (SDEA), in collaboration with engineer student Sieng Trie from Siam as secretary, 

and the Korean student Kwan Yong Lee as treasurer. The aim of the society, which had its 

secretariat in a building of the Swiss Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule (better known 
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as ETH Zürich), was to unite the Asian student community, consisting of Indonesians, Thai, 

Koreans, Indians, Ceylonese, Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos. As a long term objective the 

association intended to establish branches in every European country with a significant Asian 

student population, “to promote mutual understanding between Asian nationalities, and to 

stimulate feelings of friendship among them”.188 One of the underlying principles behind this 

Asian association was the idea that Asian students had an important role to modernise their 

colonised homelands towards independence, with respect for the respective cultures. 

The association was particularly successful in approaching Chinese student 

communities in Switzerland and beyond.189 Also the Chung Hwa Hui was approached by the 

SDEA. Around 1918, the IV and the CHH had frequently moved together against Dutch 

student associations in larger pan-organisational structures, such as the Indonesisch Verbond 

van Studeerenden. At several conferences, representatives of the Indonesian and peranakan 

group had concertedly agitated for the accessibility of higher education and democratic 

representation in the colony. Apparently, this collaboration found an extension abroad when 

in October 1918 the CHH members agreed to join the SDEA.190 This decision was not 

reached without internal debate, however. It is remarkable to see the hesitancy with which the 

peranakan in CHH engaged with the Zürich association. An internal CHH-report was to 

examine the moral standing [deugdelijkheid] of the SDEA as organisation.191 According to 

the report there were no objections for the peranakan against the principles of the SDEA, as 

long as the organisation would observe strict neutrality towards any of the belligerents of the 

First World War, and as long as it would refrain from “concrete” struggle against “any form 

of imperialism”.192 After Ratu Langie ensured in an official letter that the SDEA would not 

make propaganda for any of the belligerent parties the CHH joined the SDEA.193 

 Originally, the SDEA had planned to organise a general European Asian congress 

within a couple of months, to discuss the establishment of a transnational confederation. The 

CHH would get the opportunity to present a paper on “the Chinese community in the 
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Netherlands Indies”.194 However, the congress never took place and for reasons unclear the 

SDEA soon dissolved. After Ratu Langie left Zürich in the April 1919 and returned home to 

the Netherlands Indies, the chair position was adopted by treasurer Kwan Yong Lee from 

Korea, with D. Ledesma from the Philippines as secretary. Judging from the place of 

domicile of the chair, the bureau may have shifted to Paris. The contact with the Indische 

Vereeniging and the Chung Hwa Hui was disrupted and cooperation came to an end.195 

 

Ideological influences of the SDEA experience: ‘New Asiatism’ 

Important is that in the context of the Société des Étudiants Asiatiques Ratu Langie 

broadened his political focus considerably. While Ratu Langie from time to time continued to 

publish about Minahasan culture and politics, he now also discussed the international 

situation. He no longer analysed Minahasan or Indonesian politics in a limited colonial frame, 

but as part of a wider political trend among the peoples of Asia. And even when he discussed 

the colonial relation, he stressed that Indonesia was no longer the younger brother, but 

wanted to be regarded as an equal partner that “thankfully accepted well-intended help and 

assistance from outside, but only put confidence in itself.”196 The implicit devaluation of the 

Netherlands from a colonial guardian to ‘just’ a foreign power that assisted Indonesia from 

outside, automatically made new foreign relations and constellations conceivable. Illustrative 

is one of Ratu Langie articles in Hindia Poetra, two months after the establishment of the 

SDEA, in which he wrote in an ornate style:  

 
I place enough confidence in this student generation to face the future, and to be convinced that once in 

the foreseeable future the ideal of freedom will reign over our tropical fatherland. Yes indeed, soon the 

mighty edifice of our National Unity will arise, buttressed on the lush islands of Indonesia and from the 

blue waters of the Pacific and Indian Ocean. It will bear witness of the holy wish of us, Indonesians, to 

maintain our position in the ranks of the peoples of East Asia.197  

 

Ratu Langie did not stress the importance of national unity as against centrifugal regional and 

religious identities, nor as a necessary prerequisite for struggle against the colonial status quo. 
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Rather, he interpreted the Indonesian struggle for independence – a country between the 

Pacific and Indian Ocean – as an integral part of a broader fight for autonomy in larger Asia.  

Also in other publications, the “ranks of peoples of East Asia” was a recurrent topos, 

both in the writings of Ratu Langie and of IV members in general. Telling was the opening 

statement of Ratu Langie at a conference in Wageningen of the Indonesisch Verbond voor 

Studeerenden, with Dutch, peranakan and Indonesian students, in which he said:  
 

Not as a Minahasan, which I am of birth, nor as an Indonesian, but I will speak to you as an Asian. 

Because the topic [of the existence of an Asian identity] can only be discussed if one places oneself on 

an Asian standpoint, if one overcomes the internal differences and expresses ‘the feeling, that there is 

something that is common to us all’, as was the expression of the Korean [SDEA board member] Kwan 

Yong Lee in a propaganda circular.198 

 

This new Asian self-identification of Ratu Langie, that seemed to fulfil in the need for an 

international affiliation, is surprising, because it did not seem to have played a role in his pre-

Zürich writings. It was both the product of ideological inspiration from fellow Asian students, 

as of the structural position of these students in an overwhelmingly white environment. 

Analogous to the transformation of Javanese, Minangkabau and Minahasans into Indonesians 

in the Netherlands, Indonesians seemed to turn into Asians amidst Chinese, Indians and 

Koreans in Europe. Ratu Langie mentioned that he regarded himself as an Asian amidst and 

against the European student masses. “[O]ne feels rejected and searches for racial brethren 

[rasgenooten] and fellow coloureds [medekleurlingen].”199 A fact that certainly helped this 

Asian integration was that Zürich sheltered Asian students of many nationalities, but no 

national group had sufficient members to establish a national club of its own. 
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Apart from these structural circumstances, Ratu Langie also mentioned ideological sources of 

inspiration. In an elaborate account of his activities in Zürich and the SDEA, he described the 

power of a “young Asian spirit”, which he dubbed “New Asiatism”, within the Asian student 

community in Zürich. This spirit was evoked by Asian authors and intellectuals such as the 

Indian philosopher Rabindranath Tagore, the Japanese university president Nitobe Inazō and 

the Malayan Chinese author Gu Hongming.200 Although Ratu Langie nowhere really 

analysed the oeuvres of these intellectuals, nor clarified what aspects he found particularly 

interesting, he hinted at their ability to modernise and revitalise their respective cultures, 

without conceding to a merely Europeanised version of modernisation. Ratu Langie rejected 

the tendency among some Asian intellectuals and elites to discard their own cultural 

background, and to establish an “imitation Europe” through the naive adoption of Western 

ideas and ideals and Western forms of government. Approvingly, Ratu Langie cited the 

Japanese politician and university president Nitobe Inazō, who argued that “a phoenix can 

only arise from its own ashes”, and that true development could only take place when the 

European element was rooted on an Asian basis.201  

This equilibrium between Eastern origin and Western influence was also the objective 

of the “New Asiatism”. According to Ratu Langie, this concept – the origin of the term is not 

clear – expressed the ambition to strengthen the Asian consciousness, in order to get on an 

equal level with the European identity. This was a necessary precondition for mutual 

appreciation and respect between both cultural blocs. “An Asia that has abandoned its 

Asiatism and uncritically copies the West, can hardly receive the respect of Europe. We want 

to strengthen Asiatism, to be able to counter Europe on an equal basis [ebenbürtig]. We do 

not want to drive a wedge between the East and the West.”202 As an ideology, New Asiatism 

contrasted to ‘old’ Asiatism in that the latter was a conservative tendency to fend off any 

Western influence, while the former acknowledged the inevitability of Western influence and 
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tried to bring the two in equilibrium. Japan was the best example of a country in which this 

New Asiatism was fully developed.203 

 Ratu Langie’s conceptualisation of terms such as Asianism, New Asiatism, the East 

and the West, was not particularly advanced, and in no way reached the analytical depth of 

Tagore and the other sources of inspiration. Nevertheless, some Asianist conceptions can be 

distilled from Ratu Langie’s reportings on the SDEA. In an elaborate article, Carolien Stolte 

and Harald Fischer-Tiné have mapped out three different strands of Asianist thought: a self-

orientalising tendency, a culturalist orientation on Central Asia, and a modernist Young Asian 

movement. They also emphasised that the three tendencies had considerable personal and 

ideological overlaps.204 Indeed, Ratu Langie’s thinking seemed to comprise elements of 

Tagore’s self-orientalisation of Asia as the spiritual antithesis of Europe, while he also did 

not want to discard all aspects of ‘Western modernity’, and argued for a ‘Young Asianist’ 

open approach towards Western systems and sciences. To him, Pan-Asianism, or New 

Asiatism as he called it, was not so much an anti-Western endeavour, but rather a pragmatic 

bond of Asian peoples to reach a more equal and harmonious relation with the West.205 

   

Ideological influences of the SDEA experience: A student identity 

A second political identity that was explored and cultivated in the Société des Étudiants 

Asiatiques in Zürich, and that later found translation in official policy of the Indonesian 

student society in the Netherlands, was the idea that the student elite in particular had a 

central role to play in the emancipation of their respective fatherlands. As Ratu Langie 

argued, commenting on the relevance of the SDEA: “The current student society carries in it 

the spiritual leadership of the future […]. Every Asian who has the privilege to study Western 

sciences should be fully aware of this.”206 

The self-assured idea that students and intellectuals, and knowledge and science in 

general, were an important asset in the struggle for independence would in subsequent 

decades find continuing support among elite sections of the Indonesian movement for 

independence. Although at times political tactics of mass mobilisations and popular civil 

disobedience put great pressure on the colonial authorities – for instance by the PKI in 1926, 
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and by Soekarno’s PNI in 1927-1929 – Legge demonstrated the existence of an equally deep-

rooted technocratic and intellectualist tendency in the Indonesian nationalist movement 

throughout the interwar years and beyond. This tendency found an early articulation within 

the Perhimpoenan Indonesia itself, incarnated in Hatta’s and Sjahrir’s PNI Baru, would 

tacitly survive the suffocating repression of the 1930s, and would eventually regain strength 

within the first governments of the Indonesian Republic after 1945 and Sjahrir’s Partai 

Sosialis.207 This self-conscious intellectualism – though more a political practice than an 

ideology in itself – emphasised the importance of long-term ideological education, cadre 

training and the development of political skills, as opposed to populist tactics of 

confrontation, immediate agitation and mass action. A typical awareness of the international 

stage was also part of this tendency.208 

The idea that intellectuals had an important role to play in educating the masses and 

building the national movement was reinforced by the awareness that students – especially 

those studying abroad – were in a unique position to meet other nationalists and activists. 

From the beginning of the 1920s onwards, and with the SDEA as an often mentioned 

example, articles in Hindia Poetra and later in Indonesia Merdeka reminded the Indonesian 

students in the Netherlands to establish contacts abroad. Interestingly, these articles were 

often written by foreign authors at the invitation of Indonesia Merdeka. The Indian journalist 

K.M. Panikkar, about whom later more, pointed out, for example, that it was hardly possible 

to forge a Pan-Asian unity in Asia itself because of the aggressive interference of Western 

colonial secret services. “[T]he Asian students in Europe need to establish that unity, because 

it is possible in the European capitals to meet each other and to find common ground. Also 

because these Asian students will later become leaders of their suppressed peoples.”209  

Another Indian, T.B. Cunha – who will be described later as well – used an 

epistemological argument. He argued that Asian students were educated by colonial powers 

themselves to assist in keeping the respective populations under control. These students 

became directly acquainted with the principles and rationales of the colonial oppressors. As 

soon, however, as the students became politically aware, they could use their insights and 

skills to attack the colonial government on an equal level. “Cette classe intellectuelle 
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occidentalisée constitue ainsi un état-major qui a été formé pour ce rôle et a été initié aux 

méthodes et à la tactique de lutte dans le camp même de ses adversaires.”210 

Both notions – that the Indonesian movement for autonomy was an integral part of an 

international Asian struggle, and that students had an important role to play in educating the 

movement and forging foreign relations – were developed in the context of the Société des 

Étudiants Asiatiques in Zürich, and would in the course of the early 1920s develop into two 

core tenets of the Indische Vereeniging/Perhimpoenan Indonesia.  

 

Ratu Langie returns 

Ratu Langie himself, however, would not be part of this development. Although he had 

received some financial aid from the Tjandi Stichting and borrowed money from his wife 

Suzanna Ratu Langie-Houtman, his savings were nearly depleted. Between December 1915 

and March 1919 he wrote several requests to the Ministry of Colonies to be employed as a 

government teacher in the Dutch Indies.211 Initially, this was to no avail, to the explicit 

frustration of Ratu Langie. In October 1918, Ratu Langie again wrote an urgent letter to the 

Minister of Colonies from Zürich, indicating that he ran out of money and wanted to leave for 

the Dutch Indies as soon as possible. “[O]ne needs to make compromises in life, and one 

loses contact with reality if one sticks too much with one’s principles”, he urged the Minister. 

He repeated his preference for a teaching position at a secondary school level, but he also 

suggested a function at the census bureau in Bandung or at a pension fund in Batavia.212 

Eventually, Samuel Ratu Langie and his wife set sail to the Dutch Indies in April 

1919. At a farewell celebration in the Indische Vereeniging, both Suzanna and Samuel were 

honoured, with explicit mention to Samuel’s activities in Zürich.213 Upon returning, he was 

indeed appointed as a mathematics teacher at the well-regarded technical AMS Prinses 

Juliana School in Yogyakarta, but after a period of three years he moved to Bandung, where 

he began a lifelong political career, first in the Bandung Municipality and later at the national 

level.214 

With a tentative conclusion that the Indonesian self-identification did not just develop 

in antithesis with regionalism – again, Ratu Langie continued to publish about his Minahasan 
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birth ground – but was connected to a widening world view, it remains to be examined how 

the Indonesian community as a whole remembered the Zürich experience. In itself, the 

activities of Ratu Langie in Zürich were only semi-political and lasted for little more than a 

year. Compared to, for instance, the clandestine activities of Ernest Douwes Dekker in that 

same city, Ratu Langie’s endeavours can hardly be called spectacular.215 However, in 

contrast to Douwes Dekker’s adventures, the days of the SDEA and Ratu Langie’s attempts 

to unite and represent the Asian student groups in Europe, were regarded as the immediate 

pre-history of the Indische Vereeniging/Perhimpoenan Indonesia by subsequent generations 

of Indonesian students in the Netherlands. Both in the jubilee issue of the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia in 1924, and in a jubilee number of the Chung Hwa Hui in 1926 the hope was 

expressed to a establish a “new Union of Asian students” in Europe to revive the “intra-

Asian” spirit of solidarity.216 As such, Zürich was relevant not only for Ratu Langie’s 

personal political development, but also for the Indonesian community in the Netherlands as 

a whole. Later attempts to establish contacts abroad were based on and motivated by the 

SDEA as part of the collective memory of the students. 

 

Indonesians in Europe and the world 

Before the next chapter continues with a close examination of the official IV/PI policy to 

explore the world beyond the borders of the Netherlands, two observations will make the next 

chapters more understandable. Firstly, when we say that Indonesians in the Netherlands, 

following the example of Ratu Langie, started to explore the countries beyond the borders of 

the Netherlands from the beginning of the 1920s onwards, we do not need to take this too 

literally. Politically or not, the Indonesian students in the Netherlands were already very 

mobile, and had made various trips to foreign capitals and popular holiday destinations before 

these started to get a political edge. Secondly, the conscious attempts to build networks with 
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activists abroad were ideologically prefaced by a broader awareness of the foreign world in 

the publications of the students, most notably in the Hindia Poetra/Indonesia Merdeka. 

To begin with the first observation, the countries surrounding the Netherlands did not 

need to be ‘discovered’. Indonesian students, coming from a country where the size of Java 

alone equalled the distance from Amsterdam to Milan or Warsaw, did not shy away from 

travelling over distance.217 The autobiographies of the students mention many shorter and 

longer holiday trips abroad. Mohammad Hatta, for example, who arrived in the Netherlands 

in September 1921, recalls how he spent three weeks Christmas holidays in 1921 in 

Hamburg, Berlin and Vienna. In May 1922 he returned to Hamburg, Berlin and Dresden for 

four months to study and relax, and in the summers of 1923 and 1924, he spent a few months 

in Paris and Lyon, and in Paris and Grenoble respectively. The next summer, he travelled to 

Scandinavia, as well as to Vienna and Budapest.218 These trips, often with an Indonesian 

friend, combined tourism and leisure time with studying for exams and writing for the 

Indonesian association in the Netherlands. Moreover, Hatta used his time in Grenoble, at the 

foot of the French Alps, to follow an intensive language course.219 Other students followed 

the same trails. Achmad Soebardjo mentioned trips to Paris, Berlin and London, while Ali 

Sastroamidjojo and his wife spent several months in Grenoble and Paris in 1924 to get used 

to “the European way of life”.220 An additional motivation for students to spend their 

holidays and reading weeks abroad was the rampant currency inflation in Germany and 

Austria, that made a stay in these countries particularly cheap. With Dutch guilders in their 

pockets, the Indonesians could save money by going abroad. Hatta remembers in his 

autobiography how he bought a suitcase full of books for less than 20 guilders in Hamburg, 

and how his rent in that same city was only a third from the rent he used to pay for an 

apartment in Rotterdam.221  

Probably for the same reasons, a few Indonesian students found permanent residence 

abroad, such as the Minangkabau entrepreneur Usman Idris, who had failed with a firm in 

construction work in Amsterdam but found employment at the University of Hamburg as an 

assistant teacher of Malay.222 Another example is the student Sosrokartono, who had studied 
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Oriental Languages in Leiden before the First World War, and lived the life of an aristocrat 

working as a news reporter for an American newspaper in Vienna.223 These Indonesians were 

not politically or organisationally active for the Indische Vereeniging, but they often 

functioned as a liaison for later political networks. 

In itself, the various travels to German and French cities and Swiss mountains were 

part of the bourgeois life of many of the Indonesian students in the Netherlands. Incidentally, 

however, these holiday trips yielded direct political advantages and led to further 

collaboration. Achmad Soebardjo recalls in his autobiography, for instance, how the former 

IV chair Pamontjak crossed the path of an Indonesian-looking young man on the Boulevard 

St. Michel in Paris, in the summer of 1924.224 After he approached the man, asking him in the 

Malay language who he was, he turned out to be Mariano de los Santos, who was dean of the 

newly established University of Manila in the Philippines. Together with his brother and 

sister, this lawyer had started the university to educate Filipino youngsters in Law, Letters, 

Education and Business. On his way back from a two years study trip in the United States, 

after which he would assume the rectorate of the university, he visited London, Berlin and 

Paris, and as such he crossed paths with Pamontjak.  

Pamontjak immediately asked De los Santos to change his schedule and to visit the 

Indonesian students in the Netherlands. He agreed and stayed in September 1924 in Leiden 

for four days. Upon leaving, he left a call to the Indonesian students in Indonesia Merdeka. In 

this “reminder to my brothers of the Indonesian Union” he argued that centuries of foreign 

oppression had drifted the different peoples of the Malay race apart. This was the time to use 

modern communication and transportation techniques to bridge the distances between the 

Philippines and Indonesia. “We must learn from each other’s experiences. We must not 

forget that we are bound by the same interests; have the same purpose; a single aim: Our 

Independence.” The editors in Indonesia Merdeka were enthused by the words of Mariano de 

los Santos, and they called upon the Indonesian youth to go study in the Philippines.225 

 Another example that demonstrates the political relevance of these holiday trips 

abroad, can be found in the same autobiography. Soebardjo remembers: 
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On our voyages outside the Netherlands, among which trips to Paris, Berlin or London, many 

Europeans assumed that we [Indonesians] were Chinese or Japanese. When someone asked whether I 

was from China, I felt humiliated, because my national pride prevented me from saying that I was from 

the Dutch Indies. Therefore, I used to answer: ‘I am from Java’, to which they often replied: ‘Oh, Java 

Coffee’ or ‘Oh, Java Sugar’. On these instances, I remembered what a friend of mine, an Indian, once 

said when we walked on Oxford Street in London. My friend asked an Englishman for a light for his 

cigarette, and the Englishman asked: ‘Are you from British India, Sir?’ My friend replied: ‘No Sir, I am 

from Indian India.’ It was a spontaneous expression of Indian nationalist feeling. At the same time it 

inspired me with the feeling that we had to give another name to our Fatherland than the Netherlands 

Indies.226  

 

As becomes clear from this example as well, walking around in a foreign environment was 

already a formative experience. Just as was the case with Ratu Langie in Zürich, many 

Indonesian students were inspired, provoked and politicised by encounters with other 

peoples, Asians and non-Asians alike. 

 

A new international orientation in IM 

A second observation that helps to explain the conscious attempts of Indonesian students in 

the Netherlands to reach out to fellow activists beyond the borders of the Netherlands, was 

the fact that the students in official publications developed a characteristic interest in what 

happened elsewhere. As described above, Ratu Langie’s adventures in Zürich corresponded 

with a changing focus in his texts, from a predominant interest in Minahasa, to a distinctly 

international interpretation frame. The same discursive development can be discerned in the 

writings of the Indonesian association at large.  

In the previous chapter is described how after 1922 the Indische Vereeniging changed 

under various circumstances into a politicised organisation under the name of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia. This change of direction of the IV towards the PI had repercussions 

for the tone and content of Hindia Poetra as well. Henceforth, the journal endorsed the 

principles of the PI on independence, self-reliance and the unity of the Indonesian people, and 

only published articles that were written in the spirit of ‘revolutionary nationalism’.227 It is 

not easy to describe the modifications of the style of writing in HP/IM, but the next 

international overview is illustrative: 
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The bombshell has dropped. The fuse has been smoldering already for quite a while. In the hearts of the 

so-called uncultivated the bitter hatred against whites, which has long been dormant, has ignited. 

Yonder in Morocco, yonder the cannons roar. Blood-stained bayonets flash brightly in the moonlight. 

[...] Yonder in Cairo, yonder passionate nationalists are sent to the gallows. […] Yonder in China 

murderous British bullets pierce the bodies of Chinese students. Xenophobia is rampant, long being 

repressed. The prologue of the drama is in full swing, the same scene almost as in Morocco. [...] 

Yonder in Damas[cus] the Haute Commissaire organised a massacre of the population; while in Beirut 

guns were aimed at the masses. [...] And yonder in Indonesia? In our Fatherland? ‘Inaudible the rice 

fields grow.’228 

 

As is visible in this fragment, not only the tone changed, but also the focus of Indonesia 

Merdeka broadened considerably. The international stage got a new and much more 

prominent role. With regard to foreign news, the IM was no longer, as its predecessor Hindia 

Poetra had been, a journal primarily focused on the position of the Dutch East Indies within 

the colonial realm. It became a nationalist-oriented propaganda journal with a characteristic 

interest in nationalist struggles elsewhere. This was conscious policy. In the programme of 

activities of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in 1925, the board explicitly intended: “to evoke the 

interest of the members in international issues through lectures, study trips etc.”229 At the end 

of that year, the association issued a manifesto “to the Indonesian nation”, in which it urged 

the various political forces to come together and to unite. As an encouragement, the 

manifesto read: “Look at Egypt, look at Morocco, look at Syria! [Look at the] indomitable 

and unbreakable will of the nation. Look at China, which doesn’t allow the foreigners to 

humiliate her”.230  

 Examining the content of the international articles in Indonesia Merdeka, it becomes 

clear that they were mainly intended to examine the common aspects and differences of the 

Indonesian struggle for independence with other movements in the colonised world. In March 

1924, the political atmosphere in the colony and the gradual alienation of the ‘moderate’ 

Sarekat Islam from the Volksraad parliament was related to contemporary radicalisation in 

British India. “It is curious, how political developments in these two colonised countries 

correspond, although our big neighbour turned to action far more early.”231 In a subsequent 

article the political reforms in Turkey and Atatürk’s assertive foreign policy were praised, 
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followed by a review of a biography on Gandhi and a comparison of the education systems in 

Japan, the Philippines and Indonesia.232 In general, the editors of IM in the period after 1923 

were particularly interested in countries with emerging national liberation movements, most 

notably British India, Turkey, China, Egypt and Morocco. ‘European’ events, such as the 

coming to power of Mussolini, developments in the Weimar Republic, and the Stock Market 

Crash of 1929 were hardly discussed. It is also interesting to see that Sub-Sahara Africa and 

Latin America were not on the Indonesian radar.  

Regarding British India, the rise and the configuration of the nationalist movement 

was observed with great interest. The nationalist students were well aware of the different 

political tendencies within the Indian National Congress. Gandhi’s teachings on non-

cooperation and mass action were discussed in IM, as well as the call for unity of the Indian 

people. However, other components of Gandhian philosophy, like the somewhat spiritual 

emphasis on nonviolence, self-sacrifice and determination, were met with less enthusiasm by 

the Indonesian students.233 A similar selective orientation applied to Turkey. The successful 

military campaign of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and the harmonious patriotism that he taught 

his people received much attention. Atatürk’s difficulties in keeping his movement together 

and his regular use of intimidation and authoritarian leadership to achieve his goals were not 

mentioned.234 It may be clear that the international focus of the Indonesian students was 

selective, not only geographically, but also thematically, and was above all an exercise in 

defining themselves, in relation to the peoples and places with which they interacted. 

The approach of Indonesia Merdeka vis-à-vis international issues is strikingly 

different when compared to the older Hindia Poetra. But also interesting are the similarities 

with contemporary issues of the Chung Hwa Hui Tsa Chih, the journal of the Chung Hwa 

Hui, and publications of De Indiër, a magazine in which Suwardi Suryaningrat and Ernest 

Douwes Dekker wrote a decade before. With regard to the former, the Chung Hwa Hui Tsa 

Chih also began to publish articles with a distinct international focus. Obviously the Chinese 

world was often discussed, but also anticolonial movements in other parts of the world were 

described as well. In 1926, the CHH board member and future chair Khouw Bian Tie 
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concluded, for instance: “in all countries of the East, the awakening process takes place, here 

slow, there faster and yonder already in completed form. ‘Comme dans un songe mystique 

l’Asie est restée des siècles attendant le jour de l’action. Elle est éveillée aujourd’hui’”.235 

Also in publications of De Indiër, a short-lived nationalist journal in 1913-1914 edited by the 

Indo-European journalist Frans Berding, a remarkable interest in the foreign stage comes to 

the fore. A random issue, such as the one in July 1914, discussed the Egyptian nationalists 

around Saad Zaghlul, Tagore’s literature, and the Panama Canal, followed a month later by a 

report on political developments in Mexico and India and a reflection on nationalism on the 

Balkans.236  

The examples of De Indiër and Chung Hwa Hui Tsa Chih support the impression that 

the emergence of an anticolonial tendency went hand in hand with an expanding synchronic 

global historical consciousness, not only for the Indonesians in the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, 

but also for other groups.237 The examples set by other nationalist movements, and the 

professionalism displayed in anticolonial politics worldwide, instilled in these groups a 

consciousness of a reality beyond that of everyday politics in the Dutch Indies. In April 1924 

the editors wrote in an anniversary issue of IM: “The arising country of Indonesia 

consciously tries to evaluate the position it occupies within the international community. It 

feels that it constitutes an independent link in the great world chain.”238 The international 

context gave them a reason to criticise the Dutch colonial authorities when they did not 

comply with the tendency for democratisation that seemed to push boundaries worldwide. It 

could even made sacrifices more bearable against the backdrop of those made by colonised 

peoples around the world. It is only natural that the Indonesian students in the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia sooner or later actively began to pursue contacts with foreign activists in the bigger 

cities of Europe. In the same programme of activities of 1925 in which the PI board 

announced that it wanted “to evoke the interest of the members in international issues”, it 

desired “to bring the Indonesian question under the international attention”.239 In the next 

chapters, three other students will be introduced who, at different times, in different cities and 

with different political objectives in mind, entered the international arena of anticolonial 

politics. 
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Chapter 3 

Ambassador without a country 

Mononutu in Paris 

 

In this chapter, we follow the trail of Mononutu on his journey to Paris. In accordance with 

the new international orientation of the PI, Mononutu tried to establish contacts and forge 

networks with anticolonial activists in the capital of “men without a country”. Although the 

Indonesian students referred to their Parisian contacts as brethren, fighting for the same 

anticolonial cause, many diverging opinions and political traditions can be distinguished 

behind this banner of unity. Therefore, the Indonesian activities in Paris should be 

understood as performative actions, rather than actual collaborative efforts. 

 

In the summer of 1925 Arnold Wilson Mononutu, 26 years old and since January that year 

vice-chairman of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, left his home town The Hague on a special 

mission for the Indonesian Association. The young Mononutu was not a leader nor an 

agitator, and sometimes even left an impression of insignificance on others.240 He can be 

typified as a silent observer and organiser behind the scenes, who was attracted to artistic, 

intellectual and political circles, and had a special taste for high society.241 The rare pictures 

that survive of this period show a young man of normal stature, in European dress with 

bowler hat and stick.242 Although Mononutu’s authorised biographer Nalenan mentions 

several intimate relationships with women, a Dutch special councillor keeping an eye on the 

Indonesian students in the Netherlands, the ‘Raadsman voor Studeerenden’ J.C. Westenenk, 

suggested “homosexual leanings”.243 A qualification that perhaps reveals more of 

Westenenk’s own orientalist mentality than of Mononutu’s love life itself. 

Mononutu’s rise to prominence within the Perhimpoenan Indonesia had been a recent 

development, and was certainly not the result of years of political work. Arnold Isaac 

Zacharias Wilson Mononutu was born on 4 December 1898 in the town of Manado, a larger 

regional and administrative centre in the same Minahasan region as where Ratu Langie was 

born eight years before. Arnold Mononutu was Christian as well, although he seemed to be 
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part of an “unchurched intellectual upper layer” in Minahasan society that had enjoyed 

secular education.244 

 

 
 

The Mononutu family was one of the leading families in the Minahasa region, but not so 

much through indigenous aristocratic titles. Similarly to Ratu Langie’s family, the wealth and 

status of the Mononutu family was derived from the European power structure. Arnold’s 

grandfather, who shared the same name with his grandson, was the first Minahasan to receive 

a grade as Dokter Djawa in 1870, a Dutch colonial education for indigenous doctors. The title 

of Dokter Djawa lend Arnold Senior high prestige in the Minahasan society, and social 

promotion to the Eurasian circles of society. His son – the father of Arnold Junior – with the 

Dutch name of Karel Charles, married a Eurasian woman by the name of Agustina van der 

Slot, and became a government official for the colonial administration of Northern Celebes. 

Eventually, Karel would climb up to the rank of Algemeen Ontvanger (‘General Receiver’) 

of the Manado district. Most likely, he belonged to the growing group of ‘Natives’ who filed 

a request to be ‘equated’ to the ‘European’ legal status on the basis of his language skills, 

occupation and religion.245 To emphasise his European orientation, Arnolds father even 

began to carry the name of Wilson, which he borrowed from his mother’s family.246 

The évolué social status determined the career opportunities of the young Arnold. 

Like many elite Indonesians, Arnold was raised in the Dutch language, and at the age of four 

he enrolled in the European primary school that was for Dutch, Eurasian and ‘Europeanised’ 

children only. By the age of 15 he moved to relatives in Batavia to go to one of the three HBS 
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Figure 3.1: From left to right Soebardjo, 
Mononutu and unknown person in 1924 
in front of the Peace Palace in The 
Hague.  
 
Source: Mononutu; Nalenan, Arnold 
Mononutu, 124. 
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schools in the Dutch Indies, the prestigious Koning Willem III School.247 Together with 

future fellow students Achmad Soebardjo, Alex Maramis and Nazir Pamontjak, Arnold 

Mononutu was, as is mentioned in his 1981 biography, the only ‘Native’ in a school 

population of 500 European, Eurasian and Chinese children.248 They lived the life of the 

European colonial elite. As Mononutu stated himself, he was invested with a “colonial 

mentality” in which European lifestyles, values and ideas were prevalent.249 This would 

change significantly over the next years. Like many of the pupils in the HBS, Mononutu 

wanted to continue his school career in the Netherlands, as he had the ambition to become a 

journalist. As soon as the First World War had ended, and the naval routes were cleared, 

Mononutu embarked on a ship to Europe. He arrived in Amsterdam at the beginning of 1920.  

 

Mononutu in The Hague 

Mononutu settled in The Hague, and was initially absorbed by Dutch student life. He 

socialised with Dutch friends from the HBS in Batavia and enrolled in a private school in 

Leiden, which would grant him the requirements needed for prospective journalists. After 

two years, however, he began to draw closer to the Indonesian students that resided in the 

university town of Leiden, among whom were his former classmates Achmad Soebardjo and 

Alex Maramis, who had arrived a few months earlier.250 It was on Maramis’ initiative that 

Mononutu first attended a meeting of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in 1923 – three years after 

his arrival – when this association was still called Indonesische Vereeniging and was under 

leadership of Iwa Koesoema Soemantri.251 

Mononutu entered an association that was in the course of the political transformation 

between 1922 and 1925. By the time Iwa Koesoema Soemantri was chairman, the association 

had already been endowed with a more overtly political ethos with the change of name from 

Indische Vereeniging to Indonesische Vereeniging, and the initiation of new national symbols 

such as the Benteng head and a new Red-and-White flag.252 It is unclear why Mononutu, who 

was by his upbringing closely associated to Dutch colonial life, and invested with a “colonial 

mentality,” felt attracted to the increasingly uncompromising attitude of students of the 
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Indonesische Vereeniging. He had never been politically active before and nothing in his 

personal life or in the political developments at the time suggests an ideological watershed. 

Probably, Mononutu, whose studies did not progress as they should, felt attracted to the new 

vitality of the Indonesische Vereeniging, which had just broken away from restraining 

collaboration with Dutch student organisations in the Indonesisch Verbond van 

Studeerenden. The association had reinvented itself and energetically advocated a new 

Indonesian identity vis-à-vis Dutchmen and fellow Indonesian students. Anyway, Mononutu 

was inspired by the new political atmosphere, and symbolically refused to carry his European 

name Wilson any longer, which his father had adopted to acquire a higher colonial status. 

 

Rise to prominence 

Within little more than a year after his first involvement in the association, Arnold Mononutu 

would become one of its most prominent members. Two episodes in particular mark the 

evolution of Mononutu towards prominence. Firstly, Arnold Mononutu represented the 

radical faction in a clash with one of the founding fathers of the Indonesische Vereeniging. 

As mentioned before, in 1924 the senior member Noto Soeroto wrote a favourable article in 

his own journal, Oedaya, in honour of the military officer and former Governor General J.B. 

van Heutsz. As a military commander in the Sumatran region of Aceh, he had played a 

notorious role in quelling a prolonged revolt in that region around the turn of the century. 

Through scorched earth tactics and mass executions of civilians, leaving thousands of 

Acehnese dead, he managed to ‘pacify’ the region after years of struggle with Acehnese 

fighters.253 

In the eyes of Indonesian nationalists in the IV, this ‘butcher of Aceh’ was a cruel 

tyrant. But Noto Soeroto, who belonged to the aristocratic Javanese house of Paku Alam and 

who had become a well-known poet, publicist and society figure in the Netherlands, 

expressed his “personal admiration for this Dutchman, who had an eye to the interests of the 

natives”. Politically, Noto Soeroto believed in the promises of the ethical policy and was in 

favour of association with Dutch rule. He had expressed serious doubts about the nationalist 

shift of ‘his’ association, but his status as a founding member prevented the issue coming to a 

head. The article in Oedaya was, however, an outright provocation of the “super-nationalists” 

who did not want to recognise “the merits of this conqueror, with iron fists but with a great 
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heart”.254 It was Arnold Mononutu who took up the challenge to call this senior member to 

account by convening a special meeting in December 1924. Weren’t the “iron fists” of Van 

Heutsz castigating the backs of his brothers and sisters of Indonesia? As an Indonesian 

nobleman, it was counted against Noto Soeroto that he lowered himself to attempts to “get 

into the good books of the ruling powers”.255 The association – Noto Soeroto included – was 

surprised by the eloquence of Mononutu, and with 45 against 5 votes the former icon was 

expelled from the association.256 

Another defining moment – one that proved that Mononutu had definitively rejected 

his ‘colonial mentality’ – occurred when he was asked by Achmad Soebardjo and 

Mohammad Hatta to join a six week summer course in international law in July and August 

1925, at the recently established Académie du Droit International of the Peace Palace in The 

Hague. During these weeks, students from around the world were educated in the principles 

and philosophies of international law by prominent scholars, judges and diplomats. The texts 

and topics discussed, of Erasmus, Grotius, Renan and others, provided the Indonesian 

students with valuable theoretical ammunition for their national claims. But more important 

for Mononutu and his fellow Indonesian participants Soebardjo and Darmawan 

Mangoenkoesoemo was that they succeeded in stating their nationality as ‘Indes Orientales’ 

instead of the ‘the Netherlands’ or ‘Dutch East Indies’. The issue lead to vehement protests 

from the side of the Dutch students and heated debates in the forum, with the English, French 

and Japanese students supporting the Dutch group and the Indian, Egyptian, Iranian and 

Hungarian groups supporting Mononutu’s claim. The Indonesians won the dispute. For them 

it had been the first clash for national independence on the international stage of the Peace 

Palace in The Hague. For Mononutu, it had been a second moment of prominence.257 

 

New international orientation 

A month after Mononutu’s clash with Noto Soeroto, he was asked in January 1925 to become 

vice-chairman in the board of the Indonesische Vereeniging under leadership of the Javanese 

medical student Soekiman Wirjosandjojo, and with the guidance of Mohammad Hatta and 

Achmad Soebardjo behind the scenes. This board reinforced the transformation process of the 

three preceding boards, with a second name change of the association from Indonesische 
                                                           
254 Noto Soeroto, “Een persoonlijke herinnering aan wijlen Generaal J.B. van Heutsz,” Oedaya 15 (1924): 135; 
Karels, Mijn aardse leven vol moeite en strijd, 95-102. 
255 Hatta, Memoir, 167. 
256 NL-HaNA, Koloniën / Kabinet-Geheim Archief, 1901-1940, 2.10.36.51, inv. nr. 262, 27 March 1925 F3; 
Hatta, Memoir, 167-168; Nalenan, Arnold Mononutu, 42-46. 
257 Nalenan, Arnold Mononutu, 55; Subardjo, Kesadaran nasional, 150. 



84 
 

Vereeniging to its literal Indonesian translation Perhimpoenan Indonesia. It was this board 

that issued the programme of activities, in which the PI announced that it wanted “to evoke 

the interest of the members in international issues”, and “to bring the Indonesian question to 

international attention”.258  

 

 
 

In particular, the organisation aimed to continue the Pan-Asian work of Ratu Langie. In the 

memorial volume which was published at the occasion of the fifteenth anniversary of the 

association, Alex Maramis remarked:  
 

Important are the recent attempts by Indonesians in the Netherlands to get an international, or better, an 

intra-Asian orientation […] Already nine years ago, dr. Ratulangi established the ‘Société Asiatique 

des Étudiants’, which due to a lack of personal commitment did not live up to all the expectations. May 

the many recent encounters [with foreign students] lay a firm foundation for a new Union of Asian 

Students.259 

 

Because of his experiences in the Académie du Droit International, his command of the 

French language and his remarkable intervention against Noto Soeroto, the eyes of the PI 

board had fallen on Mononutu. He was not as tied to his studies as the other students in the 

PI, because he neglected his training at the school for journalism. His experiences at the 

Peace Palace summer school gave him more satisfaction and after he became involved in the 

                                                           
258 Petrus Blumberger, De nationalistische beweging, 189; “Bestuurswisseling,” Indonesia Merdeka 3.1 
(February 1925): 3; Subardjo, Kesadaran nasional, 125-126; Hatta, Memoir, 158-159. 
259 Alex Maramis, “Terugblik,” in Gedenkboek Indonesische Vereeniging, 18; my translation, original in the 
appendix. Actually, the SDEA was established five years before, in 1918. 

Figure 3.2: PI board 1925, 
with from left to right 
Boediarto, Mononutu, 
Soebardjo, Nazif, Soekiman 
Wirjosandjojo (chair), 
Sartono, Hatta, Joesoef, 
Soenario.  
 
Source: Perpustakaan 
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PI, he decided to devote his time to serious politics. Paris provided an interesting opportunity 

to explore this alternative career path.260 

 

Paris 

In the summer of 1925 Mononutu arrived in Paris. For the first nights he arranged to stay in a 

hotel at 47 Boulevard Saint-Michel in the Quartier Latin neighbourhood, just opposite the 

prestigious Lycée Saint-Louis.261 After the first weeks, he moved to a cheaper hotel a number 

of blocks away, Hôtel du Progrès at 50 Rue Gay-Lussac, where he would stay until 

September 1927.262 

Paris was not an unknown city to the Indonesians in the Netherlands. Many students 

arrived from the colony in Genoa or Marseille by boat, and from there took a shortcut over 

land by train to Holland. A stop-over in Paris was usual; a stay that, in the case of Ali 

Sastroamidjojo and his wife, lasted up to two months.263 Moreover, the French capital was a 

popular destination during holidays and reading weeks, for tourist purposes, but also for 

language classes, for meetings with friends and activists or just to escape from distraction and 

obligations in the Netherlands in the period of exams.264 Furthermore, around the same time 

that Mononutu arrived, the students Mohamad Nazif and Soediono followed courses at the 

Faculté de Droit (‘Law Faculty’) of the Université de Paris.265 Arnold Mononutu was, then, 

far from exceptional as an Indonesian studying in Paris.  

Paris at that time was truly a global city; a “capital of men without a country” as the 

American writer and civil rights activist Roger Baldwin aptly described it.266 During the 

1920s it was one of the few cities in Europe where political refugees and exiles could easily 

find a place and a living, unlike for instance England with its restrictive migration laws. 

According to a census in 1931, Paris harboured 148,000 Italians, 83,000 Poles, 52,000 

Belgians, 42,000 Russians and 150,000 other residents from Western countries, in a total 
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number of 6.7 million inhabitants.267 Also from non-Western lands, refugees, students, 

soldiers and workers found a new or temporary home in the Metropole. Although official 

figures were not always accurate, around 96,000 North Africans, 49,000 Indochinese, 10,000 

Antilleans and 2000 Sub-Saharan Africans called Paris their home by the mid-1920s.268 

Together, all these foreigners comprised 9.2% of the total population of the city. Although, 

many of them came to France to serve in the French army or to work in the industrial zones 

around the City of Paris, many refugees had left their homelands for political reasons. This 

brought an explosive mix of views and convictions to Paris, with large groups of antifascist 

Italians, Czarist Russians, American anarchists and Catholic Poles, who could live in Paris 

undisturbed, as long as they kept a low profile.269 

A special group, and a particularly interesting one for the Indonesians, were 

anticolonial activists, who, according to Roger Baldwin, numbered only a few hundred, but 

who were very active in organising meetings and establishing newspapers and political 

offices. Some of the organisations enjoyed considerable support from the French Communist 

Party, and from leftist intellectuals such as Romain Rolland and Henri Barbusse, and 

organisations such as the Ligue des Droits de l’Homme. 

 

Hôtels and Cafés 

It is almost impossible to reconstruct ‘the average day’ of these students with most of the 

sources only covering highlights and special events. Nonetheless, some particularities can be 

pointed out.  

First of all, it should be mentioned that the social and political life of the Indonesians 

almost entirely took place in the university area of the Quartier Latin. Two hotels in particular 

were the hubs of their social environment. The Indonesians consistently chose to stay in the 

aforementioned Hôtel du Progrès at 50 Rue Gay-Lussac, or the Hôtel Soufflot at 9 Rue 

Toullier, just around the block from the Jardin du Luxembourg. Mononutu was not the first to 

take up residence in the Hôtel du Progrès, as the law student Sastromoeljono stayed there 

already in 1923. During the period under investigation, Mohamad Nazif, Mohammad Hatta 

and Nazir Pamontjak stayed for longer or shorter periods in this same hotel as well, 

sometimes in a private room, sometimes sharing a room with one of their fellow compatriots. 

The same applied for the Hôtel Soufflot, where, among others, Achmad Soebardjo, Soepomo 
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and Gatot Taroenomihardjo took residence. According to reports of the French intelligence 

service Sûreté Générale, these hotels were more than just places to sleep. Often 

correspondence was sent to and from these addresses suggesting that they functioned as 

political bureaus. Moreover, the owner of the Hôtel Soufflot complained that often 

youngsters gathered in the Indonesian rooms, who, as he concluded from “their conversations 

and life style”, could only be communists.270 

 Another important place that was a natural cross-over between the social and the 

political life of the Indonesians in Paris, was the Taverne Pascal. It was one of the favourite 

hang-outs of the Indonesian students in Paris.271 This bar, located at 2 Rue École-de-

Medecine, was a small, two-storey place, without a terrace. It had long been a typical French 

‘vieux café’ before a new owner turned it into a Chinese restaurant at the beginning of the 

1920s, called Wan Houa Wsieou Leou. Many of the debates in which Mononutu and the 

Indonesians got involved took place here, and sometimes presale tickets for concerts and 

conferences were sold behind the bar. Moreover, a 1914 study on prostitution and ‘sexual 

ethics’ by the German sociologist Robert Michels suggests that there was more for sale in 

Taverne Pascal than just beer and tickets.272 After the Taverne had turned into a Chinese 

restaurant, many non-Western students began to frequent the place; mostly Asians, as can be 

discerned from the following disturbing report of a French secret agent: 
 

I’ve been dining in a Chinese restaurant [at] Rue du Sommerard with comrade Vo Van Toan; this 

restaurant is becoming a negro restaurant, since the Annamites and the Chinese don’t go there 

anymore. The blacks are too numerous and the Annamite students have started a campaign to 

discourage their comrades to go there, for the reason that the Annamites are not among themselves 

anymore. All moved […] to Pascal, at Rue des Ecole [=Rue École-de-Medecine].273 

 

Just after the First World War, the Quartier Latin was a rough university district, with lots of 

students, artists and migrants. Street name searches in newspaper databases reveal a bustling 

area, with many cheap lodgings, small restaurants, with bars and with bar fights. The 

following fragment in a Parisian newspaper in December 1927 gives an impression of the 

kind of area the Indonesians inhabited:  
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Two Annamite students attack a bell-boy 

Two Cochin-Chinese students Tran-Than Phung, 18 years old, and Tran-Than Thien, 20 years old, who 

arrived two months ago in Paris to finish their secondary education, left the hotel at 19 Rue Cujas 

where they stayed, and moved to 9 Rue Toullier [which was Hôtel Soufflot where Soebardjo lived 

around the same period]. They had forgotten two gramophone records in the first hotel. Tran-Than 

Thien went to get them back and the daughter of the hotel owner asked him to wait a minute. But the 

Annamite did not want to wait and started to insult the young girl, which made the bell-boy, Alphonse 

Weigel, to intervene and throw him out. […] A fight broke out. While Weigel had Thien in a hold, his 

comrade Phung, who carried a revolver, shot three times and hit both the bell-boy and Thien.274 

 

Although, Mononutu and the Indonesians succeeded in establishing contacts with the high 

echelons of Parisian society, they usually moved in the milieus of Parisian student life in the 

Quartier Latin. 

 

 
 

The Quartier Latin attracted the Indonesians not only because it was near the university and 

provided cheap housing, but also because it was the epicentre of anticolonial and nationalist 

politics. Within 300 meters from Taverne Pascal and Hôtel Soufflot were located the 

Association des Étudiants Hindous de France, Association Mutuelle des Indochinois, the 
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Khana Ratsadon/Thai People’s Party, the Association des Étudiants Chinois and the leftist 

faction of the Chinese Guomindang nationalists. Some of these addresses were no more than 

post box offices or operated under the guise of a Chinese restaurant, but sometimes they 

functioned as the official Parisian seat of an organisation of millions. Often, these office 

buildings sheltered several organisations at the same time, providing ample opportunity for 

cooperation and cross-fertilisation between the different nationalities and political groups. 

 

Where to find a network  

This was the environment in which Mononutu arrived. Upon departure, Mononutu had 

notified his parents and the administrative supervisors that he wanted to study at the 

prestigious Institut d’Études Politiques in Paris, but in reality he never enrolled.275 Instead, he 

began to approach prominent periodicals and political societies. Initially, Mononutu was not 

too particular in the political environments he explored. According to a Sûreté report he even 

frequented meetings of the fascist organisation Faisceau and the ultra-right royalist Action 

Française.276 One should bear in mind that the political right in this period was just as active 

in the universities and on the streets as the organisations on the left, and often dominated the 

headlines. Student brawls and street fights between the rightist Camelots du Roi and 

republican student organisations were frequent.277  

Nevertheless, in general Mononutu was most interested in anticolonial forces. In a 

letter to his friend and fellow student in the Netherlands, Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat, he 

wrote that in the first months of his stay he had arranged meetings with several activists and 

academics.278 One of them, for example, was an Indian nationalist from the Portuguese 

enclave of Goa, who had lived in Paris for 10 years: the aforementioned Tristão de Bragança 

Cunha. This 35-year old man studied electrical engineering at the Sorbonne University, but 

gained prominence as a correspondent for various Indian journals and writer of a biography 

of Gandhi.279 In the French press he campaigned for the Indian independence movement in 

general, and the liberation of the Portuguese enclave in particular.280 He published in various 
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journals such as the leftist antimilitarist Le Clarté founded by Henri Barbusse, and the liberal 

journal L’Europe Nouvelle of Louise Weiss, which was dedicated to the advancement of 

peaceful international diplomatic relations in Europe and the League of Nations.281 

On invitation of Mononutu, Cunha wrote an article for Indonesia Merdeka on the role 

of students in the struggle for national independence.282 According to Cunha, young 

intellectuals such as Mononutu had to take the lead in educating, organising and radicalising 

the most exploited colonised classes towards “the ultimate battle ahead”. Because these 

intellectuals were raised in the ideology and convictions of the oppressors, they knew exactly 

how to counter their arguments and tactics. Cunha sharply attacked “this colonial” Noto 

Soeroto, who had agitated in a Parisian journal against the inclination of nationalists to frame 

the colonial question in a racial binary. In a Fanonian manner, Cunha lamented: “It seems 

that [the writer] forgot that this conflict already manifests itself in the form of misery, caused 

by famine, massacres, and the worst cruelties and humiliations, inflicted upon the indigenous 

colonised populations by the ones to whom [Noto Soeroto] addresses this mellifluous 

sermon.”283 

 

Communist attraction 

In the same letter to Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat, Mononutu wrote that he also sought 

contact with communist circles, especially with anticolonial activists around the 

propagandistic journal Le Paria, Tribune des Populations des Colonies, and with editors of 

the large communist daily L’Humanité.284 In the first half of the 1920s, the communists 

exerted great attraction on colonial activists in the metropole. In line with directives issued by 

the Second World Congress of the Comintern of August 1920, the newly established Parti 

Communiste Française (‘French Communist Party’, PCF) initiated the formation of a number 

of organisations and structures for anticolonial propaganda in France.285 In 1921 a special 

research and training institute was established, the Comité d’Études Coloniales, that was 
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designed to bring communists from the metropole and the colonies together to reflect on the 

colonial question and to coordinate anticolonial activities. Another organisation, the Union 

Intercoloniale, served as a mass organisation that campaigned for complete and immediate 

independence for the colonies, and had to demonstrate that the PCF was the only political 

party that consistently chose the side of the oppressed colonies.286 

 And they succeeded in doing this. Although the direct outreach of the Union 

Intercoloniale and Le Paria was limited in terms of membership and print numbers, these 

structures provided an important platform for anticolonial activists from different parts of the 

empire to make common cause against French imperialism.287 Already during its existence, 

the group attained prominence as it brought together a wide range of young activists from 

several colonies, such as the Guadeloupean lawyer Max Clainville Bloncourt, the war 

veterans Abdelkader Hadj Ali from Algeria, Lamine Senghor from French West Africa and 

the young Vietnamese organiser Nguyen Ai Quoc, who would become better known as Ho 

Chi Minh. The latter was also one of the founding members and driving forces of Le Paria.288 

In his letters home Mononutu does mention “a revolutionary nationalist Annamite” within the 

editing board of Le Paria with whom he was in contact, but he did not meet Ho Chi Minh in 

this period. The latter had left Paris at the end of 1923, two years before the arrival of 

Mononutu. Most likely, Mononutu was referring to the Vietnamese communist Nguyen The 

Truyen, from the Northern area of Tonkin, who had come to Paris in the early 1920s and 

soon became editor of Le Paria.289 

Figures such as Ho Chi Minh and Lamine Senghor would acquire prominence later, as 

worldwide protagonists of the struggle against colonialism and imperialism. However, this 

group was already the intellectual point of gravity of a wider circle of better and less known 

activists, writers and intellectuals in colonial Paris; communists as well as non-

communists.290 Le Paria and the PCF were on the forefront of agitation against French 
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colonial actions, such as the military intervention in 1924 in the Rif War between Spain and 

Moroccan Berbers, and the Great Syrian Revolt of 1925. Both insurrections had also attracted 

attention in Indonesia Merdeka, and the Indonesian journal had even published an open letter 

of the Riffian military leader and “Provisional Regent of the Rif-Republic” Abd el-Krim.291 It 

is not surprising that Mononutu expected an interested and militant audience for the 

Indonesian cause in the Parisian communist sphere. 

 Nonetheless, Mononutu’s attempts to get the PI manifesto published in Le Paria and 

l’Humanité were unsuccessful. In fact, Mononutu’s arrival in Paris at the end of 1925 was too 

late to profit from the upsurge in colonial work within Le Paria and the Union Intercoloniale. 

Actually, both structures were about to fall apart. Although the anticolonial efforts of the PCF 

around the Rif War and the Great Syrian Revolt seemed to be resolute and self-confident, 

there were internal debates within the ranks of anticolonial activists over the precise tasks and 

priorities of the PCF and its satellites regarding the colonies. While anticolonial campaigns 

were in full swing, disappointment grew among prominent figures such as Ho Chi Minh and 

Lamine Senghor over persistent prejudices in both the rank and file and the leadership of the 

PCF regarding the capability of ‘indigènes’ to conduct serious anticapitalist politics.292 Many 

leading communists were of the conviction that revolution would start in the industrialised 

West, and that anticolonial politics had to support the European parties by weakening 

Western capitalism overseas. As the Guadeloupean Max Clainville Bloncourt put it:  
 

Brothers of the colonies, it is indispensable that you take account of the fact that it there is no other 

solution than the conquest of political power in Europe by the labouring masses.293  

 

This prioritisation of Western anticapitalism over national independence in the colonies put a 

different complexion to the support for the Rif Republic and anticolonial politics in general. 

The massive support of the PCF for the “feudal and religious adventurer” Abd el-Krim in fact 

served the interest of campaigning in France against the more moderate socialists in the 

Section Française de l'Internationale Ouvrière (‘French Section of the Workers’ 
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International’, SFIO). Comparably, the candidacy in French municipal elections of people 

such as Lamine Senghor and Abdelkader Hadj Ali was primarily to provide the PCF with an 

anticolonial image vis-à-vis the socialist SFIO and other ‘bourgeois’ parties.294 Both the Rif-

campaign and the candidacies of Senghor and Hadj Ali were failures in terms of turnout and 

votes, but this was less of a problem for the PCF, which had already established its 

anticolonial image as against the SFIO, than to the anticolonial activists themselves who 

found themselves in an ineligible position.295 

 Therefore, right around the time that Mononutu tried to arrange a meeting with editors 

of Le Paria, some prominent anticolonial organisers began to leave the Union Intercoloniale 

and to build structures along geographical lines. In 1926, Lamine Senghor initiated the 

foundation of the Comité de Défense de la Race Nègre that had a Pan-African outlook, while 

Messali Hadj and Abdelkader Hadj Ali established the Étoile Nord-Africaine and Nguyen 

The Truyen started the Parti Annamite de l’Indépendance.296 The establishment of these 

organisations was not so much a break with communism or the PCF as such. These 

organisations, which were explicitly promoted in the last issue of Le Paria, continued to 

receive money and aid from the PCF.297 Rather, their foundation was an attempt to prioritise 

first and foremost anticolonial concerns, to work more independently from the directives of 

the party, and to attract cooperation with non-communist colonials in France.298  

An important implication of this regionalisation of the anticolonial struggle was that, 

although these organisations continued to stress the importance of intercolonial solidarity, for 

instance in the opposition to the deployment of foreign colonial tirailleurs in other continents, 

they started to turn their focus to a specific political hinterland. Lamine Senghor and the 

Comité de Défense de la Race Nègre concentrated on uniting all black peoples in Africa and 

across the Atlantic, while the Étoile Nord-Africaine naturally focussed its attention on the 

Maghreb and the Islamic world. Students from French Indochina, to conclude with, 

increasingly placed their work in a Pan-Asian framework, in which events in British India 

and China took a central position. It seems that Mononutu and the Indonesians were 

specifically drawn in this Pan-Asian orbit . 
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Mononutu’s implicit ‘choice’ for the Asian environment was also reinforced by the 

academic character of his Parisian political journey. Not all anticolonial activists were alike. 

While the Algerian and African activists were predominantly of a proletarian background and 

focused on Algerian workers communities in the outskirts of Paris and on African colonial 

soldiers in the French-occupied Rhineland, the social life of the Vietnamese and Cambodian 

activists was largely centred around the Quartier Latin and the universities.299 Among the 55 

Algerian nationalist leaders there were only eight intellectuals, while in contrast, the manual 

worker Ho Chi Minh was an exception to the rule that most of the Indochinese political 

activists in interwar France were students or academics.300 Mononutu started seeking for 

political support among communist proletarian circles, but soon, his journey took on an 

academic and elitist edge. 

 

Civilisations Orientales 

An important organisation in which Mononutu got involved, an engagement of which he and 

his fellow Indonesians were particularly proud, was the Association pour l’Étude des 

Civilisations Orientales (‘Association for the Study of Oriental Civilisations’, AECO). This 

association, in which Mononutu took a board position, was established in the spring of 1925, 

and was a continuation of a previous collaboration of anti-imperialists from different colonial 

backgrounds. It had as its objective to bring students and intellectuals from various colonies 

in the ‘Orient’ together, to acquaint them with each other’s cultures, and to introduce this 

wealth of civilisations to the Western public through history, art and cultural performances.301 

 The initiative seemed to have derived from a visiting professor from the University of 

Beijing, Tjeng Yin Chang, and a communist Chinese worker-student in Paris, Xia Ting. 

Hence, the association’s secretariat was located at the office of the Association des Étudiants 

Chinois and a number of other competing Chinese nationalist student groups.302 However, the 

AECO was successful in attracting a wide range of students, academics and activists from a 
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number of countries in Asia; from Syria to Japan, and from Russia to the Dutch Indies.303 

British, French and Dutch secret services were worried that the organisation was being 

infiltrated by communists and other subversive forces, but this seems to have been overly 

anxious. Although some of the members of AECO had a clear communist profile, such as Xia 

Ting who according to Levine belonged to the ‘extremist’ communist faction of the 

Guomindang in Paris, a closer look at the people involved makes clear that the association 

comprised a variety of ideologies and world views, and had a rather culturalist and academic 

character.304  

The 67-year old Alimardan Bey Topchubachev, for instance, was an Azeri exile living 

in Paris. He was already politically active in 1905, as one of the leaders of the Ittifagi-

Muslimin (‘Union of Muslims’), and was in 1918 one of the founders of the independent 

Azerbaijan Democratic Republic. He was sent to Paris in December of that same year to 

lobby for international recognition of his country at the Peace Conference in Versailles. He 

succeeded in this, but as in the meantime the new Republic was taken over by Bolshevik 

groups, Topchubachev could not return. As an exile in Paris, he established the Association 

Émigrante Azerbaïdjanaise and he continued his political struggle for liberation and 

independence for Azerbaijan.305 Politically, Topchubachev was far from a Bolshevik, which 

to him as an Azeri nationalist represented oppression rather than liberation. At a conference 

in June 1927 with Caucasian migrant groups and many dignitaries from the French 

governmental, military and business elite, he expressed gratitude to the French people and its 

state officials, because they had always supported the Caucasian peoples “from the start of 

the invasion and violent occupation of our countries by the Bolshevik Russian hordes”. He 

added: “our eyes are fixed on […] this beautiful France […] where the entire human race 
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finds the germs of the most noble ideas, which are in line with the dignity of individuals and 

the sanity of the collective.”306 

 Prabodh Chandra Bagchi was of another political type. This Indian student was at 28 

years old around the same age as Mononutu, and according to the British secret service a 

great friend of his. He was a young academic professional, and had already made significant 

career steps before he arrived in Paris. He had been a promising student and a lecturer in 

Indian ancient and cultural history at the University of Calcutta, before he was recommended 

by the renowned poet Rabindranath Tagore to the French Indologist Sylvain Lévi. With the 

latter he embarked on a number of orientalist expeditions to Nepal, French Indochina and 

Japan, in the course of which he learned a handful of modern and ancient Asian languages. In 

this way he got acquainted with a wider circle of French Indologists and orientalists in Asia, 

and in 1923 he was offered a French government scholarship to start a doctoral research 

project at the Université de Paris.307 

 Intellectually, Bagchi was indeed a heir of Tagore and Lévi. A year after the 

establishment of the AECO, Bagchi published two books – Le Canon Bouddhique en Chine 

and India and China: a thousand years of cultural relations – in which he unearthed deep 

cultural connections between India and China.308 With Lévi, Bagchi was convinced that 

ancient Indian history could only be interpreted in a broader Asian frame. Long before 

Europeans arrived on the subcontinent, there were cultural, religious and economic relations 

between India and ‘India Magna’: a vast cultural sphere that stretched from Central Asia via 

South Asia to China and Southeast Asia. This primordial Asian culture formed the substratum 

under the many temporal rulers and empires of Asia, and could be discerned by comparative 

research in philology, literature, architecture and cultural artefacts.309 

In itself, this reinterpretation of the value of Indian and Asian culture was conducted 

by orientalists within the high walls of the academia, but it also bore implicit political 

significance. The idea that the Indian subcontinent was in fact the cradle of Asian civilisation 

– from Central Asia, to China and Southeast Asia, and with Hindu-Buddhist structures such 
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as the Borobudur and Angkor Wat as its most visible landmarks – provided ammunition for 

Indian nationalists and Pan-Asianists. They found evidence not only that Asia had been 

civilised before the era of colonial conquests, but also that its culture was still latently alive 

under the heel of colonisation, and only in need of revitalisation.310 That Bagchi was not a 

politically detached scholar but acutely aware of the political implications of his ideas, was 

illustrated by the fact that he was a prominent member of the Greater India Society and one 

of the founders of the Association des Étudiants Hindous de France. This latter organisation, 

with its office in the Quartier Latin, gave shelter to Indian political activists, and according to 

the British Secret Service was involved in seditious activities.311 

One of these activists may have been Kavalam Madhava Panikkar, another Indian 

youngster in the AECO. He had an academic background as well, and after his studies at 

Oxford University became a lecturer at the Aligarh University as a history professor. Judging 

from later publications, he shared the views on ‘Greater India’ of Lévi and Bagchi, stressing 

the spiritual unity of South and Southeast Asia. Apart from academic works, Panikkar also 

expressed his nationalist ideas as a journalist, writing for numerous journals and newspapers 

and in 1924 as the first editor of the nationalist journal Hindustan Times, a mouthpiece of the 

Indian National Congress. In 1925 he travelled to Europe for the second time and, in January 

1926 he arrived in Paris as a journalist, earning a living by selling articles on Indian culture 

and politics to French newspapers.312 From the selected works of the nationalist leader 

Jawaharlal Nehru it appears that Panikkar was in close contact with the higher circles of the 

Indian National Congress, and wrote investigative articles on the initiative of the latter.313 

Two other politically active persons who might give an impression of the variety of 

people active in the AECO, were the Indochinese Bui Quang Chiêu and Duong Van Giao. 

They were both active in the Indochinese Parti Constitutionaliste, the first as its founder and 

most important leader, the latter as its main propagandist in Paris. This organisation, 

established in 1917 as a pseudo-political interest group, drew its members mainly from the 

privileged indigenous classes, consisting of civil servants, students, merchants and capitalists, 

and landed elite. Bui Quang Chiêu himself, for example, was a French-educated agricultural 

engineer and son of Confucian notables in the Mekong Delta. These groups wanted a greater 
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share in the economic upsurge after the First World War, and campaigned against Chinese 

and French dominance in the trades. They argued for economic liberalisation and reforms, for 

better education, and above all for greater political freedom and representation guaranteed in 

a constitution.314 

Politically, the Parti Constitutionaliste was a moderate reformist organisation, steering 

a middle course between conservative colons on the one hand, and those who rejected French 

colonial rule all together on the other.315 Its members were not anti-French or anticolonial per 

se. In their manifestos, they expressed loyalty to the colonial authorities, and put great trust in 

subsequent Governor Generals to reform.316 The implementation of ‘French’ values, such as 

equality and economic liberty, was even at the basis of their demands. An affiliated journal 

wrote, for example: “We will […] attempt to promote the diffusion of French ideas among 

the educated elements of the Annamite population.”317 

However, despite promises from various new Governors, substantial reforms in the 

course of the 1920s failed to take place with French conservatives controlling the colonial 

government. Therefore, when the socialist Governor Alexandre Varenne assumed office in 

1925, the Constitutionalists saw the chance to demand reforms and step up their activities. At 

the end of 1925 Bui Quang Chiêu decided to go to Paris to join forces with Duong Van Giao 

in an attempt to convince the government in Paris of the desirability of reforms.318  

Duong Van Giao, who was married to a French woman and was “lean and tall, and 

with a peaceful personality”, had come to Paris immediately after the First World War, to 

become a law student. In 1922 he received a doctors degree with distinction at the newly 

established Institut de Criminologie de Paris, and subsequently, he became an advocate at the 

Cour d’Appel de Paris, the highest appeal court in France.319 In the meantime, he was a 

professor at the École des Langues Orientales and helped to establish various semi-political 

self-help organisations for Indochinese in Paris, such as the Association Mutuelle des 
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Indochinois, the Association des Travailleurs Intellectuels d'Indochine, and the Parisian 

branch of the Parti Constitutionaliste.320 

  In 1925 and 1926, Duong Van Giao and Bui Quang Chiêu, sometimes in cooperation 

with more radical activists such as the aforementioned communist Nguyen The Truyen of the 

Parti Annamite de l’Indépendance but usually with a moderate and Francophile undertone, 

urged for a realisation of the promises made.321 In public meetings with up to 800 

participants, they called upon the French authorities to give the Indochinese intellectual, 

political and economic elite a share in the administration of the colony, to expand public 

education, and to guarantee political liberties in a constitution.322 Ignoring the call of these 

elites, they warned, would only play into the hands of radicals and revolutionaries.323 

 

Diffuse Asianism, regional nationalism 

There were more remarkable figures among the members of the Association pour l’Étude des 

Civilisations Orientales, such as the Siamese student Prayun Phamonmontri, who was among 

the founding students of the Khana Ratsadon/Thai People’s Party in Paris in 1927, that would 

undertake a coup against the absolutist Thai monarchy in 1932; or the Cambodian prince 

Areno Yukanthor, who had forfeited his rights to become monarch of Cambodia when he 

expressed critique of the corrupted Francophile elite of Cambodia. These biographies only 

undergird the impression that the AECO was an organisation of various colonial elites from 

Asia, with a strong leg in orientalist cultural studies and closely associated with French 

governmental circles and higher echelons of the French society. Politically, the character of 

the AECO is less unequivocal, with anti-Bolshevik and Francophile elements existing next to 

moderate nationalist demands, ‘extremist’ Chinese nationalists, and possibly more radical 

culturalist Pan-Asian theories. Only a diffuse sense of cultural pride and a general wish for 

more autonomy for Asian countries bound the members of the AECO together. The purpose 

of the AECO, therefore, must not be sought in the advancement of a direct and coherent 
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political program, but rather as an attempt to make the various Asian voices heard in the 

French capital. 

 The day-to-day activities of the AECO were not very clear. Its members often came 

together in the Chinese students’ secretariat, and met each other at public lectures on Asian 

and colonial affairs, where they tried to balance what they considered as false propaganda by 

colonial advocates. According to Panikkar, the most active members, among whom was most 

certainly Mononutu, gathered every evening in “the Domago coffee house” to exchange ideas 

and news from the Far East.324 This coffee house was perhaps Café Les Deux Magots, a 

famous and very popular bar in the Saint-Germain-des-Prés area, that also attracted the 

literary and Surrealist art scene of the moment in Paris. Another restaurant that repeatedly 

comes up in the sources was the aforementioned Chinese restaurant Wan Houa Wsieou Leou, 

better known under its old name Taverne Pascal. 

 To Mononutu, who became a member of the Executive Committee of the AECO, the 

political relevance of the organisation for the Indonesian struggle was clear and concrete. 

First of all, it provided the opportunity for him and the PI to meet anticolonial activists and to 

establish connections with foreign political movements. Several of the members of AECO 

were invited by the Perhimpoenan Indonesia and the Chung Hwa Hui, to give lectures in the 

Netherlands for the Indonesian and peranakan Chinese members. On 6 June 1926, Panikkar 

lectured at the general meeting of the PI in Leiden about “the necessity of Asiatic unity”. He 

stayed a month in the house of Hatta to work on a historical publication on the VOC in South 

Asia.325 Two months later, Duong Van Giao and a certain Tung Meau visited the Netherlands 

on the invitation of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia to talk about the national movements in their 

respective countries.326 

Secondly, it provided the Indonesian nationalists with an important platform to 

present their national claims to an international public. On 12 February 1926, the AECO 

organised a fête orientale artistique. It was held in one of the largest and most expensive 

hotels in Paris, the Hôtel Continental along the Tuileries Gardens, the chandeliers and 

ballrooms of which radiated true Parisian grandeur. The evening was hosted by the French 

poetess and novelist Madame Lucie Delarue-Mardrus, and there were various Asian dance 
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performances, a serpent charmer, a tombola and a ball.327 Nervously and with high 

expectations Mononutu sent a letter to the PI board in which he urged coming with an 

important delegation of students and the best student dancers in the Netherlands, Ngabéhi 

Poerbotjoroko, Wirjono Prodjodikoro and Soepomo. “In all circles the highest hopes are for 

the Javanese dance. In the programmes and in the advertisements it is ranked among the 

artistically most interesting pieces”, he wrote.328 To the accompaniment of a violin and a 

piano, these Indonesian delegation performed a Javanese Wirèng dance. According to 

Indonesia Merdeka, this was a great success. “Up to three times our dancers were asked to 

come to take a bow. Words as excellent, marvellous, formidable and unforgettable were 

attributed to them.”329  

It is remarkable that the Indonesians, probably for lack of ‘Indonesian’ symbols, used 

a traditional dance from the Central Javanese courts to support political nationalist claims. 

They clearly saw the cultural performance as a political event, and they were keen on leaving 

a good impression. Preceding the festivities, Mononutu wrote to a fellow student: “…much of 

our prestige, our national art prestige depends on it. It is not only the dance. Most important is 

the name of Indonesia. […] Don’t you understand the propagandistic value, when Indonesia 

as a nationality would make a good impression, on a par with the most notable countries of 

the East?”330 After the event of 12 February, the editors of Indonesia Merdeka commented: 

 
The favourable impression, that was left behind by our Indonesian art on the Parisian public, will 

necessarily evoke more interest in our country. Their eyes will open up and see, that somewhere in the 

Pacific there exists an archipelago, named Indonesia, the population of which fights for freedom from 

foreign rule. They will come to the conclusion that a people with such a highly developed artistic 

performance, as the one they had just seen, is not doomed to live under the heel of a foreign oppressor 

forever, and that such a people will have the power to throw off its foreign yoke.331 

 

By drawing attention to the rich Indonesian culture, the students in the PI hoped that the 

world opinion would become more favourable and less ignorant towards the Indonesian 

national claims, and that this would put pressure on the Dutch colonial government. “The so-
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called civilising project of the Dutch colonisers, of which until now nothing but positive is 

trumpeted abroad through one-sided and tendentious information, will be revealed in its true 

character.”332 As such, the political significance of the AECO for the Indonesians was mainly 

drawn from the prestigious stage it provided to make a public statement against the Dutch 

colonial regime. 

In April 1926, the cultural performance was repeated on a smaller scale, on special 

invitation of the exclusive cultural political Société des Amis de l’Orient, the Musée National 

des Arts Asiatiques-Guimet and the Conservatoire de Paris. Again, the oriental performances 

drew many high ranking officials and prominent personalities.333 This time, the Indonesians 

managed to arrange a traditional Javanese gamelan set from the conservatory depots by 

mediation of a certain Germaine Merlange, who organised musical performances for the 

Guimet Museum. In later interviews and in the authorised biography of Mononutu it is 

suggested that the two engaged in an amorous relationship. Nalenan even mentions that they 

got engaged.334 Although it never came to a marriage, this story is not unlikely as love 

relations often occurred between Asian students and European women.335 Moreover, one of 

the Indonesian attendants Soepardi wrote to a friend in the Netherlands that Merlange felt 

attracted to the Indonesian students. She reportedly had said: “Vous Indonésiens, vous 

devenez dangereux pour les Parisiennes!”336 More importantly, it is likely that Merlange, 

around 25 years old and educated in Paris and Oxford, played an important role in assisting 

Mononutu in his political work. Panikkar mentions Merlange in his autobiography as 

someone with a large network in journalistic, artistic and political circles: “By looks, birth 

and education Germaine had the entry to any society in Paris”. She provided Panikkar with 

contacts with French literary figures, prominent journals, and translators, and she saw it as 

her job “to make things easier for visitors from the Orient”.337 
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Bierville  

At one of the evenings in Café Les Deux Magots, Duong Van Giao announced that friends of 

his were involved in the organisation of a international pacifist conference in Bierville, a 

small village 120 kilometres Northwest of Paris. This Congrès Démocratique International 

pour la Paix – mentioned in the introduction – took place from 14 August until 23 August 

1926, and was organised as an annual event by the Ligue de la Jeune-République. This small 

progressive catholic party under the leadership of Marc Sangnier, was a strong proponent of 

official diplomatic efforts to advance peace through the League of Nations and the Locarno 

Treaties of 1925.338 Despite the international pretensions the focus of the conference was on 

Europe, and in particular the promotion of Franco-German reconciliation. Therefore, Duong 

Van Giao proposed to the AECO members that they register as a group and raise the question 

of colonialism and peace outside Europe, in particular in Asia. They agreed and sent an 

invitation request to Marc Sangnier, which he accepted.339 

Mononutu himself was unable to attend, because, just as the year before, he went to 

the annual summer school at the Peace Palace in The Hague. Instead the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia decided to send its chair Mohammad Hatta as a representative of the Indonesian 

youth. Hatta arrived in Paris at the end of July and was introduced by Mononutu to 

Topchubachev, Tung Meau, Panikkar and Duong Van Giao. In preparatory meetings they 

agreed upon forming an ‘Asian bloc’ and writing a joint manifesto, which Panikkar would 

present on behalf of the others.340 

The conference in Bierville was quite successful in attracting foreign delegations. 

5000 visitors from 33, mostly European countries were present, among whom were more 

than 900 German ‘Peace Pilgrims’. Moreover, it enjoyed patronage from high-level French 

politicians and even from the French foreign minister Aristide Briand.341 For 10 days 

Bierville, a village of around 100 inhabitants, was inundated with visitors. They were 

accommodated in three large campsites, one for men, one for women and one for the clerics, 

in large army tents provided, ironically for a pacifist event, by the French Ministry of War. 

Also remarkable were the many religious symbols and the jamboree-like atmosphere in 

which the conference was held, with a large pine wooden crucifix from German Schwarzwald 

planted in French soil and with Wandervogels and boy scouts as volunteers. Although Hatta 

in his memoirs complained about the accommodation, sleeping on a stretcher of 75 
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centimetres in width and a meter away from his neighbour, he was delighted with this first 

experience of an international conference.342 

On the seventh day of the ten-day conference, Panikkar gave the speech on behalf of 

the Asian bloc in which he stressed that the conference until then had been too Eurocentric, 

and too much focused on the complex balance of powers on the European continent.343 

Actually, the Asian delegation remarked, the most dangerous tensions were to be expected in 

the colonised world. Wars and conflicts in the Hejaz and China easily drew European powers 

into conflict and spurred rivalry among them. Moreover, the apparent peace in overseas areas, 

such as British India, was deceptive, because it was only enforced by colonial repression, and 

instilled hatred in the hearts of the colonised peoples. This hatred would sooner or later burst 

out, with severe consequences for peace and stability in the wider world. As an Indian 

nationalist, Panikkar emphasised the importance of the future of British India, which would 

both determine the future of Asia as a whole, and the future of the British empire and 

imperialism in general. War in India would have major consequences for pacifists in the 

West. Conversely, peace and freedom for the Indian people would unleash the “Asian spirit 

of Ahimsa and non-violence” rooted in ancient Buddhist traditions: “The spirit of Asia is 

essentially pacifist. In India we have rediscovered – after many centuries – the great doctrine 

of Ahimsa or non-violence of which Mahatma Gandhi is the Apostle.[…] Help to liberate 

that spirit and you would have achieved your object.”344 To conclude, the Asian delegation 

through Panikkar brought in two resolutions; one underlining the right to self-determination 

for all nations – also the non-European ones, the other confirming that universal peace was 

only possible with the liberation of the suppressed peoples of the East. In this resolution the 

delegations promised to work in the respective countries for the liberation of the latter.345 

Both resolutions were carried by acclamation. 

 Hatta’s speech, which he held the next day, on 21 August, was designed along the 

same lines as the common statement of the Asian bloc, although with some Indonesian 

accents. He sketched the contours of the Indonesian archipelago island by island, and 

described the recent political history of the nationalist movement. Just like Panikkar did with 

regard to the Indian people, Hatta stressed the peaceful character of the Indonesians, but he 

ended his statement in a more militant tone. He described the process of radicalisation of 
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Indonesian youth, that had put great trust in the benevolence of the Dutch rulers, but was 

heavily disappointed by the undelivered promises of democratisation. Instead, Hatta argued, a 

new reactionary wind blew through the colony with strict censorship, no freedom of 

assembly, association or strike, and unfavourable employment laws. As a reaction, parts of 

the movement for national independence had grown more militant. In a way, Hatta turned the 

words of Panikkar around and ended with the baleful warning: “où il n’y a pas de justice, il 

n’y a pas de paix”. Peaceful movements could become violent if the European powers did not 

abolish colonial rule.346 

 The other Asian delegates Tung Meau, Topchubachev and Duong Van Giao held 

speeches as well, the latter repeating the words of Panikkar stating that it was the task of all 

pacifists to let freedom and justice reign in the whole world, without regard to nations or 

races. In general, the members of the Asian bloc were greatly satisfied with their appearance 

at the congress. Looking back on the event in Indonesia Merdeka, Hatta wrote: “For the first 

time the Western pacifists saw Asia being represented at their congress. And for the first time 

they heard Asia’s voice, which declared in clear language that no lasting peace is possible as 

long as the oppressed peoples are not free of the foreign yoke”.347 

 

Different timbres and diverging issues 

The fact that the Asian delegations acted as a common front on the international scene was 

indeed one of the achievements of Bierville, and helped to put their message across. 

Nevertheless, within this Asian voice different timbres were discernible, that reflected the 

different political backgrounds of the Asian members. Although there is no evidence 

suggesting open disagreement, the different accents in the Asian contributions are revealing.  

One of these diverging issues was the possibility of cooperation with European rule in 

the colonies and European countries in general. The 1925 board of Perhimpoenan Indonesia, 

the same board that had sent Mononutu to Paris and of which both Mononutu and Hatta were 

members, had as one of its principles that the colonial question was essentially an antagonism 

between the colonisers and the colonised. Injustice and underdevelopment in the Dutch Indies 

was not just a matter of mismanagement or bad policy by the colonial authorities, but an 
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intrinsic element of colonialism itself.348 In the view of the activists of the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia, self-help and autonomy, independent of Dutch benevolence, was the road to 

follow. Although the word ‘non-cooperation’ was not yet officially adopted by the 

Indonesian students in the Netherlands by 1926, they had lost hope in the Dutch authorities, 

and followed the Indian movement for independence with great interest. Already in 1924 a 

four-page article appeared in Indonesia Merdeka, in which Gandhi’s non-cooperation policy 

was described as a powerful weapon for Indonesia as well.349 

  This hostile stance towards naive reliance on colonial powers was not shared by 

Duong Van Giao. As mentioned before, he was an active member of the Indochinese Parti 

Constitutionaliste, which, as its name revealed, aimed at the extension of ‘French’ laws and 

rights to colonial lands. Duong Van Giao was a Francophile, and repeatedly expressed loyalty 

to the colonial authorities. In various meetings in Paris preceding the Bierville conference, he 

called upon the French government to live up to its promises and to include the Annamite 

elites more actively in the rule of the colony. In October 1925, for instance, the Parti 

Constitutionaliste, with Bui Quang Chiêu and Duong Van Giao as its most honoured 

speakers, adopted a resolution stating: 

 
The Assembly, 

Considering that it is in the interest of France to exercise a liberal policy in Indochina to win the 

sympathy of 20 million natives; 

Considering that despite [regrettable misunderstandings between the protectors and the protected], 

there exists a fraction among the Annamite elite which is sincerely in favour of a French-Annamite 

rapprochment for the benefit of both peoples; 

Considering that the declarations of the new Governor Alexandre Varenne are in accordance with 

democratic principles; 

Declares to have confidence in the Government and awaits its first actions in Indochina.350 

 

This resolution was certainly not in accord with what the Indonesian students of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia propagated in their own situation, and although Duong Van Giao’s 

speech at the Bierville conference was less clear on the point of cooperation with the colonial 

government, he reinforced his loyalist stance with a recognition of the merits of the League of 

Nations and the praiseworthy efforts of the European powers to promote peace. 
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 Another unresolved issue, closely connected to the former point, was the evaluation of 

the Locarno Treaties of 1925. Marc Sangnier and the Congrès Démocratique International 

pour la Paix in general were very positive about the new détente between the great powers on 

the European continent, especially about the French-German attempts of reconciliation by 

Aristide Briand and Gustav Stresemann. The Locarno Treaties were to constitutionalise this 

rapprochement, and solve some of the problems that had emerged from the peace treaties of 

1919. While Duong Van Giao in his speech praised the developments in Locarno, and 

expressed hope that its conclusions were extended to the wider world, Hatta did not even 

mention Locarno in his speech, perhaps bearing in mind that Indonesia Merdeka roughly a 

year before had vehemently attacked the hypocrisy of the Treaties. While all Europe was 

praising this important step towards balance and reconciliation between the great powers in 

the name of peace, the French and Spaniards butchered the Moroccans, who were only 

longing for independence and prosperity, sneered Indonesia Merdeka. Was there one 

signatory of Locarno that defended the rights and struggle of the Egyptians, Chinese or black 

South Africans?351  

A last difference of opinion worth mentioning, especially because it was the central 

theme of the Bierville conference, was the issue of peace itself. In Bierville, the question of 

peace and war was generally discussed as a matter between states and armies. The emphasis 

was on the importance of international diplomacy, on the proliferation of weapons and on the 

fraternisation between peoples. Social peace, or ‘internal’ peace between colonised and 

colonising peoples were not part of the content of the conference. In their contributions, the 

Asian delegations basically elevated the ‘internal’ struggle for independence within colonies 

to a matter of international importance between nations. As such, they interpreted the issue of 

peace in a much more political way than the other delegations. The question remained how 

peaceful this road towards peace was, when it concerned justice and liberation in the 

colonies. 

With regard to this, it seems that Panikkar and Hatta had moderated their statements 

somewhat. In Bierville Panikkar, perhaps tempered by Duong Van Giao, stressed the 

peaceful character of the Asian peoples, influenced as they were by Buddhist culture. 

Supporting the Asian movements for independence thus implied supporting peace. 

Nevertheless, if we take into account an article he wrote for Indonesia Merdeka on invitation 

of the Indonesians, a much more activist approach comes to the fore. In this article on the 
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national movement in his fatherland, Panikkar refuted moderate and cooperative attitudes 

towards the English as impotent and naïve. “The guarantee against the repetition of incidents 

[such as the Massacre of Amritsar in 1919, when English troops opened fire on peaceful 

protesters] lay[s] not so much in parliamentary acts as in the power of the people to enforce 

respect. It was with this that the non-cooperation movement of Mahatma Gandhi was 

started”. He continued: “While the moderates are constitutionalists believing only in the 

parliamentary action, the nationalists believe also in direct mass action, either by civil 

disobedience or by passive resistance as a means of enforcing national demands.”352 It is 

unknown how the constitutionalist Duong Van Giao reacted to such attacks on parliamentary 

action, but the Indonesians, under the leadership of Hatta in this period, fully agreed with this 

statement. They added:  
 

Who has taken the article of K.M. Panikkar to heart, will not discover mere passivity in Mahatma 

Gandhi’s non-cooperation without violence, but a great revolutionary spirit. […] Superficial readings 

of Gandhi have put too much emphasis on passivity, which in essence is only a preliminary action, and 

they overlook the fact that when Gandhi considers that the time has come he does not reject violence as 

well.353 

 

Performing Indonesia 

Given these different analyses and the various backgrounds of the Asian students with which 

Mononutu and Hatta got involved, it seems that the work of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in 

the context of the AECO, the Congrès Démocratique International in Bierville, and the 

political scene of Paris in general was not for the purpose of merging agendas or producing 

coherent political content with other Asian groups or European pacifists. Although these 

contacts with Asian activists, with new political views and backed by powerful international 

movements, most certainly informed and inspired the thinking of Indonesian students in the 

Netherlands, they chose not to be too rigid and principled in finding allies and friends abroad. 

Differences of opinion with for example Duong Van Giao – whose views were quite 

comparable to the ideas of Noto Soeroto at the time he was banned from the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia by Mononutu himself – were not stirred up, and although these issues most 

certainly have caused heated debates in the Parisian cafés, they were not fought out in public. 
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As such, it seems that in these first years of Indonesian activities abroad the forging of a 

common Asian front against Western colonialism was more a performative action than an 

instance of concrete collaboration or alignment on the basis of shared political principles. 

Comparably, the presence at the pacifist conference in Bierville should not be 

interpreted as a demonstration of pacifist ideals. As mentioned in the introduction, Hatta even 

felt the need to remark that: “we did not take part in the Congrès Démocratique International 

in Bierville, because we endorse the insufficient methods of the Western democrats to realise 

universal peace, and discard our revolutionary principle based on [an interpretation of 

international relations as an] antagonism of powers. No!”354 Instead, the Indonesians attached 

a high value to the performative function of being present abroad. In Indonesia Merdeka it 

was acknowledged that the international community only recognised new nations if they 

publicly demonstrated a serious desire to self-determination. “We have to avoid ignorance 

about our national claims leading to the impression that Indonesia does not possess the desire 

to become free. Our people has demonstrated this desire persistently over the last 10 years. It 

is our task to point out this fact to the international public.”355 Therefore, when Hatta gave his 

speech before the international audience in Bierville, he solemnly stated in a manner 

reverberating the voluntarism of Ernest Renan: “Pour qu’une nation soit libre, il suffit qu’elle 

le veuille. Cette volonté qu’exprime aujourd’hui le peuple indonésien, est une étape 

importante pour la paix universelle.”356 The fact that the name ‘Indonesia’, adopted in 1922 

by the activists to describe their joint country of origin, was officially recognised by an 

international congress was deemed the most important result for the Indonesians on the 

international stage. 

 

Surveillance and repression 

With regard to the activities of Mononutu, Hatta and the others in Paris, there is one aspect 

that has not yet been addressed. While the Indonesians extended their field of activity to the 

wider European sphere, the Dutch structures of surveillance and intelligence internationalised 

as well. Parallel – but with an inevitable delay – to the gradual integration of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia in anticolonial circles in Paris, the Dutch Raadsman voor 

Studeerenden Westenenk, who was appointed to keep an eye on the Indonesian students in 
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the Netherlands, was increasingly concerned over possible seditious activities beyond his 

control and he tried to extend his influence to Paris and other foreign anticolonial centres. As 

soon as the Indonesian participants at the second cultural performance in the Guimet Museum 

in April 1926 returned home, the bursary students among them were summoned to the office 

of the Raadsman to account for the “anti-Dutch propaganda” they had produced.357 

Not all students were equally accountable to the Raadsman voor Studeerenden. From 

his point of view, the Indonesian students in the Netherlands fell into three categories. A first 

group studied with a grant of the colonial government, and fell under direct supervision of the 

Raadsman. These students, mostly medical students, were invited to a yearly interview in 

which their study progress and their general behaviour were discussed. A second group 

received a study grant or loan from a private scholarship fund, such as the Tjandi Stichting or 

the Nederlands-Indische Onderwijs- en Studiekas. Officially, this group had no relation with 

the Raadsman, but because the latter was a board member and government representative in 

the platform uniting all private study funds, the Vereeniging Oost en West, he had access to 

the files of these students. In this position he could still put pressure on these students or on 

the funding organisations in case of undesirable behaviour.358 A third and last group came to 

the Netherlands fully funded by their parents and relatives. In principle, this group was 

unaccountable to the Raadsman voor Studeerenden or other authorities. But in this case, he 

could pressurise the fathers of the students, many of whom were employed within the 

colonial administration. Moreover, to many of the students a career in a colonial state 

institution was an important prospect. Thus, a good impression on the Raadsman, who was 

under the direct authority of the Ministry of Colonies, was of great importance.359  

Mononutu belonged to the last category of students, and during his stay in Paris he 

found out that he was not invulnerable to the Raadsman’s powerful position. In the first 

months of his stay in Paris, Mononutu lived under the radar of the supervising institutions. He 

was financially independent, receiving 300 guilders on a monthly basis from his father in 

Manado. It consumed nearly a third of his father’s salary, but for Mononutu it was enough 

money to get by in Europe.360 Furthermore, to bear part of additional expenses from 

travelling to Paris he received a modest sum from the ‘National Fund’, which was established 
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by the Perhimpoenan Indonesia to finance foreign propaganda.361 It also worked to 

Mononutu’s advantage that the Raadsman voor Studeerenden was extremely busy and 

repeatedly asked his superiors for assistance. Initially, he did not seem to pay special 

attention to the small and apparently insignificant group of Indonesians in Paris.362  

However, this changed after alarming messages from foreign authorities. The British 

secret services were already highly suspicious of any activities of Indian militants in 

continental Europe.363 They followed with special interest Indian activists in Paris, 

Switzerland and Berlin. The fact that the British Indian subjects Panikkar and Bagchi were 

active in a “secret club” of which representatives of various Eastern countries “agreed that the 

salvation of the East lays in the casting off of the yoke of foreign domination” was reason 

enough to warn befriended Western secret services about the AECO.364 In the spring of 1926, 

the Indian Political Intelligence Office sent a report about the AECO to the Procureur-

Generaal (‘Attorney General’) of the Dutch Indies. In this report, a certain “Mononata of 

Celebes” was described as “an advocate of revolutionary methods”. The Attorney General 

redirected this report to his superior, the Governor General of the Dutch Indies, adding that 

nationalists in the colony had also mentioned the establishment of a new organisation in Paris 

and the involvement of Mononutu. Via the Minister of Colonies and the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs in The Hague, the message finally arrived at the desks of the Raadsman voor 

Studeerenden and the Dutch embassy in Paris. The latter approached the French Sûreté 

Générale for further intelligence about this Parisian organisation.365 On 29 September 1926, 

the French secret service issued a report in which it was stated that although the AECO 

members denied being Bolsheviks themselves, the door remained open for Bolshevik 

intrusion, something of which they suspected the Armenian Hakopian and Russian 

Margouliès, because of their nationality.366  

 

Clamp-down 

This all was reason enough for the Raadsman voor Studeerenden to conclude that Mononutu, 

whose studies in the Netherlands had failed anyway, and who had expressed anti-Dutch 
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opinions against Noto Soeroto in the past, was an undesirable guest and had to return to the 

Dutch Indies as soon as possible. To achieve this, he used a tool he employed more often 

against ‘extremist’ individuals who did not fall under his direct supervision or who fended 

him off. In December 1926 he sent a letter of complaint to the father of Mononutu, Algemeen 

Ontvanger of the Manado district, making it explicitly clear that he would lose his position if 

he did not stop the money transfers to his son. This act of intimidation was effective. Between 

December 1926 and March 1927, Mononutu received several emotional cables from his 

parents to his home address in Paris, begging him to come back and calling for understanding 

of his parents’ decision to obey it the Dutch authorities. On 5 January 1927, his father wrote 

that: “until now we supported you only out of parental love, and we did not have bad 

intentions against the government, [but] we have to obey her if I want to receive an 

honourable discharge.” Mononutu did not answer the cables, probably highly disappointed by 

the lack of support from his family. This provoked even more emotional appeals, such as: 

“Oh, if you only knew how sad we are, you would feel sorry that you did not want to listen to 

us.”367 

The measures of the Raadsman against the home front of the students turned the 

political struggle against the Dutch authorities into a generational conflict and a breakdown 

of authority of the parents back home. In 1926 and 1927 no less than 10 students were 

subjected to a similar treatment, which led to severe loyalty conflicts.368 Soediono, whose 

father was also pressurised, wrote to a friend:  
 

[My father] demands me to apologise to the crazy Dutchmen [Blanda Gila]. If I do not obey, I would 

have to return to Indonesia, but the worst thing is that he would resign from his position if I don’t 

listen. Thereby my brothers and sisters will suffer poverty and will be victims of my actions. [My 

father] is worse than a moderate. What do I have to do!369  

 

Even more explicit was Hatta, who pointed out that the colonial system compelled their 

fathers as civil servants to keep silent and to betray their sons. “To the sons is left the choice 

either to imitate the fathers in their dull routine, comfortably and willingly and slavishly 
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carrying out orders from above, […] or […] to take up the cause of the masses and prepare 

themselves for the extreme consequence, that of severing family ties.”370 

The intervention against Mononutu also illustrates the effective way in which 

financially independent students were brought under control. Despite their seemingly 

unbound status, their money was in the end still derived from colonial salaries. After 

Mononutu's father stopped funding, a difficult period started for Mononutu in which he relied 

on irregular gifts from the National Fund of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, and on occasional 

loans from fellow students. However, many of them suffered from restrictive government 

measures as well, and at some point it became untenable for Mononutu. Reluctantly he 

returned to his parents and asked for a final gift of 750 guilders to pay his debts and to buy a 

return ticket to Indonesia. In March 1927 he received a suspicious reply from his father 

saying that he would only receive the money with special permission from the Dutch 

authorities, in this case the Dutch consul in Paris. 

With no better solution at hand, Mononutu explained his case to the consulate five 

days later. In what must have been a humiliating meeting, Mononutu confessed that he had 

around 2000 guilders in debts at the Hôtel du Progrès, and some smaller debts, including 150 

guilders to a perfume shop. To prove his trustworthiness to the consul, Mononutu was asked 

for some names for recommendation. In the course of investigation, the Dutch consul visited 

the rector of the Institut d’Études Politiques, the Sûreté Générale, and the Managing Director 

of the Centre d’Études Franco-Hollandaises to investigate Mononutu’s political behaviour. 

From the testimonials arose an image of an irresponsible, young student, with a fascination 

for artistic, intellectual and political circles, who was involved in nationalist politics, but who 

seldom took centre stage.371 Furthermore, the rector of the Institut d’Études Politiques 

testified that Mononutu had never enrolled in his institution. Combined with a negative 

judgment of the Raadsman voor Studeerenden, and with an argument at the consulate in 

which Mononutu disputed the consul’s right to know how he spent his money, Mononutu was 

refused the special permission of the consul. With an insufficient advance of 100 guilders, 

Mononutu took off, likely to find other, more political sources of money instead. 

 The above story bears witness to the fact that the Dutch authorities were extending 

their control to other European cities, and that Paris was no longer a safe haven for 

Indonesian activists abroad. In chapter five, we will further examine the interaction between 

Indonesian students and Dutch authorities on the European stage, and see that the increasing 
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pressure of the authorities stimulated political radicalisation of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia. 

The next chapter, however, will take us to Brussels, where in 1927 the Kongress gegen 

Imperialismus took place. 
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Chapter 4 

Nationalising a revolt, globalising a struggle 

Hatta and Semaoen in Brussels 

 

This chapter discusses the breakthrough of Indonesians at the international stage: their 

appearance at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels 1927. This breakthrough was 

long pursued by the students, but external developments in the Dutch Indies and in the 

international communist world were decisive catalysts. The main question of the chapter is to 

what extent the PI succeeded in retaining its autonomy and agency on the international stage, 

in the context of political realities in the Dutch Indies and in the anticolonial world. 

 

The end of the previous chapter described how Mononutu and his fellow students came under 

increasing pressure of the Dutch authorities, who with the aid of French and British security 

services extended their control beyond the Dutch borders. Ultimately, will be discussed in 

chapter five, this mounting pressure would lead to police raids and even arrests of PI 

members in June and September 1927 in the Netherlands. However, in the run-up to these 

police actions, while Dutch police and intelligence services were compiling extensive files on 

the students, the PI would experience the climax of its work abroad.  

From 10 to 15 February 1927, six months after Indonesian students appeared at the 

pacifist conference in Bierville, five Indonesian students and activists attended the legendary 

Kongress gegen Koloniale Unterdrückung und Imperialismus (‘Congress against Colonial 

Oppression and Imperialism’, henceforth: Kongress gegen Imperialismus) in Brussels.  

In terms of propagandistic value and organisational appeal, this congress was arguably the 

most important anticolonial gathering of the interwar period. It marked a short-lived but 

inspiring confluence of anticolonial and anticapitalist movements in a worldwide struggle 

against imperialism.  

Contemporary participants were well aware of the significance of the conference. On 

Friday evening 10 February, around eight o’clock, the Kongress gegen Imperialismus was 

officially opened by the renowned French author Henri Barbusse. The central hall of the neo-

classicist Palais d'Egmont, where the conference took place, was full of people, and decorated 

with posters demanding “Liberté Nationale” and “Egalité Sociale”, and praising Sun Yat-sen 

and the Chinese nationalist struggle. 300 attendants, predominantly male, were seated in two 

blocks on either side of a wide pathway. On a low platform at the end of the pathway, a five-
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headed honorary committee overlooked the attendants: the Nobel laureates Albert Einstein 

and Romain Rolland from Germany and France, Soong Qingling, the widow of Sun Yat-sen 

from China, Georges Lansbury, chairman of the British Labour Party, and Jawaharlal Nehru 

of the Indian Congress Party. All speeches that evening highlighted the unique character of 

the congress. As the French novelist and communist Henri Barbusse pointed out: “Zum ersten 

Male schließen sich die gefangenen, geopferten und gemordeten Völker zu einem Block 

zusammen.”372 

 

 
 

 

 

In the four following days, delegations from across Europe, North and South America, South 

Africa, North Africa, the Middle East and Asia held speeches, put resolutions to the vote and 

gathered in side meetings. A total number of 174 guests came to Brussels, representing 137 

organisations from 34 countries. Among them were not only Western communist, social 

democratic and pacifist parties and unions, but also 71 representatives from the colonised 

world. According to Willi Münzenberg, the driving force behind the conference, who was 

also a leading communist propagandist and the chairman of the Internationale Arbeiterhilfe 

(‘International Workers’ Relief’, IAH), the conference represented a total number of eight 

million members.373 
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Figure 4.1: Audience at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus, Brussels 1927.  
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 With five participants the Indonesians were a medium-sized delegation. Apart from 

Mohammad Hatta, who had just been re-elected as chairman of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, 

the Indonesian group included three other students from the Netherlands, all between 25 and 

30 years old: Nazir Pamontjak, Gatot Taroenomihardjo, and Achmad Soebardjo, who also 

went by the name of Abdul Manaf. The fifth Indonesian attendant was the communist 

organiser Semaoen, who had provided the Indonesian students with an invitation. On Friday 

evening, the second day of the congress, the situation in Indonesia was on the agenda. The 

official protocols of the congress mention Hatta as speaker, but Indonesian accounts, as well 

as in press and secret service reports indicate that Pamontjak acted as the spokesman.374 The 

thirty-year-old Mohamed Nazir Datoek Pamontjak had been among the first students who 

arrived in the Netherlands after the First World War. He had introduced Mohammad Hatta in 

the Indonesian student community in the Netherlands and was chairman of the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia in 1923-1924. He was one of PI’s most vocal nationalist members and was well 

positioned to give the speech.375 In 45 minutes Pamontjak discussed the geography, history 

and economic characteristics of Indonesia. Just as Hatta had done in Bierville, Pamontjak 

began his speech sketching the contours of the archipelago and placing Indonesia literally on 

the world map. He stressed the importance of his fatherland by stating that the Dutch Indies, 

because of its natural resources and its location between the Indian and the Pacific Ocean, 

was predestined to play an important role in the near future. In the subsequent minutes, 

Pamontjak discussed the history of Indonesia’s colonisation, its economic exploitation, and 

the human suffering that resulted from it.376 

 Judging from the size and from the limited attention it received in contemporary press 

reports, the Indonesian delegation was just one of the many colonial delegations, scheduled to 

speak between Egyptian and West African representatives. However, behind the screens 

Mohammad Hatta played an active role in the official and organising circles of the Kongress 

gegen Imperialismus. Many sessions were chaired by the Dutch trade unionist Edo Fimmen, 

but on Saturday evening, when Fimmen had to speak himself, Hatta was asked to hold the 

gavel. As pictures show, Hatta also chaired at least one of the meetings of the presidium of 

the congress.377  

                                                           
374 NL-HaNA, Koloniën / Kabinet-Geheim Archief, 1901-1940, 2.10.36.51, inv. nr. 291, 8 March 1927 G4; 
Gibarti, Das Flammenzeichen vom Palais Egmont, 131-142; “Au Congres Anti-Imperialiste de Bruxelles,” 
L’Humanité, February 13, 1927, 3.  
375 Hatta, Memoir, 104-106; Subardjo, Kesadaran nasional, 92. 
376 Gibarti, Das Flammenzeichen vom Palais Egmont, 131-142 
377 Gibarti, Das Flammenzeichen vom Palais Egmont, after 140. 
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The fact that he was fluent in Dutch, German, English and French made him suitable as a 

chairman. But there must have been political reasons for Hatta’s prominence as well. More 

important than chairing these sessions, Hatta was also elected in the newly established 

Executive Committee. On the last evening of the congress, it was decided to establish a 

permanent organisation: the Liga gegen Imperialismus, Koloniale Unterdrückung und für 

National Unabhängigkeit (‘League against Imperialism, Colonial Oppression and for 

National Independence’, or League against Imperialism, LAI). The Executive Committee was 

to represent the League in between conferences, to determine the agenda of its conferences, 

and to conduct and distribute propaganda against the colonising powers. Moreover, it played 

a collecting, distributing and coordinating role among the many affiliated organisations.378  

In this Executive Committee, Mohammad Hatta – a 25-year-old student with limited 

political experience and, as we will see, almost no political mandate – joined a group of 

established activists and politicians such as Nehru, Münzenberg and Fimmen, but also Liao 

Huanxing on behalf of the Chinese Guomindang Party, Lamine Senghor who represented 

Comité de Défense de la Race Nègre and was active in the PCF, George Lansbury from the 

British Labour Party, Albert Marteaux who was a socialist MP in Belgium, and finally the 

Argentinian socialist writer Manuel Ugarte.379 Consequently, Hatta acquired a large network 

of influential political leaders and activists, which boosted his prestige in the Indonesian 

national movement.  

                                                           
378 Gibarti, Das Flammenzeichen vom Palais Egmont, 228. 
379 Gibarti, Das Flammenzeichen vom Palais Egmont, 241-242. Petrus Blumberger and Poeze mention that 
Semaoen was also elected in the Executive Committee but I have found no evidence for this. Semaoen was a 
member of the General Council of the League, but this body contained 32 persons: Petrus Blumberger, De 
nationalistische beweging, 193; Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 1:ci. 

Figure 4.2: Mohammad 
Hatta chairing a session at 
the Kongress gegen 
Imperialismus, Brussels 
1927.  
 
Source: Gibarti, Das 
Flammenzeichen vom 
Palais Egmont, after 140. 
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The LAI as a central episode of PI history 

The League against Imperialism belongs to a central episode of the history of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia. The Kongress gegen Imperialismus, and the League against 

Imperialism that stemmed from it, were an enduring point of reference and pride for 

subsequent generations of Indonesian nationalists.380 Not only would the students get the 

opportunity to meet renowned political leaders from the colonised world, but it would also 

bring them in direct confrontation with the Dutch authorities, leading to house searches, 

arrests and a lengthy trial in 1927.381 Equally, the Kongress gegen Imperialismus left its 

marks in historiography. Of all international engagements of the PI students, the Kongress 

gegen Imperialismus and the LAI have received most – though still limited – attention of 

Indonesianists studying the political history of the late colonial period.382 Furthermore, the 

involvement of Indonesians in the LAI is one of the few episodes of Indonesian activity that 

is regularly mentioned, in general histories of international anticolonialism and leftist 

internationalism.383 

Yet, despite this relatively large attention, both scholarly traditions fail to grasp the 

dynamics behind the Indonesians presence in the LAI. Among Indonesianists, the Indonesian 

involvement in Brussels functions as an illustration of the successful emergence of Hatta and 

his fellow students in Europe in the Indonesian nationalist movement. The introduction at the 

Kongress gegen Imperialismus is understood as the reward for their conscious attempts to get 

their message across with other movements and peoples, and demonstrates their suitability to 

become political leaders in the Dutch Indies. This approach fails to address the question why 

the organising parties of the LAI were willing to provide this tiny Dutch student organisation 

a political platform and even include them in the Executive Committee. That the PI 

succeeded in presenting its claims on the international stage is clear, but how these claims 

were received by the other attendants remains equally unanswered.  
                                                           
380 Hatta, “A personal message to my old comrades wherever they may be,” in Verspreide Geschriften, ed. 
Mononutu et al., 314; George McTurnan Kahin, eds., The Asian-African Conference: Bandung, Indonesia, April 
1955 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1956), 40; Subardjo, Kesadaran nasional, 129-133; Hatta, Memoir, 208-
213; Michele L. Louro, “India and the League against Imperialism: A Special ‘Blend’ of Nationalism and 
Internationalism,” in The Internationalist Moment: South Asia, Worlds and World Views, 1917-1939, ed. Ali 
Raza et al. (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 2015) 40n41. 
381 See chapter five. 
382 Publications of Indonesianists that discuss the LAI are: Ingleson, Perhimpunan Indonesia, 33-34; Poeze, 
Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 1:xcix-ci; Poeze, In het land van de overheerser¸ 1:211, 213-217; Petrus 
Blumberger, De nationalistische beweging, 193-195; J.Th. Petrus Blumberger, De communistische beweging in 
Nederlandsch-Indië (Haarlem: Tjeenk Willink, 1935), 137-143; Rose, Indonesia Free, 35-36, 55-56; Mrázek, 
Sjahrir, 75-76, 92. 
383 Publications of anticolonialism scholars that mention Indonesian involvement in the LAI are: Haikal, “Willi 
Münzenberg und die ‘Liga gegen Imperialismus’,” 146; Dugrand and Laurent, Willi Münzenberg, 262; Saville, 
“Bridgeman,” 41. 
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In scholarly research on transnational anticolonialism and interwar internationalism, 

the Indonesian delegation usually appears in a long list of organisations and movements from 

the colonised world that were approached and mobilised by anticolonial and communist 

structures in Europe, such as Willi Münzenberg’s IAH, the Comintern and the LAI itself. In 

these works, Hatta and the PI are taken as a pars pro toto for the Indonesian national 

movement at large, perhaps justified by the fact that Hatta would later become a prominent 

politician. There is, however, less understanding of who this young man was in 1927 – before 

he acquired prominence – what his position was in the PI, and how this organisation was 

embedded in the Indonesian political landscape. Furthermore, traditional studies on anti-

imperialist networks in the interwar years usually concentrate on the main organisers in these 

networks, who are often Western communists, socialists, artists and intellectuals. They are 

less sensitive to the political perspectives, tactics and experiences of smaller anticolonial 

delegations, such as the PI, but also of the Algerian Étoile Nord-Africaine, and of 

representatives from Latin America, Korea and Arab countries, or even of Chinese attendants 

representing the large and powerful GMD.384 The mobilisation of these ‘bourgeois’ 

nationalist organisations from the colonised world is typically described as a result of the 

United Front Policy of the Comintern and of organisational efforts of Willi Münzenberg and 

other Western communists. It is, however, not explained why these organisations were 

interested in engaging with structures affiliated to the Comintern. 

 This chapter will therefore discuss the attitude of the students within the PI towards 

the communist movement in the Dutch Indies, the Netherlands and on the international stage, 

in the run-up to their engagement in the LAI. Secondly, the chapter will devote attention to 

the attitude of the communist world towards the Indonesian national movement, both in the 

Dutch Indies and in international communist networks. It will become clear that the PI, as a 

tiny Dutch student association, found itself in a unique position to represent the Indonesian 

movement at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus, following a failed communist uprising of 

November 1926. In previous chapters, a micro-historical focus was applied to describe the 

journeys of Ratu Langie in Zürich and Mononutu in Paris. The networks that they built in 

these cities were largely the result of the PI’s own effort and initiative. However, with regard 

to the LAI the prominence of Hatta and the PI cannot be understood from internal 

explanation schemes alone. Instead, this chapter will approach the introduction of the PI on 

                                                           
384 An exception is Fredrik Petersson, who also devotes attention to smaller anticolonial groupings in his 
comprehensive dissertation about the LAI. However, the major part of the book remains focuses on the 
‘Communist solar system’. About the PI: We are neither Visionaries, nor Utopian Dreamers, 123-124, 179-183.  
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the international stage in Brussels from several sides: as part of the history of the PI itself, as 

a reaction to the destruction of the communist movement in the Dutch Indies, and as the 

result of heated debates in the higher echelons of the Comintern and the IAH. 

 

First approach: Mohammad Hatta’s rise to prominence 

With regard to the first approach, it is worthwhile to devote attention to Hatta’s political 

background and to his attitude towards communism, in order to understand the motives of the 

PI to engage with a ‘communist’ organisation such as the LAI. Mohammad Hatta was born in 

1902 in Fort de Kock, present-day Bukittinggi. This town was an administrative centre and 

military outpost in the hills of West Sumatra, a region better known as the Minangkabau 

region. While Mononutu’s and Ratu Langie’s parents had acquired a prominent position 

within the colonial bureaucracy, Hatta’s elite status was derived from different sources. 

 

 
 

Hatta came from a mixed religious and commercial background. His paternal grandfather had 

established a Sufi Islamic learning centre and mosque near Fort de Kock, and his father 

worked in this centre as an ulama, a Muslim scholar. However, due to the early death of his 

father, Hatta was more influenced by his mother and stepfather, who belonged to well-to-do 

business families. In his autobiography, Hatta described his youth as a constant negotiation 

between a religious upbringing, with the possibility to study in Mecca or Cairo, and a Dutch 

education which was much more useful to acquire business skills.385 Around the age of 10, 

Hatta enrolled in a Dutch elementary School in Padang, as one of the few Minangkabau 

children, but he also had a private religious teacher. 

                                                           
385 Hatta, Memoir, 22-23. 

Figure 4.3: Minangkabau 

in Indonesia. 
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As a young boy, Hatta was very conscious of his ethnic background and, as he 

mentions in his autobiography, he was often harassed by white children, for example during 

the Balkan War of 1912 in which the Muslim Ottomans were defeated by Christian Orthodox 

Balkan states. He was constantly reminded of his cultural inferiority by his teachers, and 

highly esteemed historical figures at home, such as Imam Bonjol and Diponegoro, were 

condemned as bandits and rebels at school. Moreover, Hatta recalls how he, at the age of six, 

was witness of a local uprising in the Kamang district near Fort de Kock, which left over 100 

people dead and led to the banishment of his beloved uncle Rais.386 

These personal experiences formed the backdrop of the early political awakening of 

Mohammad Hatta. At a political rally in Padang at the end of 1917, when he was 15 years 

old, he was recruited in the Jong Sumatranen Bond by the earlier mentioned Nazir 

Pamontjak. The two became good friends and until the 1930s, the political lives of Hatta and 

Pamontjak ran largely parallel. Pamontjak was from the same Minangkabau region as Hatta, 

but he was five years older and he had already moved to study at the Koning Willem III HBS 

in Batavia – the same school as Mononutu. In Batavia, Pamontjak had been one of the 

founders of the Jong Sumatranen Bond, which was established after the example of Jong Java 

and which campaigned for democratisation and autonomy for the Sumatran population.387 

Hatta was inspired by this political youth organisation and, on the request of Pamontjak, he 

became the treasurer of a branch in the capital city of the Minangkabau region, Padang.388 

As with many young activists at this stage, the political identity of Hatta and 

Pamontjak was eclectic and diffuse. Throughout his life, Hatta was a devout Muslim 

observing the religious duties of Islam, without choosing sides in the intense social and 

political strives between modernist, Sufist and Wahhabist religious streams. His Dutch 

schooling introduced him to Western philosophical and political traditions, and through the 

historical introduction on socialism of H.P.G. Quack, Hatta became interested in Marxist 

thought, which appealed to his fascination for economics.389 Although Hatta would never call 

himself a Marxist, his student writings often revealed Marxian explanation schemes. They 

helped him to understand the economic rationale behind Western colonisation, the continuous 

pressure on wages, and the exploitation of labour.390  

                                                           
386 Hatta, Memoir, 9-11, 26-27. 
387 Hatta, Memoir, 42-45; Rose, Indonesia Free, 9. 
388 Rose, Indonesia Free, 10. 
389 Mrázek, Sjahrir, 65 
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Hatta has often been characterised as a quiet, introvert and intelligent boy, who 

seldom allowed his emotions to surface. Throughout his political career, and much unlike 

someone like Soekarno, Hatta was rather restrained, and not inclined to use dramatic effect in 

his public speaking. According to his biographer Mavis Rose: “[h]is solemnity sometimes 

made him appear morose, yet this was deceptive. Under his reserve lurked a warm, gentle, 

and compassionate nature.”391 Hatta was a studious boy, an obsessed reader, and his distaste 

for drama made him diplomatic by character.392 

 After graduation of the MULO in May 1919, Hatta enrolled in the HBS Prins 

Hendrikschool in Batavia, which was a school that prepared for a commercial career. In 

Batavia he became treasurer once again in the Central Jong Sumatranen Bond, the poor 

financial situation of which Hatta improved with a firm hand. His period in Batavia also 

brought him in contact with youngsters from other regions of the archipelago. Hatta was a 

classic example of someone moving along Benedict Anderson’s educational pyramid, driving 

colonial students and functionaries from regional centres to provincial, colonial and imperial 

capitals, shaping their colonial awareness along the way.393 However, an important difference 

between Hatta and other Indonesian students was the fact that Hatta’s ambitions were not 

necessarily limited to a career in the colonial administration, and that he had already 

experienced colonial violence in his personal and familial life before he sought confrontation 

as an anticolonial activist. This probably explains his relatively uncompromising and hostile 

anti-Dutch attitude as a student. In Batavia, Hatta and other students began to think of 

overcoming the regional divisions within the youth movement, and made plans to start a 

Malay language nationalist journal. However, before that happened, Hatta’s radical uncle 

Rais, with whom he lived in Batavia, convinced him to follow the example of Pamontjak and 

continue his education in the Netherlands.394 On 5 September 1921, Hatta arrived in the 

Netherlands. He found a room in Rotterdam, and enrolled in a business school in that same 

city.395  

 

Hatta in the Netherlands 

Soon after his arrival in the Netherlands, Hatta re-established contacts with Pamontjak. The 

latter was among the first students who arrived in Europe after the First World War. 

                                                           
391 Rose, Indonesia Free, 1. 
392 Rose, Indonesia Free, v-vi, 1, 22; Ingleson, Road to Exile, 3; Mrázek, Sjahrir, 67. 
393 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 121-131. 
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Pamontjak studied law in Leiden, but also got involved in the Indische Vereeniging. He was 

its treasurer in 1920, but mainly played a role behind the scenes. Just as he had asked Hatta to 

get involved in the Jong Sumatranen Bond, he suggested the latter to become a member of 

the Indische Vereeniging. To Hatta, he explained that the organisation had recently made a 

political turn, and had principally discarded the use of the term ‘inlander’ (‘Native’) for being 

derogatory. For the transition process, Pamontjak needed a good treasurer, and, as he told 

Hatta: “Your name as treasurer of the [Jong Sumatranen Bond] is being mentioned ever since 

you arrived here”.396 Hatta agreed, and became a member within a month after his arrival. 

Immediately, he was appointed as treasurer by the new chairman Hermen Kartowisastro, who 

also owed his position to Pamontjak’s negotiations.397 

Much has been written about Hatta’s position in the Indische Vereeniging/ 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia.398 From September 1921 until February 1926, Hatta was the 

treasurer of the association, after which he assumed position as chairman until the end of 

1929. He was generally recognised as the driving ideological force behind the association, 

with his studious nature, and with the largest library of all Indonesian students in the 

Netherlands. Relevant for this study is the fact that Hatta, as has been mentioned before with 

regard to the students in general, had a strong international 

orientation, and an awareness that foreign propaganda was 

indispensable to win the world’s public opinion for Indonesian 

independence. Hatta’s involvement in the peace conference in 

Bierville has been discussed in the previous chapter, and in the 

IV/PI journal Hatta wrote several articles on ‘Indonesia in the 

world community’, and ‘Indonesia in the Middle of the Asian 

Revolution’.399 Another indication of his international orientation 

are his excursions abroad, such as for instance his trip to Denmark, 

Sweden and Norway in the summer of 1925 to study the 

cooperative movement in these countries. There, he visited farmers 

and fishermen’s cooperatives, which collectively 

                                                           
396 Hatta, Memoir, 106. 
397 Hatta, Memoir, 123. 
398 For example: Rose, Indonesia Free, 17-58; Poeze, In het land van de overheerser, 1:188 passim; Ingleson, 
Road to Exile, 3-29; Ingleson, Perhimpunan Indonesia. 
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Figure 4.4: Portrait 
Mohammad Hatta.  
 
Source: Recht en Vrijheid, 
April 7, 1928, 1. 
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organised the export of dairy products and fish. In Sweden, he also visited a collective of 

producers and consumers, which exchanged products and services without payment. These 

cooperatives inspired Hatta. In his view, they could be used in the Dutch Indies to by-pass the 

dominance of Chinese and European merchants and financers in the colony’s economy, and 

to empower Indonesian smallholders and artisanal workers. He would continue to write about 

the Scandinavian cooperative system throughout his life.400 

 

In search of unity: cooperation with communists on a nationalist basis 

Another frequent trope in the writings of Hatta in his student years, was the hopelessly 

divided Indonesian political landscape of the time. In the early 1920s, the moderate Islamist 

Sarekat Islam, had just expelled its radical branches, which were heavily influenced by the 

Indonesian Communist Party PKI. Moreover, there was a strong division between mass 

organisations focusing on the vast peasant population and organisations such as Boedi 

Oetomo that were centred around the interests of the traditional elites. Finally, Hatta had 

experienced himself that there was a tendency among youth organisations to organise along 

regional and ethnic lines. According to Hatta, disunity was the main reason for the inability 

of Indonesians to effectively challenge the colonial government.401 As a statement against 

this disunity, Hatta had provided input on the new principles of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia 

that were proclaimed in 1925. Here, the association emphasised, among others, that: 
 
1. Only a united Indonesia putting aside particularistic differences, can break the power of the 

oppressors. The common aim – the creation of a free Indonesia – demands the building of 

nationalism based on a conscious self-reliant mass action. [...] 

2. An essential condition for the achievement of this aim is the participation of all layers of the 

Indonesian people in a unified struggle for Independence.  

3. The essential and dominant element in every colonial political problem is the conflict of interest 

between the rulers and the ruled. The tendency of the ruling side to blur and mask this must be 

countered by a sharpening and accentuation of this conflict of interests.402 

 

As mentioned in the first chapter, this statement remains vague on the character of ‘the rulers’ 

and ‘the ruled’. It is for example unclear to which category Arab and Chinese organisations 

                                                           
400 For example: Mohammad Hatta, The Co-operative Movement in Indonesia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1957), 54-61; Mohammad Hatta and Zainul Yasni, Bung Hatta antwoordt: Een vraaggesprek met Dr. Z. Yasni, 
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401 Hatta, “De Eenheidsgedachte,” Indonesia Merdeka 3.2 (March-April 1925): 110-113.  
402 “Bestuurswisseling,” Indonesia Merdeka 3.1 (February 1925): 3; my translation, original in the appendix. 
Ingleson, Road to Exile, 6. 
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belonged. However, Hatta’s plea for unity implied that he favoured cooperation with 

communist organisations such as the PKI on nationalist grounds. Although the PI refuted the 

communist juxtaposition of labouring and capitalist classes, the students also argued that in a 

colonial society an indigenous bourgeoisie did not exist, and the capitalist class fully 

coincided with foreign colonial domination. In this way, anticolonialism and anticapitalism 

converged. 

With this open attitude towards Indonesian communists, Hatta occupied a difficult 

political position. Being in the Netherlands, and seeing the inability of the Indonesian 

political parties to challenge the colonial status quo, Hatta began to advocate the 

establishment of a national alliance which united all political groupings behind a programme 

of independence. Via returned PI students that had joined political organisations in the 

colony, such as Soekiman Wirjosandjojo within the Partai Sarekat Islam and Sartono in the 

Comité Persatoean Indonesia, Hatta tried to form a national political bloc, based on earlier 

attempts in 1918 and 1923.403 However, rifts were deep, and most political organisations 

refused cooperation with communists. Even the group that stood closest to the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia, the Algemeene Studieclub in Bandung, refused to accept members of the PKI. 

This was against the taste of Mohammad Hatta. In an intercepted letter to Sudjadi in the 

Dutch Indies Hatta wrote: 

 
We are here of the opinion that [the chairman of the Algemeene Studieclub] is wrong tactically, for by 

his action he will disappoint the national ‘communists’, while we in fact are endeavouring to form a 

national bloc with a strong radical nationalist hue and with the communists by our side. Cooperation 

with the communists does no harm; on the contrary, provided we do not lose sight of our principles, it 

strengthens the creation of a national bloc. This is very easy for in the first instance the Indonesian 

communists have the same aim as us, i.e. Indonesian Independence. And the decision of the Comintern 

of Moscow a few years ago [in July 1924] forbids them fighting against revolutionary nationalists; 

even further, they must support the latter in their activities to achieve absolute independence.404 

 

Also within the Netherlands, Hatta and the Indonesian nationalists adopted an open attitude 

towards Indonesian communists. Some students were strongly influenced by Marxism 

themselves, most notably Iwa Koesoema Soemantri, Boediarto and later Abdulmadjid 
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Djojoadhiningrat, and although the PI kept a nationalist distance from the Dutch Communist 

Party CPH, they welcomed exiled Indonesian communists, such as Tan Malaka, Darsono and 

Semaoen in their midst.405 The close collaboration that developed between Semaoen and the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia is crucial, because it would be Semaoen who provided the PI with a 

ticket to the Kongress gegen Imperialismus. 

 
 

The PI and Semaoen 

 Before he came to the Netherlands, Semaoen, who as many Javanese went by only one 

name, had been the first Indonesian leader of the PKI and leading man of the Dutch-

Indonesian Vereeniging van Spoor- en Tramwegpersoneel (‘Union for Train and Tramway 

Personnel’, VSTP). Because of his involvement in a large railway strike in 1923, he was 

expelled to the Netherlands by the Dutch colonial authorities. The banishment was to separate 

him from his popular support base. However, his exiled position in Europe did not stop him 

from working for the Indonesian revolution. Having the confidence of the communist trade 

union international, the Profintern, and of the Comintern, he remained the main expert on the 

Dutch Indies and the PKI within the international communist world. In an effort to restore 

contacts with the colony, Semaoen established an information bureau in 1924 that aimed to 

assist the PKI from abroad, and an Indonesian sailors union, the Sarekat Pegawai Laut 
                                                           
405 Poeze, In het land van de overheerser, 173. Tan Malaka stayed in the Netherlands from 1913 to 1919, and 
from May 1922 until July 1922. Although his second stay in the Netherlands was only three months, the 
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asserted that Achmad Soebardjo and Gatot Taroenomihardjo held communist beliefs as well: NL-HaNA, 
Koloniën / Kabinet-Geheim Archief, 1901-1940, 2.10.36.51, inv. nr. 310, 16 February 1928 A3, transcription 
interrogation Mohammed Hatta, dd. 8 November 1927, p. 7, 33. None of the students were member of a 
communist party. 

Figure 4.5: Portrait Semaoen.  
 
Source: Recht en Vrijheid,  
January 28, 1928, 3. 
 



128 
 

Indonesia (‘Indonesian Union for Maritime Workers’, SPLI), in that same year. The latter 

organisation, which would never attract a mass following, was nonetheless important, 

because it organised sailors who could smuggle letters and propaganda from Europe to the 

Dutch Indies.406 

 Furthermore, Semaoen established contacts with the Indonesian students in the 

Netherlands, in particular with the 1923 PI chair Iwa Koesoema Soemantri. Together they ran 

the SPLI, for which they distributed leaflets in the harbours of Amsterdam and Rotterdam 

and organised secret gatherings among Javanese sailors. Correspondence with the Comintern 

in Moscow, even suggests that Semaoen had convinced the students Soebroto, Boediarto and 

Iwa Koesoema Soemantri to study in Moscow at the expenses of the Comintern.407 Towards 

the end of 1925 Koesoema Soemantri joined Semaoen on a trip to Moscow and enrolled in 

the Communist University of the Toilers of the East.408 Other students with whom Semaoen 

felt he shared common ground were Mohammad Hatta, Achmad Soebardjo and Gatot 

Taroenomihardjo.  

Mohammad Hatta saw in Semaoen a useful contact, and happily answered his 

overtures. Being open to cooperation with nationalists, Semaoen was markedly different than 

Dutch communists, even those who had been active in the ISDV/PKI and were banned from 

the colony.409 Most Dutch communists from the Dutch Indies were in favour of communist 

agitation among the Indonesian masses within mass organisations such as the Sarekat Islam. 

In their eyes, the Perhimpoenan Indonesia was a rather insignificant club of nationalist elites. 

Semaoen, however, had witnessed the recent politicisation of the PI and regarded the 

organisation as a radical revolutionary nationalist club that comprised many individual 

students with interest in Marxist thought and communist strategies. Moreover, it was a useful 

source for political cadres. Perhaps he also sensed that sympathy for nationalism was growing 

in the Dutch Indies, and that it could attract the masses of the future.410 Semaoen felt that 

there was no space within the CPH for his own work, and he experienced Dutch Communist 
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Party members as paternalistic. Accordingly, he rather wanted to establish an independent 

PKI bureau in the Netherlands than to work within the CPH. He thus shared the distrust of 

Hatta towards Dutch political parties. In a fierce polemic with Dutch communists, fought out 

in correspondence with Comintern functionaries, Semaoen accused Sneevliet, Bergsma and 

Wijnkoop – who were in mutual disagreement as well – of leaving the Indonesian 

communists no space to determine their own course.411 Comparable to the distance of Lamine 

Senghor and Abdelkader Hadj Ali from the PCF in France, Semaoen tried to keep distance 

from the Dutch CPH. Instead, he began to seek allies who were committed to the struggle of 

Indonesia, such as the Indonesian nationalists in the Perhimpoenan Indonesia.412 Although 

these conflicts within the communist circles were not displayed in public, Semaoen must 

have been recognised by the Indonesian students as a communist unlike the others. 

Upon leaving to Moscow, in November 1925, the PI authorised Semaoen and Iwa 

Koesoema Soemantri “to represent and to promote the interests” of the association in 

Moscow.413 Hatta saw no harm in cooperating with Semaoen. The latter was well embedded 

in the international structures of the communist world, and could introduce the PI to the 

international stage. Ideologically, he would pose no threat to the nationalists. Hatta even 

questioned if Semaoen was a communist at all. In the above-mentioned letter to Sudjadi in 

the Dutch Indies, Hatta wrote: 
 

I see in the Indonesian communists only disguised nationalists. […] Whether they later remain 

communists, when we have obtained our independence, remains to be seen. But there are good reasons 

to doubt this. The social and economic structure of Indonesian society is not fertile ground for 

communists in the Western sense. I have made this clear to Semaoen and he appears to understand it 

well. Also I doubt if he is a communist in the deeper sense. He does not trust his Dutch comrades but 

gives us his full trust. He advises us to refuse all cooperation with the Dutch communists. Is this then 

communism? […] Through cooperation with them we have a great chance to influence their activities 

in our direction.414 
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The open attitude of Hatta towards Semaoen even led to secret negotiations between the two. 

Hatta saw himself as the architect of the national bloc of anticolonial parties, and, although he 

was isolated from his support base, Semaoen was the most prominent PKI-leader in exile. 

After his departure from the Dutch Indies in 1923, no new leader could eclipse his 

prominence within the PKI.  

On 23 November 1926, Semaoen drew up a seven page “organisation plan for our 

national movement”, which he saw as the basis for cooperation with Hatta.415 This plan 

proposed to build autonomous social structures and self-help organisations, and to form a 

shadow cabinet to come to a “state within a state”. These parallel structures had to work 

towards a well-coordinated armed revolution, which had to erupt on all islands 

simultaneously. Armed cells were to be built up clandestinely after the example of the Italian 

Carbonarists and the Young Turks.416 

Hatta refused to support Semaoen’s plan. During interrogations with the Dutch police 

in December 1927 he said that he disliked the “communist constructions”.417 The plan was 

presented to him just two weeks after communist riots had broken out in parts of Java. These 

were quickly repressed by the colonial authorities, and with an equal alliance between the 

PKI and his own organisation, Hatta feared that repression would be extended to nationalists 

as well. Moreover, it was unclear what the status of the PKI was after the latest round of 

repression. Instead, Hatta presented another, much shorter plan, which was less detailed and 

only specified the hierarchical relations within the national movement.418 On 5 December 

1926, Semaoen and Hatta signed this plan, in which Semaoen formally transferred the 

authority of the PKI in the hands of the PI as the leader of the nationalist movement in 

Indonesia.419 With this agreement Hatta gained confidence to lead an Indonesian delegation 

of PI members and Semaoen to the international Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels, 

which was scheduled two months later in February 1927. At this conference, he would 
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present himself as the representative of the national movement in the Dutch Indies, and as 

such he is remembered by most anticolonial experts. 

 

Second approach: Semaoen and the turbulent history of the PKI 

In order to understand the cooperation between Hatta and Semaoen, and the dynamics behind 

the PI presence at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus, we cannot just follow the contemporary 

accounts of Hatta and the PI itself. Indeed, Semaoen seemed to assign an important place to 

the Indonesian nationalists within the national movement; an attitude which Hatta explained 

as Semaoen being a nationalist in disguise. However, the rapprochement of the PI by 

Semaoen was part of a much longer and dramatic history than the students in PI could suspect 

or oversee. Semaoen’s proposal to Hatta, and their agreement were related to another plan, 

which Semaoen presented to the Comintern in June 1926, and which was fuelled by the 

dramatic destruction of the PKI in November 1926.420  

Although the person of Semaoen lies beyond the scope of this book as far as his 

background, his activities and political affiliation are concerned, he was a central figure. He 

tied together the three histories of the political awakening of Indonesia, the relation between 

the Comintern and the PKI, and the breakthrough of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia on the 

world stage. Moreover, he can serve as a reminder of the fact that the nationalist student elites 

were not the only ones active abroad. Actually, Semaoen belonged to a very active group of 

internationally minded Indonesian communists. 

 Semaoen was born in 1899 in a small Eastern Javanese town, along the railway track 

between Madiun and Mojokerto. Belonging to an impoverished aristocratic family of prijayi, 

his father was a railway employee. After a few years of education at a low-level primary 

school for Indonesians, Semaoen succeeded his father in service of the railway company at a 

very young age. However, he had more ambitious plans. Soon, Semaoen left his native soil 

and moved a few stations up the railway line to settle in the large city of Surabaya. There, he 

became an employee of the national railway company.421 

More important, in Surabaya Semaoen became politically active. He was greatly 

inspired by the renowned Dutch union leader and communist Henk Sneevliet, who in 1913 

resided a few months in Surabaya before settling in Semarang, and who was an active 

organiser in the earlier mentioned union for railway personnel, the VSTP. Semaoen joined 
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the Surabaya branch of this union, as well as the local branch of the Sarekat Islam. Finally, he 

also joined the Indies branch of the SDAP, the Indische Sociaal-Democratische Vereeniging 

(ISDV). Although he was still very young by then, only 15 years old, his organising skills 

were apparent, and soon, he assumed office functions in all three organisations. When 

Semaoen was elected in the central executive of the VSTP in Semarang, he was fired by the 

railway company, after which in July 1915 at the age of 16, he became a salaried full-time 

activist and among the first Indonesian communist activists.422 

 The ISDV organised mainly Dutch and Eurasian skilled workers.423 According to 

Sneevliet, who was in the leadership of both the ISDV and the VSTP, this prevented the 

organisation from growing. He came to the conclusion that the European management would 

attract little Indonesian and, therefore, little mass support, without Indonesian leaders and 

without addressing the party where the Indonesian proletariat was naturally to be found: the 

Sarekat Islam.424 Different from the ISDV, the latter organisation had strong local roots in 

villages and regions throughout the country. It had experienced a spectacular growth from 

some thousands of members around its establishment in 1908 to become the most prominent 

mass party in the Dutch Indies with more than 2,5 million members in 1919. Initially, the SI 

attracted mainly petty bourgeois and smallholder families, but soon it also performed the 

functions of a trade union, a consultation office and a general self-help organisation, strongly 

attached to local needs and circumstances.425 In order to gain influence in this multifaceted 

mass organisation, Sneevliet approached Semaoen, who was already active in the SI. 

Together they began to address and influence specific urban branches of the SI, most notably 

the Semarang branch, and bring them under control of ISDV cells.  

In terms of membership, the ISDV and VSTP were nothing but small and devoted 

internal pressure groups within the large and amorphous body of the Sarekat Islam. 

Nevertheless, the ISDV-led SI branches succeeded in putting pressure on the entire 

organisation. The central directorate, the Centrale Sarekat Islam (CSI) which was dominated 

by modernist Islamic factions, opposed the radicalising influence of Semaoen and Sneevliet, 

but could not exercise enough influence over its branches to prevent leftists from 
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infiltration.426 More and more local branches of the Sarekat Islam came under revolutionary 

Marxist influence. While the Sarekat Islam as a whole grew in these years from 360,000 

members in 1916, to 450,000 in 1918 and 2,5 million in 1919, the ISDV core grew 

proportionally from 85 members in 1915, to 134 members in 1916 and 740 in 1918.427 

Although these seem largely incomparable quantities, we have to take into consideration that 

the ranks of the Sarekat Islam were filled with workers and farmers, who incidentally paid a 

small membership fee upon enrolment in times of action and distress but showed little 

commitment thereafter. By contrast, the cadres of the ISDV within the SI were more 

dedicated, better schooled, and better organised. Thus, at the second national Sarekat Islam 

conference in October 1917, the radical ISDV-dominated factions of the SI succeeded in 

having adopted a resolution condemning “sinful capitalism”, calling for extensive social 

reforms, and complete independence from colonial rule, by any means necessary.428 

In May 1920, a few months after Sneevliet had been expelled by the Dutch 

authorities, Semaoen assumed the leadership over the ISDV. At the same party meeting, 

which naturally convened in the Sarekat Islam office in Semarang, the name Indische 

Sociaal-Democratische Vereeniging was changed to Perserikatan Kommunist di India 

(‘Indies Communist Association’), a few years later to be changed again to Partai Komunis 

Indonesia (‘Communist Party of Indonesia’). This change of names was to associate the 

Indonesian communist movement more closely to the international communist world, and to 

distinguish the party from the “false socialists” of the social democratic Second 

International.429 On the other hand, with the term ‘Indonesia’ the organisation aligned itself to 

the trend to reject the imposed name of the ‘Dutch Indies’. 

Semaoen tried to maintain good relations with the Islamic leadership in the CSI. The 

strategy of infiltration proved to be extremely successful. It also had repercussions for the 

ideological stance of the ISDV/PKI towards political Islam as an organising and 

emancipating force for the toiling Indonesian masses. Although Semaoen and his fellows 

rejected the conservative influence of tradition and patriarchy, they also emphasised, for 
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instance in a joint statement with the Islamist Hadji Agoes Salim, that Marxism and Islam 

shared many of the same principles:  
 

Regarding the division of the fruits of toil, Islam forbids anyone from hoarding these for himself, 

requiring instead that the common interest be served by using the results of all labor to further the goal 

of human equality. It is felt this can be achieved only if the distribution of products and profits is in the 

hands of a popular assembly.430  

 

Nevertheless, statements like these could not conceal the fact that the CSI grew increasingly 

worried over the expanding influence of the PKI within the Sarekat Islam, and constant 

internal opposition of the communists had brought the organisation to a condition in which it 

could only be split, or purged from communist influence. After the SI congress of October 

1921 and of February 1923, the Islamist CSI succeeded in enforcing party discipline on its 

members, which implied that dual membership of the PKI and the SI was no longer 

possible.431 As such, the PKI was expelled from the branches of the Sarekat Islam.  

For the PKI leadership, the expulsion was a severe blow, because it deprived them 

from access to not-yet-mobilised impoverished rural masses. Moreover, changing political 

circumstances were also detrimental to the political space of the PKI. After years of 

interventionist ethical colonial politics, the new Governor General Dirk Fock had inaugurated 

a liberal laissez-faire policy in 1921, aimed at reducing government expenditures. Backed by 

the conservative Minister of Colonies Simon de Graaff, he imposed new taxes, in spite of the 

deteriorating economic situation as a result of the international recession after the First World 

War.432 Meanwhile, the new Governor General was less inclined than his ethical predecessors 

to lend an ear to Indonesian political movements, and under his leadership police repression 

made it almost impossible to express criticism on colonial government in a non-militant way. 

In some cities, the right of assembly was permanently restricted under the pretext of 

maintaining the public order. The Criminal Code was also stretched to the point that the 
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freedom of speech and press were virtually non-existent, and that activists could be detained 

indefinitely without a charge.433 

 These repressive measures and increasingly difficult economic circumstances 

generated disillusionment with the colonial government within the rank and file of the PKI, 

and enhanced the support for non-cooperation towards the authorities and for militant 

political and labour activism. In some areas demonstrations and disturbances occurred on a 

weekly basis, and in industrial sectors the readiness for strike actions was large. In May 1923, 

a large strike of the VSTP – now the colony’s strongest union – erupted under direction of 

Semaoen, which soon spread out as an industry-wide strike throughout Java. The strikers 

protested wage and personnel cuts and deplored the decision to abolish a special cost-of-

living bonus for the railway workers. However, it was as much a strike against the 

unwillingness of employers and authorities to listen to the needs of workers. The strike ended 

in a major defeat for the VSTP, and instead of negotiating with the union, the government 

held Semaoen accountable for illegal political activity. In July 1923, he was exiled and 

permitted to leave to the Netherlands.434  

 

Moving towards revolt 

The strike was lost, but Indonesian public opinion nearly unanimously condemned the 

expulsion of Semaoen. Sympathy for the PKI and disillusionment with the colonial status 

grew accordingly. However, because of strong governmental repression, there was no room 

for the PKI to challenge the government on a national basis. With the departure of Semaoen, 

the PKI became more decentralised and focused on action on the work floor and in the 

regions. From 1923 onwards the Party, with Sugono, Alimin Prawirodirdjo and Musso in 

leading positions, began to sever relations with other parties and organisations such as the SI, 

for example by establishing rival Sarekat Rakjat (‘People’s Unions’, SR) branches in every 

place with a Sarekat Islam chapter. Also, as a reaction to continuous repression and 

surveillance of the police and the authorities, the PKI stopped its mass rallies in rural areas 

and cities, and instead began to reorganise the party into a clandestine organ working with 
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cells and secret gatherings at home. Consequently, the PKI was decentralised and the local 

branches of the PKI and the SR enjoyed greater freedom to determine their own course.435 

 This new policy of decentralisation and underground action also implied that central 

coordination and control was more difficult than before. After Semaoen’s departure, 

‘anarchist’ bombing attacks occurred, and wildcat strikes broke out on a regular basis.436 This 

was not only a concern for the Dutch authorities, but also made the PKI leadership, now 

seated in Bandung, realise that it could not contain the anger of the population much longer. 

The leadership was held hostage by the situation, because it considered the organisation as 

yet too weak to start a successful revolution, but at the same time it could not temper the 

radicalism of its branches without losing their support.437 The most important activists of the 

PKI (Semaoen in the Netherlands and Moscow, Darsono in Berlin and Moscow, and Tan 

Malaka in Canton and Manila), were all opposed to an uprising at this stage. However, some 

of the more distant party chapters began to set deadlines to the PKI leadership. If the central 

executive in Bandung would not start preparations for a revolution soon, these branches 

threatened to do it themselves.438 

Thus, at a secret meeting in Prambanan near Yogyakarta, in December 1925, the 

Party’s leadership decided that it would indeed prepare for a coordinated revolt, half a year 

from then, hoping that Moscow would support them and that other Indonesian organisations 

would join along the way. The leadership then, gave the order to the different chapters and 

cells to prepare for illegality and an armed insurrection, at a date to be announced later. In the 

meantime, the party bureau reached out to the leaders in exile and to Moscow. Gathering in 

Singapore, they first tried to get in contact with Tan Malaka, who was suffering from 

tuberculosis and lived in Manila. Soon, it turned out that the latter opposed the ill-fated 

revolt, and instead argued that the PKI would return to the mass line and seek cooperation 

with other Indonesian movements, such as the SI. It was clear that Semaoen would share this 

opinion. The PKI leaders then decided to send Alimin and Musso to Moscow directly, to seek 

approval and assistance. After months of waiting in Moscow, Musso and Alimin learned that 

the Comintern disapproved of the plan. The newly installed ‘National Secretariat for 

Indonesia’, which included Semaoen, Darsono and M. N. Roy, first wanted to gain better 
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insight into the situation in the Dutch Indies, and preferred to wait.439 Months had gone by in 

this attempt to embed the pending Indonesian revolution in an international framework, but to 

no avail. Empty handed, Alimin and Musso undertook the long journey back to the Dutch 

Indies.440 

Meanwhile, the police in the Dutch Indies had continued to intensify its repression on 

the PKI, with increasing success.441 According to John Ingleson, the organisation of urban 

workers was virtually made impossible by December 1925.442 Party branches were being 

infiltrated, meetings dispersed, and leaders arrested. This only added to the sense of urgency 

of some of the most prepared PKI branches, because they worried that the momentum would 

disappear if the revolution would not be planned soon.443  

In this atmosphere of impatience and chaos, the local branches of Batavia, Tegal and 

Bantam decided not to wait for the delayed return of Alimin and Musso from Moscow and 

for instructions of the Bandung leadership to start the revolt. They formed a secret committee 

and set the date for the revolt to start at 12 November 1926. They reached out to the other 

branches of the PKI, but more than half of them were not willing or prepared to take part in 

an uprising without the approval from Moscow or even from Bandung. In various regions, the 

police found out about the plans and started to make pre-emptive arrests.444 On 12 November, 

the day of revolt, it remained eerily quiet in some of the most active districts of Central Java. 

Only in Batavia, scuffles broke out, and in Bantam and Priangan the atmosphere was tense 

for about a week. In the very active PKI branch of West Sumatra it would take until the new 

year before an uprising would break out, which was also easily suppressed, in roughly a 

week. By the time Alimin and Musso arrived in the Dutch Indies, the authorities were in full 

control of the situation, and the PKI and its aspirations were crushed.445 Within months, 

13,000 persons were arrested, some leaders were executed and 1300 persons were deported to 

the penal colony of Upper Digul in New Guinea. The VSTP, before the revolt a union of 
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8000 workers, was banned, as well as the PKI. The revolt of 1926 marked the end of the PKI 

or any other communist mass party, until its re-emergence after the Second World War.446 

A number of preliminary conclusions need to be drawn, before we shift our focus to 

the international level of analysis and the communist world. Firstly, the 1926 revolt 

responded to a general sense of disillusionment and poverty in the Dutch Indies, but was not 

carried by a broad popular movement itself. It was primarily the work of a few dissenting 

communist PKI-branches in Java and the West coast of Sumatra. Secondly, the revolt was ill-

prepared and unsparingly repressed within weeks by the colonial authorities. The revolt and 

its direct aftermath marked the decisive end of public communist agitation in the late colonial 

period. Thirdly, and this will be discussed in the remainder of this chapter, the developments 

in the Dutch Indies were significant, as they put Indonesia and its struggle for independence 

on the world map while clearing the way for the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in the Netherlands 

to enter the international stage. 

 

Third approach: Reaction of the Comintern 

When the Comintern learned of the insurrection in Java and Sumatra, it was not amused.447 In 

previous months, it had received indications that the PKI was on a deviationist path. 

However, it had had difficulties getting a clear picture of the state of the Party and the 

political course it was pursuing. For the Soviet Union and the Comintern, the Dutch Indies 

were of minor importance. The Soviet Union invested far more energy in its direct neighbour 

China than in the Dutch Indies. There were no Soviet functionaries in the Dutch colony, and 

the exchange of information between the Comintern and the PKI was fragile and irregular. As 

McVey argues, it is even questionable if the Comintern was sufficiently able to assess the 

situation in the Dutch Indies. Dutch and Indonesian Party members who reported about the 

Dutch Indies in Moscow persistently gave a distorted and too favourable impression of the 

nature of the alliance with the Sarekat Islam and of the sympathy for communism among the 

rural and urban masses, and thus the Comintern remained ignorant of the situation in the 

Dutch Indies.448 Moreover, due to the many exiled activists and the effective isolation of the 

archipelago by the Dutch authorities, it had lacked possibilities to address the PKI directly 
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and to enforce discipline from above.449 When it took notice of the plans for revolt from 

Alimin and Musso in Moscow, a newly appointed National Secretariat for Indonesia which 

was to manage the Indonesian crisis and which contained Semaoen, Darsono and Roy, 

reacted negatively.450 Five days after the start of the revolt, the National Secretariat for 

Indonesia drew up a letter of instruction for the PKI, pointing out the errors in its current 

policy and urging the Party to change its course.451 

However, in external communication, the Comintern did not want to condemn a 

movement that was undeniably communist, and it chose to remain shrouded in silence over 

the disorganisation of the PKI. The news of the failed insurrection in the Dutch Indies 

concurred with alarming reports from China, where the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 

worked within the nationalist GMD. Initially, this strategy of infiltration within a larger mass 

movement was equally successful as in the Dutch Indies, but after the death of GMD leader 

Sun Yat-sen in March 1925, and his succession by the right wing army general Chiang Kai-

shek, CCP members were gradually removed from influential positions in the GMD. From 

the beginning of the 1926 onwards, this situation even led to violent incidents and armed 

conflicts between workers and soldiers loyal to the CCP and factions loyal to Chiang Kai-

shek.452 A bloody clash between communists and nationalists in China was immanent, and 

the Comintern did not want to admit the defeat of the PKI on top of that. This would 

effectively declare the Asia policy of the Comintern bankrupt. 

Therefore, on 20 November 1926, a week after the PKI revolts had begun and ended 

with heavy repression by the authorities, and three days after the National Secretariat for 

Indonesia urged the PKI to change its course, the Comintern issued a statement in solidarity 

with the brave people of Indonesia. “Suppressed peoples of the world! The insurrectionary 

Indonesians are your advance guard, they express the will to freedom which is your common 

property. Do everything in your power to support them in their struggle!”453 The message 

was to express comradely solidarity in times of distress, but was Janus-faced because the 
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Comintern had actively worked to delay and discourage the preparations for the revolt, and 

had been unsupportive of the confrontational course of the PKI, which was fuelled from its 

most radical local branches.454  

Be it as it may, the Indonesian case was briefly embraced by the Comintern in 

November and December 1926, and this was weeks before the first conference of the League 

against Imperialism. It led to the promotion of Semaoen to the Presidium of the Executive 

Committee of the Comintern in December in 1926.455 Moreover, the fact that the PKI itself 

was eliminated within weeks of the stalled revolt provided the opportunity for the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia to present itself, by mediation of Semaoen, as the only legitimate 

heir of the anticolonial movement in the colony, and to accept the international cheers of 

solidarity on behalf of the Indonesian people. 

 

The dual promotion of Semaoen and the Perhimpoenan Indonesia 

Returning to the rapprochement of Semaoen and Hatta in the closing months of 1926, it 

seems that the dual promotion of Semaoen and the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in the 

Comintern’s estimation was interlinked. After Semaoen was banned from the Dutch Indies he 

was condemned to an onlooker’s position over what happened in the colony, and he was 

unable to exercise influence over the radicalising PKI branches. However, as a member of the 

Presidium of the Executive Committee of the Comintern, he began to exert his recently 

acquired influence within the Comintern to advocate a “national democratic” strategy in 

solving the Indonesian crisis; which boiled down to cooperation with Indonesian nationalists 

in the Netherlands. In the summer of 1926, Semaoen, who was a member of the National 

Secretariat for Indonesia from 1926 onwards, reacted sceptically to the plan of Alimin and 

Musso in Moscow for the planned revolt in the Dutch Indies. Alimin did everything he could 

to convince the Comintern committee that the PKI was in good shape, and that the leadership 

had a clear strategy to make the revolt a success. Although Alimin admitted that the precise 

demands and objectives of the revolt were to be sorted out during the process, he argued that 

the population was impoverished and dissatisfied to such an extent that it would immediately 

lend its support to the PKI, which would force the government to make far reaching 

concessions. Semaoen disagreed with this optimism. He strongly doubted the positive 
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outcome of the revolt and criticised the reliance on a favourable reaction of the Comintern: “I 

think on this point they are weak”.456 Semaoen agreed with Alimin and Musso of the general 

support among the masses for an armed insurrection, but he argued that the PKI did not have 

a clear and secure strategy for a controlled assumption of power. In its current version, the 

insurrection was doomed to failure. 

However, Semaoen was equally critical of the solution preferred by the majority of 

the National Secretariat for Indonesia. Roy, Darsono and others wanted to have better insight 

into the preparations for the revolt before they could lend support to the PKI plans. 

Comintern officials Pianitsky and Pogany suggested that a legal “Indian path” in the form of 

a parliamentary campaign to get indigenous political representation could be more fruitful 

and less hazardous.457 Semaoen considered this strategy dangerously naive as well. The 

general political atmosphere was already past the reliance on a legalistic parliamentary 

strategy, and unrest was to be expected anyway, with or without the PKI. Moreover, unlike 

British India, the colonial Volksraad was constituted in such a way that an indigenous 

majority was simply impossible.  

Instead, Semaoen wrote a political programme in June 1926 in which he proposed a 

third strategy. In the programme, written in poor English, Semaoen indeed acknowledged the 

revolutionary atmosphere in the country. However, a “Soviet-dictatorship-of-proletariat”-

strategy [sic] as proposed by Alimin and Musso would be understood by the colonial 

government and the international powers as a frontal attack, and would only lead to ruthless 

repression against the weak structures of the PKI and the Sarekat Rakjat. Instead, the PKI 

was to exercise patience and try to seek cooperation with the burgeoning national movement. 

By prioritising national autonomy and the end of foreign rule, the large masses of the 

population could be mobilised and radicalised, but in the case of state repression the 

Communist Party would not take all the blows. A communist programme could even be 

presented as the only alternative against a recalcitrant colonial government. Eventually, “the 

‘pure’ national system” could “easily be changed into a soviet one!”.458 

In this atmosphere of repression and chaos, activists in the Dutch Indies were difficult 

to approach, but Semaoen had good contacts in the Netherlands. He had experienced the 

gradual radicalisation of the PI from around the time he arrived in the Netherlands in 1923. 
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Although the organisation itself was not communist, and although the students were typically 

of a non-proletarian background, Semaoen still regarded them as revolutionary allies. To 

Semaoen’s judgement, the Indonesian intelligentsia was by law and by practice as much 

excluded from capitalist competition as the proletariat and the farmers, and had no possibility 

to turn into an indigenous capitalist class.459 Moreover, some of the students had shown 

serious interest in the classics of Marxism and Lenin’s work on imperialism. 

Initially, Semaoen’s programme did not seem to have received much support within 

the National Secretariat for Indonesia, and the Comintern chose a strategy of delay rather 

than active political intervention. However, after the suppression of the revolt of November 

1926, both PKI’s strategy of confrontation and the Comintern’s strategy of moderation and 

legalisation were rendered obsolete. Combined with the fact that the Comintern preferred to 

conceal the painful Indonesian situation, Semaoen got the opportunity to seek cooperation 

with the nationalists and to rescue the remains of the Indonesian Communist Party. Based in 

the Netherlands, this implied collaboration with the Perhimpoenan Indonesia. 

In other words, Semaoen’s proposal to Hatta to make an agreement on the future of 

the national movement was more than an isolated initiative of a “disguised nationalist”, as 

Hatta liked to see it. It fitted in political considerations in the highest echelons of the 

international communist world. Hatta’s appraisal that the Indonesian nationalists, through 

collaboration with communists, had “a great chance to influence their activities in our 

direction”, interestingly mirrors Semaoen’s assessment that after the Indonesian revolution 

the nationalist government could “easily be changed into a soviet one!”.460 These 

considerations also provided the rationale for the invitation of Hatta and four other PI 

students to the Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels in February 1927. 

 

The League against Imperialism: A communist front or a sympathising structure? 

The long history of Semaoen and the PKI, and the complex deliberations within the 

Comintern demonstrate that the introduction of the PI on the international stage cannot only 

be explained as the result of successful advocacy of the Indonesian students themselves. 

Instead, the PI was presented a unique window of opportunity offered by Indonesian situation 
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and the reaction of the international communist world. To make this clear, the character of 

the League against Imperialism itself needs to be examined. 

As Fredrik Petersson demonstrates in a detailed dissertation on the League against 

Imperialism, the relation between the LAI and the Comintern was less direct and all-decisive 

than suggested in contemporary press. He characterised the LAI as a “sympathising 

organisation”, indicating that Communist factions and Comintern functionaries kept a low 

profile within the LAI, as long as general support for the Soviet Union was ensured. Whereas 

a ‘front organisation’ would function under the directives of a Communist Party in a specific 

field of activity, a sympathising organisation typically tried to extend communist influence 

outside the communist movement by establishing connections with other left-wing 

movements; with intellectuals, pacifists and nationalists. Usually, these sympathising 

organisations introduced a non-communist leadership to the public, and openly kept public 

communist membership to a minimum. At the Kongress gegen Imperialismus, there was no 

official Soviet delegation. Only a ‘communist faction’ of capable and trustworthy 

communists was formed to ensure that general support for the Soviet Union remained 

intact.461 

 This characterisation of the League against Imperialism, brings Petersson to devote 

the major part of his dissertation to the interaction between the various players in the complex 

“planetary system” of communism: the interplay between the International secretariat of the 

LAI and its national sections, the communist faction or “core” within the LAI, the Executive 

Committee of the Comintern in Moscow, the West European Bureau of the Comintern in 

Berlin and key figures, such as Münzenberg, Chattopadhyaya and Roy. As such, Petersson 

adds a new dynamism to our understanding of the complexities within the communist 

international system. The LAI was not just a Comintern tool, but rather a space of negotiation 

between Soviet centralism and national and individual political agency.462 

However, although the political backgrounds of colonial delegations are mentioned , 

Petersson does not break away from the dominant focus on the role of communists in the 

LAI. Also in other works on the League against Imperialism the perspectives of non-

communist and anticolonial members remain somewhat understudied.463 For historians 
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interested in these groupings, it is more rewarding to examine the space and agency in the 

fringes of the communist planetary system, than to dissect the communist monolith bloc per 

se. As Petersson suggests himself and discusses throughout his book, the LAI, as a 

sympathising organisation, has served the interests of the IAH and the Comintern but also fits 

in the respective histories of the colonial delegates, each with their own backgrounds, 

interests and strategies.464 

 
 

 

 

Colonial involvement in the LAI 

Non-Western involvement in anticolonial politics in Europe was already manifest in the 

months preceding the establishment of the League against Imperialism. The initiative to 

organise the Kongress gegen Imperialismus was taken by the German communist Willi 

Münzenberg of the humanitarian communist organisation Internationale Arbeiterhilfe. This 

organisation was established in 1921 to facilitate international fund-raising and relief 

campaigns in support of the young Soviet Union, but in the course of the 1920s broadened its 
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Figure 4.6: Organisation chart of the LAI and its related political blocs around 1927-1928. 
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field of activities. From 1923 onwards, Münzenberg and the German section of the IAH 

organised a number of relief campaigns for communists in other parts of the world, for 

instance after a destructive earthquake in Japan in 1923 and floods in China in 1924. In June 

1925, the killing of 13 Chinese protesters by British troops in Shanghai gave impetus to large 

communist demonstrations and protest meetings in Germany, and the collection of one 

million Gold Marks for activists in China.465 In December 1925, a committee ‘Against the 

Cruelties in Syria’ was established to protest the quelling of the Great Syrian Revolt by 

French colonial troops. In general, these movements were largely German communist events, 

with no direct involvement of or coordination with movements from the respective 

countries.466 

However, drawn by the massive and successful communist solidarity campaigns, 

small groups of migrant students and activists from Berlin began to join the meetings of the 

China and Syria campaigns, mainly on their own initiative. A speech by a Chinese student 

and GMD member at a large conference in August 1925 aroused euphoric reactions among 

the German public. After the conference, some professors and union activists from China 

approached Münzenberg, urging him to start building a more permanent and comprehensive 

anticolonial organisation in Europe.467 It was an eye-opener to Münzenberg that showed how 

colonial communities in Europe could be used, both as propagandistic figureheads and as 

intermediaries with anticolonial and nationalist organisations in China, Morocco, Egypt, 

India and elsewhere.468 Thinking along these lines, Münzenberg instigated a conference in 

February 1926, with the aim to unite all colonial groupings in Berlin. The Liga gegen 

Koloniale Unterdrückung (‘League against Colonial Oppression’, LACO) which came out of 

this initiative, began to work to expand the network to other Western European countries and 

colonial communities in Europe, eventually resulting in the establishment of the LAI.469 

Not as a result of directives from the Comintern – which was actually reluctant to 

engage in adventurous alliances – but rather as a consequence of the organising activities of 

leading activists in the IAH and colonial migrant groups, a “network of networks” was 

established. Via colonial migrant communities in Berlin, the Communist Party in France, the 
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Dutch socialist unionist and organiser Edo Fimmen, and Afro-American activists, a broad 

network of organisations and individuals was reached and invited to take part in the Kongress 

gegen Imperialismus, scheduled to take place in Brussels.470  

The most prominent colonial delegation at the congress, both in terms of numbers as 

in terms of political urgency, was obviously the Chinese group. As Petersson mentions, this 

group was predominantly European in character and mainly consisted of Chinese migrants 

living in Europe. The group was led by Liao Huanxing, a left-leaning member of the central 

executive of the Guomindang. Other representatives included Hsiung Kwang Suen, a member 

of the national government in Guangzhou which was controlled by the GMD, a few army 

generals and representatives of Chinese unions, and a dozen representatives of Chinese 

student and workers communities in Europe. Among these students was also a delegation of 

the Dutch CHH. Board members Han Tiauw Kie and Lie Soen Keng were present at the 

Kongress gegen Imperialismus, although they were mistakenly registered as representatives 

of the Dutch section of the Guomindang. This section existed as well, but comprised Chinese 

sailors from the harbours of Amsterdam and Rotterdam.471 

Headed by Liao Huanxing, it was clear that the Chinese delegation represented the 

leftist tendency within the GMD. After having been involved in the establishment of the CCP 

in China, Liao Huanxing travelled to Germany where he became a member of the KPD in 

1923. As such, he participated in the German ‘Hands off China’ campaign, and in the 

preparations for the Kongress gegen Imperialismus. Leading communists considered him to 

be a trustworthy contact.472 Also in a report drafted by nationalist Chinese migrants in France 

of the rightist nationalist Chiang Kai-shek line, the GMD representatives at the Kongress 

gegen Imperialismus were described as communists in disguise. They had sent their own 

delegation of “true representatives of the GMD”, but, as they complained, they were 

squeezed out by Liao Huanxing. The French group could do no more than distribute 

pamphlets in the side wings of the congress.473 For the leftist faction of the GMD, which 

operated under increasingly difficult circumstances in China itself, it was important to 
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enlarge its influence abroad by cooperating with communists and leftist nationalists from 

other colonial countries.474 

More reluctant to associate with international communism was the Indian delegation, 

the second largest colonial group at the conference. The central figure in this group was 

Virendranath Chattopadhyaya, who lived in Berlin and worked as a communist organiser 

within the Indian community. Behind the scenes Chatto would develop into a moving force 

of the International Secretariat of the LAI in Berlin, and the linchpin between anticolonial 

movements in Europe. The most famous Indian at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus was 

however Jawaharlal Nehru, who was a much respected and devote follower of Gandhi in the 

Indian National Congress. Nehru was the only Indian delegate who came directly from 

British India. Other attendants were expatriate members of Indian associations in England, 

Germany and the United States.475 Nehru arrived in Europe in March 1926, primarily to get 

treatment for his wife in the Swiss mountains against chronic tuberculosis. While in Europe, 

he used his time to make trips to various European capitals to meet Indian exiles and 

revolutionaries, and to undertake field trips to economic enterprises. On a visit in Berlin in 

November 1926, Nehru met Chattopadhyaya and he accepted the latter’s invitation to come 

to Brussels in February.476  

Nehru’s representation of the INC at the congress was not undisputed. Interesting is 

the difference in attitude towards the LAI of Nehru and Gandhi. From the start, Gandhi had 

persistently refused all invitations to join the efforts to build an international anti-imperialist 

front. He regarded the methods of “the socialists” too experimental and he was afraid that an 

affiliation with communism would damage the carefully maintained unity with moderates in 

the Indian movement.477 Upon Nehru’s request from Europe to send a large INC delegation 

to the congress in Brussels, including an expert on colonial economy and on the British 

imperial army, the INC leadership reacted negatively.478 In the end, Nehru was the only INC 

functionary who accepted the invitation of Chattopadhyaya and travelled to Brussels. 

Although he expressed scepticism to Gandhi on the viability of the LAI and the usefulness of 

the communists for the national struggle of India, he embraced the Kongress gegen 
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Imperialismus as a means to spread foreign propaganda and to establish contacts with 

colonial movements elsewhere. As his biographer Sarvepalli Gopal quotes from a letter to 

Gandhi: 
 

I do not expect much from it and indeed I am quite sure that none of the members of the so-called 

imperialist or oppressing nations will help us in the least whenever their interests conflict with ours. I 

have no illusions about their altruism. But I welcome all legitimate methods of getting into touch with 

other countries and peoples so that we may be able to understand their viewpoint and world politics 

generally.479 

 

The involvement of the Indian National Congress with the LAI was therefore minimal, and 

mainly consisted of Nehru’s personal involvement.  

Other delegations included Syrian, Persian, Algerian and Egyptian revolutionaries, 

black activists from both sides of the Atlantic Ocean – including members of the South 

African ANC – many Southern American delegations, and Japanese, Indochinese and Korean 

activists. An old acquaintance of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia at the congress was the 

Indochinese Duong Van Giao of the Parti Constitutionaliste, who was a friend of Mononutu 

and had joined Hatta at the pacifist conference in Bierville.480 As descibed in the previous 

chapter, Duong Van Giao was far from a hard-line anticolonial nationalist pleading for 

immediate independence, and held rather moderate views on French republican values and 

development under colonial rule. He would soon conclude that cooperation with the LAI was 

no longer possible. Another friend of the Indonesians was Kavalam Madhava Panikkar, who 

had been active in the Parisian Association pour l’Étude des Civilisations Orientales and had 

published an article in Indonesia Merdeka. Panikkar was on the list of representatives, but he 

did not show up [“nicht rechtzeitig eingetroffen”].481 According to his autobiography, he had 

been in Berlin concurrently with Nehru and was also invited by Chattopadhyaya. However, 

he decided not to go to the Kongress gegen Imperialismus, because he did not want to get 

involved in the political quarrels between communists around Chattopadhyaya and 

“conservatives” around Champakaraman Pillai in the German capital.482 

 In short, this overview of colonial delegations demonstrates that each of these had a 

prehistory of its own, and was subject to power dynamics and strategic considerations within 
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their respective national movements. Often, their presence was expedited by communist 

intermediates, such as Liao Huanxing, Chattopadhyaya and Semaoen himself, and many of 

the colonial delegations acted with a weak mandate from their home parties. The mandate of 

the Indonesian delegation was equally vague. 

 

The Indonesian mandate 

Among historians there is much confusion about the Indonesian group, in particular with 

regard to its mandate and its relation with the communist uprisings of 1926-1927. Babette 

Gross, the biographer of Willi Münzenberg, described Mohammad Hatta as the leader of the 

Sarekat Islam, while Vijay Prashad argued that Soekarno had been present at the Kongress 

gegen Imperialismus.483 The revolt in the Dutch Indies was summarised by Fredrik Petersson 

as a move of the PKI against the “nationalist Sarekat Rakjat”, while this latter organisation 

was actually a communist organisation itself.484 Many of these inaccuracies are most likely 

due to unfamiliarity with the Indonesian political landscape. However, inconsistencies in 

contemporary sources and an overstatement of their mandate by the Indonesians themselves 

also create confusion.  

The conference papers that were published after the congress, for example, indicate 

under the heading of ‘Indonesien’ – already a fundamental achievement for the Indonesian 

students – that Hatta, Semaoen and Gatot Taroenomihardjo were representing the 

“Perhimpoenan Indonesia (a union of national parties in Indonesia)”. “Abdul Manaf and 

Mohammed Nazir Pamondjah” were said to work for the Sarekat Rakjat, while “Achmad 

Subardja” was present on behalf of the Sarekat Islam. This name list is highly inaccurate. In 

reality, Abdul Manaf was an assumed name of Achmad Soebardjo. Together with Hatta, 

Gatot Taroenomihardjo and Pamontjak, Soebardjo was representing the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia, which was not a union of national parties in Indonesia but, as we know, a Dutch 

student organisation. It was also mentioned that Soebardjo acted on behalf of a branch of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia in Cairo. The latter organisation was most likely the Djam’iat al 

Chairijah, with which the PI maintained relations.485 

It is unclear why the Sarekat Islam appeared on the list, but probably this was due to 

confusion created by the students themselves. In a report on the conference of Mohammad 

Hatta in Indonesia Merdeka, he wrote that the Indonesian students acted with a mandate of 
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the “National Concentration”.486 This organisation should not be confused with the well-

known federation of nationalist organisations Permufakatan Perhimpunan-Perhimpunan 

Politik Kebangsaan Indonesia (‘Political Consensus of Indonesian National Organisations’, 

PPPKI) which was established in December 1927, and which indeed included the Sarekat 

Islam. From Hatta’s interrogations by the police, it appears that the National Concentration 

was in fact the Comité Persatoean Indonesia (‘Indonesian Unity Committee’) which was 

established in August 1926.487 This working committee was established on the initiative of 

Mohammad Hatta by former PI members and activists within the nationalist Algemeene 

Studieclub in Bandung and the Indonesische Studieclub in Surabaya, among whom was a 

certain Soekarno. It was supposed to establish a nationalist mass party. This initiative indeed 

led to the establishment of the PNI of Soekarno, but only after July 1927. In February 1927, 

the Comité Persatoean Indonesia was nothing more than a very young initiative of a few 

former PI students in the colony.  

The Sarekat Islam was not involved in the Comité, although it would join the above-

mentioned federation PPPKI in December 1927. In general, the Sarekat Islam, which in the 

early twenties had given birth to the PKI and by this time was reorganised as a the Partai 

Sarekat Islam (‘Islamic Association Party’, PSI), was only a shadow of the mass organisation 

it once was, and had come under the socio-religious influence of traditionalist Islamist forces. 

At the end of 1926, the ex-PI member Soekiman Wirjosandjojo joined the PSI, but it was not 

before April 1927 that he got permission to establish contacts with the nationalists. It is 

therefore unlikely that the PSI had indeed given an official mandate to the students of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia to act on its behalf at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus in 

Brussels.488 

Also the mandate of fifth Indonesian representative, Semaoen, was far from clear. To 

the outside world, Semaoen introduced himself as a representative of the Sarekat Rakjat, the 

locally rooted communist mass base of the PKI and the rival organisation of the Sarekat 

Islam. However, Semaoen was not only detached from communist activists in the Dutch 

Indies after he was banished in July 1923, but the PKI and the SR were also largely destroyed 

after the failed uprisings of November 1926. This makes it hard to believe that Semaoen 

actually represented the Sarekat Rakjat at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus. Probably, in 
                                                           
486 Ingleson, Perhimpunan Indonesia, 34; Hatta, “Het Brusselse Congres tegen Imperialisme en koloniale 
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line with the character of the LAI as a sympathising organisation, Semaoen used the Sarekat 

Rakjat to conceal the fact that he was a member of the presidium of the Executive Committee 

of the Comintern, and that he belonged to the small faction of communists on key positions 

that had to ensure support for the USSR. This group of six Comintern functionaries under the 

leadership of the Japanese Sen Katayama, was subdivided and distributed over the other 

parties and organisations, and was instructed to keep a low profile at the congress.489 

In other words, the Indonesians suggested a larger mandate than they actually had, 

and proclaimed themselves as representatives of the Indonesian people. The mandate they 

claimed reveals more about the political aspirations of both the PI and Semaoen than about 

the official support in the Dutch Indies for their activities. Moreover, the overrepresentation 

of Semaoen and the students in PI fitted the agendas of both the Comintern and the 

organising committee of the Kongress gegen Imperialismus around Münzenberg. For the 

Comintern, it was in line with its inclination to present the revolt in Indonesia as a broad and 

spontaneous national uprising, instead of the work of a few dissenting PKI branches. For 

Münzenberg and the LACO, the uprising in Indonesia provided a much-needed propaganda 

opportunity. Initially, the Kongress gegen Imperialismus was scheduled to take place in 

November 1926. However, due to difficulties with the Belgian authorities the conference was 

delayed a few months, and Münzenberg was afraid that the event would lose momentum and 

relevance, especially among intellectuals and non-colonial delegations. The public outrage 

over the repression of the Chinese and Syrians was past its peak, and the organisers were 

looking for a new focal point to mobilise support for the anticolonial struggle. As Petersson 

mentions, the uprising in the Dutch Indies was taken as an opportunity by Münzenberg to 

revive the anticolonial propaganda, and to convince German parties and intellectuals to speak 

out against colonialism and barbarity.490 The fact that the Perhimpoenan Indonesia had never 

been part of the uprising itself, and that they did not have a mass base was not seen as 

problematic. The Indonesians even received 500 dollars from Münzenberg and the IAH to 

cover their expenses, while most of the other delegations had to bear the costs themselves.491 

The Indonesian students were well aware of their unique situation. As Hatta wrote in 

Indonesia Merdeka: “At first, [the world] did not want to believe us. But the recent 
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developments in Indonesia have opened the eyes of the outside world for the wrongs over 

there. It is primarily due to the recent uprising in our Fatherland that the Indonesian problem 

was an important topic at the Congress in Brussels”.492 

 

The Indonesian contribution: nationalising the revolt 

The speech of the Indonesian delegation on the second day of the congress reflected the 

ambition of both the PI and the communists to present the revolt not as a failure of the PKI 

but as the result of repression of Dutch authorities against the Indonesian population. In line 

with the character of the Kongress gegen Imperialismus, Pamontjak, who was the 

spokesperson of the PI, described the colonial state as a loyal servant of the interests of 

international capitalism: 
 

The Dutchmen make propaganda abroad in various ways to make believe that the Dutch colonisation is 

beneficial for Indonesia. What is the reality? The Dutch domination over Indonesia results in the 

proletarianisation of the Indonesian society. The social and national structure is degenerated by the 

domination of Capital, which has the colonial government as its natural guard.493  

 

Pamontjak then gave an overview of the genesis of the nationalist movement and the 

suffocating repression of the colonial government, as an unavoidable consequence of this 

double oppression. This finally culminated in the latest developments in the colony: the 

uprisings of November 1926. As such, the Indonesian students described the popular unrest 

as a natural reaction against state policies and police repression. Although they were careful 

not to call for armed revolt themselves, they placed the responsibility with the authorities. 

This was a conscious move, as becomes clear from intercepted notes from Hatta to 

Pamontjak, in which the former advised the latter to ascribed the revolt to “[Governor 

General] Fock’s policy of terror”.494 The notes never reached Pamontjak, but in his speech he 

used the same argumentation. Discussing bomb throwing incidents, for example, Pamontjak 

said:  
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Needless to say that under these circumstances the national movement is forced to go underground. The 

government knows this. Bombings and liquidations of government accomplices are the order of the 

day. It is the government itself, which is responsible for it, because of its despotic regime.495 

 

In this reading of events, the provoked Indonesian population was consistently described as a 

unity. As the immediate cause of the latest uprisings, the students mentioned a cryptic lack of 

“discipline of a few leaders who had deviated” [“Disziplin einiger Führer die sich 

abgespalten hatten”], but for the rest the PKI was not considered at all. The precise political 

context of the uprisings of 1926 was left unmentioned. From the text, it is even unclear to 

what extent the unrest was still ongoing, which parties were involved, and what would be the 

future of the Indonesian anticolonial movement. Pamontjak gave some grim insights in the 

wave of repression, but did not feel or failed to mention that the PKI – and the anticolonial 

movement as a whole – had just experienced a devastating defeat. Therefore, the main 

conclusion of Pamontjak was somewhat too bold: “Es ist nicht Indonesien, das für die 

Unabhängigkeit nicht reif wäre, sondern es ist Holland, das nicht fähig ist, ein Volk, größer 

und mit einer älteren Kultur, als es selbst besitzt, zu erziehen”.496 

This nationalisation of the revolt of 1926 was a logical consequence of the ideological 

background of the Indonesian students, who depicted the political conflict in Indonesia 

mainly as a national cause, and not as a class struggle. However, the national interpretation 

frame resonated with the preferred explanation of the revolt by the Comintern and Semaoen. 

As a Comintern functionary, Semaoen tried to keep a low profile, and his activities at the 

Kongress gegen Imperialismus remain largely undocumented. However, Dutch undercover 

police officers noticed that Semaoen disseminated his recently published brochure on the 

Indonesian national movement.497 In this brochure, with the title ‘Indonesien hat das Wort’, 

he applied the same narrative as Pamontjak. The latest uprising was clearly the result of 

increased Dutch police repression: “Bestialisch, unmenschlich, grausam ist der holländische 

Terror in Indonesien. Eine Folge davon war der Aufstand des Volkes auf West-Java im 

November 1926.”498 On the political basis of the revolt Semaoen was equally clear: “Der 

Aufstand war eine Volkserhebung, Ausdruck des aufständischen Volkswillens ganz 
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Indonesiens.”499 Semaoens analysis was even reverberated in an official Comintern 

instruction, in March 1927, “to bring out the fact that Indonesian revolution was r[e]ally a 

hunger insurrection”, and not the work of specific communist branches.500 As such, the 

Indonesian revolt of November 1926 was nationalised, not only by the Indonesian 

nationalists but also by the international communist world.  

Pamontjak’s speech was well received by the audience, and, as was common practice, 

he proposed a resolution expressing solidarity with the Indonesian people. The resolution 

lamented, among other things, the dramatic poverty of the Indonesian population, the denial 

of fundamental political rights, and the constant accusation of each leftist political party or 

movement of being communist puppets of Moscow. It declared sympathy with the 

Indonesian movement for independence, and demanded amnesty for all political prisoners 

and exiles. The resolution was adopted, and a telegram in the same vein was sent to the Dutch 

government.501 More concrete, the attendants agreed to establish a special investigative 

committee that would demand access to the colony on behalf of the congress. It was supposed 

to examine the causes of the recent uprising in Java and Sumatra and to counter the findings 

of previously appointed government committees.502 

 

Asian solidarity 

Apart from highlighting the Indonesian cause, the Indonesian students also expressed 

solidarity with other colonised peoples. In a resolution, they expressed solidarity with the 

Chinese people and the Guomindang Party, which was generally seen as an important source 

of inspiration, and as the most urgent anticolonial issue of the moment. A recurrent topic of 

agitation in the speeches of the Kongress gegen Imperialismus, was the fact that concurrently 

with the conference, two large contingents of Indian troops were sent to China by the British 

colonial government to protect its interests in the international settlement in Shanghai. This 

was seen as a direct attack against the national liberation movement in China, and was 
                                                           
499 Semaoen, Indonesien hat das Wort, 33: “The uprising was a people’s revolt, an expression of the rebellious 
desire of all Indonesians. 
500 IISH, Archief Komintern - Partai Komunis Indonesia, inv. nr. 3, minutes 8 March 1927. See also Semaoen’s 
article in the official journal of the Comintern, Inprecorr, in December 1926, in which he stressed the national 
character of the Sarekat Rakjat: Semaoen, “The Rebellion in the Dutch East Indies,” International Press 
Correspondence 6, December 2, 1926, 1437-1438. 
501 Mohammad Hatta, “Het Brusselsche Congres tegen Imperialisme en koloniale onderdrukking en onze 
buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 5.1-2 (March-April 1927): 19. 
502 Mohammad Hatta, “Het Brusselsche Congres tegen Imperialisme en koloniale onderdrukking en onze 
buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 5.1-2 (March-April 1927): 19. On the 1926 revolt three 
governmental reports have been written. They are translated and published by Harry J. Benda and Ruth J. 
McVey, The Communist Uprisings of 1926-1927 in Indonesia: Key documents (Ithaca: Cornell Modern 
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explicitly condemned in three quarters of the speeches. The fact that Liao Huanxing 

expressed gratitude to Jawaharlal Nehru and the INC for protesting against the transportation 

of troops was of great symbolic value. In the Indonesian resolution, the PI students 

proclaimed official and public support for the Chinese nationalists in their struggle for 

independence. China was, according to the Indonesian delegation, the political centre “um 

den die Befreiungsbewegung der Unterdrückten der ganzen Welt sich entwickeln kann”.503  

Furthermore, the Indonesian students tried to reach out to other nationalist delegations 

in unofficial meetings in the corridors of the conference. Each conference day had a morning 

and an evening session, and the long lunch break provided ample opportunities for informal 

meetings and networking. In his autobiography Hatta mentions that he used all the lunch 

breaks to establish contacts with other activists and to convene in side meetings.504 

Unfortunately, Hatta or the other Indonesian students did not reveal whom they met and what 

was being discussed, and most of the side meetings were not open for outsiders and secret 

police. However, in the memoirs of other colonial representatives we can read, for instance, 

that Hatta invited the Algerian representative of the Étoile Nord-Africaine, Messali Hadj, and 

Mazhar Bey el Bakri, a Syrian revolutionary from Berlin, to tea to exchange ideas and 

contacts.505 Moreover, Jawaharlal Nehru writes that the Indonesian group was among the 

Asian delegations that tried to formulate common goals and strategies. He describes that the 

smaller Asian countries Indonesia, Korea, Persia, Syria and Egypt – which for the purpose 

was also regarded Asian – wanted to explore the possibilities to establish an Asian 

anticolonial federation. 
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Figure 4.7: Asian delegates in Brussels. 
Standing from left to right Duong Van Giao, 
unknown, Jawaharlal Nehru and Mohammad 
Hatta.  
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The Asian delegations met once, and talked for two or three hours, without result. Nehru 

himself, representing the most important Asian delegation after the Chinese bloc, was not 

convinced of the relevance of the Asian initiative. In his view, various parts of Asia were less 

accessible to each other than they were to Europe. For him, Europe remained the best 

meeting ground for different Asian nationalities.506 Moreover, the general organisation of the 

Kongress gegen Imperialismus was rather suspicious of the Asian plan because it was not in 

line with their project of anticolonial and proletarian unity. In the end, Nehru and the other 

Asians “decided that it was premature to talk of any special Asiatic organisation and that 

[they] might concentrate for the present at least on strengthening the new League against 

Imperialism, which in effect would largely serve [their] purpose.”507 The Asian delegations 

did, however, issue a resolution, drawn up by Duong Van Giao and co-signed by the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia. In this resolution the Kongress gegen Imperialismus and its 

sympathisers promised to do everything in their power to liberate Asia from imperialism and 

colonial suppression. Moreover, they agreed to send publications and invitations around, and 

to appoint a committee of four, with a seat in Paris. This small bureau was to continue the 

Asian work within the League against Imperialism, and protect the interests of the Asian 

countries without representation in Europe, such as Korea and Persia.508  

It is unclear why the Indonesians did not write about these inter-colonial or Pan-Asian 

interactions. Perhaps Mohammad Hatta and the others were not convinced of separate 

regional initiatives either, or they were afraid to lose their recently acquired position at the 

Executive Committee of the LAI. In any way, they were definitely aware of the attempt to 

establish an Asian bureau in Paris. In a letter to the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, the secretary of 

the peranakan Chinese student association Chung Hwa Hui asked Mohammad Hatta the 

home address of a certain M. Huang, who was the secretary of the ‘Liga Asiatique’ in Paris. 

Hatta redirected the CHH to Achmad Soebardjo who lived in Paris and who knew Huang 

personally.509 

The initiative to establish an Asian bureau did not seem to be successful, but it 

indicates that the Kongress gegen Imperialismus was more than just an orchestrated event of 

the Comintern, and fostered interaction between the colonial delegations in various 
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directions. Other scholars have pointed out the fact that African and African-American 

representatives tried to promote a common Pan-African agenda, and steps were taken to form 

a branch of the LAI representing Arab countries as well.510 Other alternative identifications 

can be discerned from later accounts of prominent anticolonial attendants. In a report Nehru 

wrote on the conference, he gave a culturalist Pan-Asian account of the Indonesian presence: 
 

The Indonesians, chiefly from Java, were even more interesting [than the Chinese]. They were 

Moslems but even their names were partly derived from Sanskrit. Their customs, they told us, were still 

largely Hindu in origin, and many of them bore a striking resemblance to the higher caste Hindus. 

There are many Buddhist in Indonesia and we were glad to find that the relations between the Moslems 

and the Buddhists were uniformly good and both of them worked together for the independence of their 

country.511 

 

The Algerian Messali Hadj, finally, clothed the relevance of the Kongress gegen 

Imperialismus in religious terms. After he had given his speech to the congress: “…[m]es 

compatriots et mes coréligionnaires syriens, indonésiens, indiens, égyptiens, sénégalais ou 

tunisiens m’avaient chaudement félicité, de même que d’autres congressistes non arabes en 

non musulmans.”512 The fact that Messali Hadj referred to the congress members as 

‘coréligionnaires’, rather than fellow nationalists, communists or anticolonials, indicates that 

within the fringes of the congress there were alternative grounds for collaboration. 

Thus, when analysing the activities of Indonesian nationalists at the Kongress gegen 

Imperialismus we get a double-sided impression. Other than was the case with their activities 

in Zürich and Paris, the introduction of the Indonesian nationalists on the international stage 

was clearly not just the result of their own attempts and initiatives to get in contact with 

foreign activists and movements. Their presence at the congress and the election of Hatta in 

the Executive Committee were ushered in and facilitated by developments in the Dutch 

Indies and in the communist world. After the communist uprisings in Java and Sumatra, the 

student association Perhimpoenan Indonesia was elevated to become the sole representative 
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of the Indonesian national movement, by lack of credible political alternatives in Europe. 

Nevertheless, the structure of the League against Imperialism as a sympathising organisation 

was such that the colonial delegations had considerable space to pursue their own agendas 

and explore alternative ways to express intercolonial solidarity. The speech of Pamontjak 

intentionally ‘nationalised’ the communist uprisings as the inevitable reaction of the 

Indonesian population to poverty and repression, and connected the Indonesian struggle to 

similar anticolonial struggles elsewhere. Moreover, Hatta and the others established and 

renewed contacts with like-minded organisations from Asia and Africa, and engaged in 

attempts to create parallel and partly autonomous political structures to the League against 

Imperialism. In the next chapters, the complex relationship between the LAI and the PI will 

be examined further, in the context of Dutch police repression and increasing tensions 

between communists and social democrats in the late 1920s. 
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Chapter 5 

Repression and refuge 

Soebardjo in Berlin 

 

As a follow-up of the February 1927 congress in Brussels, this chapter describes how the 

Indonesian students in Perhimpoenan Indonesia worked to keep Indonesia on the agenda of 

the League against Imperialism. The wave of state repression that hit the Indonesian student 

community in the Netherlands in the second half of 1927, pushed the PI further into the arms 

of the international LAI, which provided PI students shelter in Berlin. 

 

Returning from his journey to Brussels in 1927, Mohammad Hatta was exhausted. In his 

autobiography, he recounts that he needed two full weeks of rest to completely recover from 

the conference.513 But he was very satisfied. In Indonesia Merdeka he wrote euphorically: 

“Our foreign propaganda in Brussels is the most important example of what we have done in 

this field so far. And thanks to the uprising in West Java and in Sumatra’s West Coast, the 

attention of the world community has turned towards our Fatherland.” The Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia had not only succeeded in making its claims heard on an international stage, he 

said, it had also acquired a position in the Executive Committee, and had demonstrated its 

relevance to Indonesian political parties as a “advanced post of the national movement in the 

cold North”.514 

 The Indonesian performance at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus was the first event 

in a series of international meetings and conferences in the context of the League against 

Imperialism. In his capacity as Executive Committee member, Mohammad Hatta maintained 

frequent correspondence with LAI functionaries and other anticolonial activists in Europe, 

such as Nehru, Chattopadhyaya and Liao Huanxing.515 It is illustrative that the PI, on the 

occasion of its twentieth birthday in 1928, received numerous congratulations, not only from 

the Netherlands and the Dutch Indies, but also from Nehru on behalf of the INC, from Indian 

and Chinese socialist student associations in Berlin, from Egyptians in London and from 

several national LAI sections.516 The PI was even invited by the Indian National Congress to 
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join its annual convention in Calcutta at the end of 1928. The invitation was intercepted by 

the authorities and never reached the PI. The integration of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in 

the circles of the LAI resulted in frequent attention to the Indonesian political situation in 

meetings and resolutions, and this had not been the case before the Kongress gegen 

Imperialismus. Especially after the second meeting of the Executive Committee in August 

1927 the situation in the Dutch Indies was a recurrent topic at LAI meetings.  

This was not yet apparent at the first Executive Committee meeting from 29 to 30 

March 1927, despite the fact that it was organised in Amsterdam. The main purpose of this 

first post-Brussels meeting was to discuss the organisational structure of the League against 

Imperialism. Mohammad Hatta was present, as well as J. Nehru, Liao Huanxing, V. 

Chattopadhyaya, W. Münzenberg, G. Lansbury, A. Marteaux, R. Bridgeman, R. Baldwin and 

A. Goldschmidt. On the agenda were the financial situation of the League, the location and 

staffing of its secretariat and the division of labour between the executive meeting, the 

international secretariat and the national sections. The agenda left little time for political 

discussions and declarations. The committee only reacted to the most pressing issues of the 

moment: the French arrest of Lamine Senghor, the American invasion of Nicaragua, and the 

bombardment of the Chinese city Nanjing by American and British war vessels.517 

 At the second executive meeting, however, which took place on 20 and 21 August 

1927 in Cologne, Germany, there was more time to discuss colonial issues.518 After further 

deliberations on the organisation of the LAI and after declarations on China and British India, 

Hatta and Soebardjo brought up the situation in the Dutch Indies. At the Brussels conference 

in February it may not yet have been clear, but in August it could no longer be denied that the 

colonial authorities had ruthlessly repressed all communist and semi-communist 

organisations in the Archipelago after the revolts of November 1926 and January 1927. 

13,000 people were arrested and 1300 of them were deported to prison camps in New 

Guinea. However, Hatta and Soebardjo wanted to emphasise that the political structure in the 

Dutch Indies was not entirely destroyed. As they explained, Islamist and nationalist political 

movements had stepped into the vacuum left behind by the communists. In July 1927, 

nationalist activists established a new party, the Perserikatan Nasional Indonesia, which 
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succeeded in uniting local nationalist study clubs and youth organisations. The organisation 

shared the political principles of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia but was geared more towards 

building a mass party than on the training of cadres. Of another political colour was the 

reformed Sarekat Islam, now Partai Sarekat Islam (PSI), which regained some of its strength, 

and which became more sympathetic towards cooperation with the nationalist movement, 

with ex-PI member Soekiman Wirjosandjojo on its board.519  

Hatta and Soebardjo proposed to approach these organisations to arouse their interest 

in transnational cooperation. This proposition was accepted and on 29 August 1927 the LAI 

secretary Gibarti issued a message of solidarity to the PSI and the PNI, in which the LAI 

vowed to undertake active propaganda throughout Europe to campaign for the freedom of 

speech and political organisation in the Dutch colony. The LAI encouraged the Indonesian 

parties to communicate and exchange news and information with movements for 

independence abroad, such as in Indochina, the Philippines, India and China. The 

correspondence with these movements, then, could be facilitated by the LAI secretariat in 

Europe, the gateway to the international community.520 

Hatta and Soebardjo also proposed to send a commission of inquiry to Java, on behalf 

of the LAI, to investigate the conditions and causes that had led to the 1926 revolt. A similar 

idea had been suggested by Münzenberg in the weeks of the revolt, and had even been the 

subject of a resolution at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus.521 For Münzenberg and the LAI, 

the plan to send delegates to the Dutch Indies was intended to provoke a reaction from the 

Dutch government, which could be used for subsequent anticolonial agitation. In the unlikely 

case that permission was granted, it would offer an opportunity to re-establish direct contacts 

with anticolonial activists in the Dutch Indies.522 For the Perhimpoenan Indonesia it was 

important to counter misrepresentations in previous reports of the Dutch Indies Government. 

These reports conveyed the impression that the unrest was the result of external provocation 

by professional communist activists and Moscow rather than the misery of the Indonesian 

population as a consequence of the colonial system.523 A report from January 1927 of the 
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Attorney General of the colonial government, for example, began with the words: “The 

actions carried out by the communist leaders in the period from July 1925 to the end of 

December 1926, may generally be regarded as in rigid compliance with the resolutions 

adopted at the Fifth World Congress of the Communist International in Moscow …”524 In the 

Volksraad, the Governor General even declared that the unrest was the work of an “immoral 

foreign organisation, by means of deception and terror” and that “the main cause of the 

communist agitation does not have its root in the Indies and certainly not in the 

dissatisfaction of the population”.525 This reading of the revolt ran counter to the 

interpretation of the Indonesian students, who saw the revolt as a national reaction to a 

colonial system and a foreign occupation. To counter the official reading, the investigative 

committee of the LAI intended to put emphasis on the structural causes of the revolt. 

 The proposal was willingly accepted by the other members of the Executive 

Committee. Mardy Jones, a Labour MP from Wales, Alfons Goldschmidt, a communist 

German professor and artist, and Henri Barbusse, the famous French communist novelist, 

were asked to form the delegation. They would be joined by Johan David Leo Lefebvre, a 

former regional governor in Sumatra and a personal friend of Mohammad Hatta, and by H. 

van Walree of the Dutch section of the IAH. Gatot Taroenomihardjo, who had almost 

finished his law study in the Netherlands and was about to return to the colony, would 

accompany the delegation in the Dutch Indies.526 As expected, the Dutch authorities refused 

to cooperate and denied entrance to the delegation. It would also take until 1929 before the 

PSI and PNI responded to the calls of the LAI. But the attempts indicate that the Dutch Indies 

was transformed from a colonial backwater to an area of anticolonial struggle for the League 

against Imperialism and the anticolonial movement at large.  

The further integration of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in transnational anticolonial 

networks via the LAI also brought them in contact with alternative circles and networks. 

Hatta was, for instance, invited to attend the summer meeting of the transnational Ligue 
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Internationale des Femmes pour la Paix et la Liberté in Gland, near Geneva, through its chair 

Gabrielle Duchêne. This women’s league was established in 1915 as an independent leftist 

and feminist organisation. In 1927, it counted over 7000 members and chapters in several 

European countries that came together in an annual summer school. Duchêne had just 

replaced Lamine Senghor in the Executive Committee of the LAI, who left for health reasons. 

She had invited a few anticolonial activists to come to a hired Quaker school on the shores of 

Lake Geneva from 25 August to 8 September 1927. Many familiar faces of the LAI were 

present, such as Jawaharlal Nehru, Romain Rolland, Roger Baldwin, and some unknown 

Chinese and Malagasy members. Together with Henriette Roland Holst, the Dutch poet and 

well-known independent socialist, Hatta discussed the situation in his fatherland and strongly 

attacked the economic exploitation, racial inequality and educational underdevelopment of 

the Dutch Indies. Interestingly enough, he did not discuss women’s issues even once in a 

speech of 20 pages, indicating that these did not occupy an important role in the politics of 

the PI.527 

 

Dutch section of the LAI: reluctant collaboration 

The PI also continued its political work with new fervour in the Netherlands as well. In 

Brussels and Cologne, it was decided that national sections of the League against Imperialism 

would be established in the main colonial centres of Europe and the United States. In April 

1927, Edo Fimmen and Mohammad Hatta initiated informal talks between Dutch 

organisations that had been present at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels. They 

approached the Dutch chapter of the Guomindang Party, consisting of Chinese sailors in the 

harbours of Amsterdam and Rotterdam, the peranakan Chinese students of Chung Hwa Hui, 

and independent socialists and leftist social democrats such as Henriette Roland Holst, Piet 

Schmidt, Edo Fimmen and Johan Lefebvre. The SDAP and the CPH were not approached as 

parties, but the involvement of communist organisations such as the Comité voor 

Indonesische Bannelingen (‘Committee for Indonesian Exiles’), the Dutch chapter of the 

Internationale Arbeiterhilfe (‘Internationale Arbeidershulp’) and the Dutch chapter of the 

Internationale Rote Hilfe (‘Internationale Roode Hulp’) suggests strong communist 
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involvement as well. On 25 July 1927, the Dutch section of the League against Imperialism 

(LAI-NL) was established, and from September onwards it issued a bimonthly journal, Recht 

en Vrijheid (‘Justice and Freedom’). The secretariat of the organisation was in the hands of 

the PI.528 

 
 

 

While the PI was happy to cooperate with communist, socialist, feminist and pacifist 

initiatives abroad, not all members of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia were equally convinced of 

the necessity to collaborate with similar Dutch organisations in the LAI-NL. The students 

considered international networking as very important, but the LAI-NL was essentially a 

deviation from the non-cooperation principle. In a remarkably frank letter from Hatta to 

Darsono in Moscow in May 1928, the former described how Nazir Pamontjak, Soebardjo and 

he himself had to persuade the “large majority” of the association to join forces with Dutch 

political organisations. Even Gatot Taroenomihardjo, who according to the Raadsman voor 
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Figure 5.1: Organisational chart of the Dutch section of the LAI around 1927-1928. 
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Studeerenden was a communist himself, had resisted collaboration with Dutch 

communists.529 As Hatta paraphrased him: “Dutchmen, although they are communists, 

remain Dutchmen, which means that they are individualists and only work in their own 

interests.”530  

The scepticism of Gatot Taroenomihardjo and other PI members resonated with the 

nationalist PI line, and also echoed the stance of Semaoen, who preferred collaboration with 

Indonesian students to subordination to the CPH. For the same reasons, Semaoen and Hatta 

had raised objections when the Dutch CPH member Piet Bergsma, who was the colonial 

expert of the Party, had claimed to represent the PKI at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus. 

The distrust among the Indonesian students of Dutch political parties was profound, and they 

did not accept a Dutchman taking what they felt to be their rightful place.531 An additional 

reason for their hostile attitude was the fact that the Communist Party in this period 

experienced a severe crisis and was split between the old CPH under formal leadership of 

Louis de Visser, and a second communist party, the CPH-Central Committee (CPH-CC), 

which was led by David Wijnkoop. The students preferred to keep aloof from this factional 

struggle and to determine their own agenda.532  

In the end, Hatta, Pamontjak and Soebardjo seem to have convinced their fellow PI 

members to engage with the LAI-NL, perhaps with the assurance that the PI would secure the 

day-to-day management of the organisation. Furthermore, the PI sought to enhance its 

position vis-à-vis the Dutch organisations through Pan-Asian cooperation. In accordance with 

earlier policies in Bierville and Brussels Hatta and Soebardjo lobbied with the Chung Hwa 

Hui and the Dutch section of the Guomindang to form an Asian bloc within the LAI-NL.533 

Thus, they hoped to prioritise the anticolonial character of the new organisation over its leftist 

orientation, and to prevent possible internal discord between socialists and communists, and 

communists among themselves. This Asian bloc never came about, because the CHH 

members were even less inclined to join the League against Imperialism than some of the PI 

members. The organisation could not reach consensus and decided to leave it to its individual 
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members to decide whether to join the LAI-NL or not. Only two students seemed to have 

been attracted.534  

The difference in attitude of the PI towards foreign organisations and Dutch political 

parties is remarkable, and will be further discussed in chapter six. What is important here, is 

that the complex debates on whether to engage with other organisations or not were 

temporarily side-lined in the face of an unprecedented wave of state repression against the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia in the summer of 1927. 

 

Criminalisation and repression 

The new successes of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia inevitably drew the attention of the 

authorities, also because they seemed to coincide with the communist revolts of November 

1926 and January 1927. Although the unrest had been quelled in a matter of days, and had 

nowhere lead to existential threats, it had greatly embarrassed the colonial government and 

the security services. Years of ‘benevolent rule’, aimed towards cultural emancipation and 

economic development under the ethical policy, had not won the hearts and minds of the 

Indonesian population. And despite repressive measures against communist parties and 

unions from 1925 onwards, they had succeeded in starting a rebellion which caught the 

world’s attention. 

 In the public debate on the causes and effects of the revolt, the authorities refused to 

believe that it had been the result of discontent of the local population. As mentioned above, 

it was underlined in several governmental reports that the unrest had been the work of 

external agitation. The Indies press, as well as official declarations by Governor General 

A.C.D. De Graeff, also conveyed the idea that local farmers and small traders had been lured 

into a communist rebellion by external propagandists. As the conservative ex-Prime Minister 
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and aspiring Governor General Hendrikus Colijn wrote in 1928, communism in the Dutch 

Indies “as a political current or movement” was “of very modest significance”, and could 

only exist by preying on other movements.535  

This led to the question of who these outside agitators were, and where the 

instructions for rebellion originated. Unsurprisingly, most suspicion was cast on Moscow. As 

demonstrated in the previous chapter, PKI leaders Alimin and Musso did not succeed in 

securing Moscow’s support for the rebellion, but this was not yet known by the Dutch 

authorities. The first official government report, written by the Attorney General in the Dutch 

Indies, already mentioned that the rebellion was in line with resolutions of the Fifth World 

Congress of the Comintern. It observed that from mid-1924 onwards, the Comintern and the 

Profintern, had attempted to establish “a chain of connections” from Moscow to the Dutch 

Indies.536 Dutch and colonial secret services assumed that connections were mostly 

established via Singapore, Manila, and Shanghai, and some even feared that instructions were 

coming via Muslim pilgrims from Djeddah and Mecca.537 But with the news that the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia engaged in transnational activities within the League against 

Imperialism, the “Dutch connection” deserved particular attention. It was again Colijn who 

was most outspoken about the direct communist manipulation of the Indonesian political 

landscape via the Netherlands. Commenting on the newly established PNI, he warned: “One 

should not forget […], that the PNI systematically applies the working programme of the PI 

in the Netherlands, in accordance with the current politics of Moscow.”538 
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The Raadsman voor Studeerenden and increasing surveillance of the PI 

Thus, the League against Imperialism not only marked the integration of the Indonesians on 

the international anticolonial stage, it also gave impetus to a renewed campaign of the Dutch 

authorities to frustrate the work of anticolonial Indonesian activists in the Netherlands. The 

first functionary responsible was the Raadsman voor Studeerenden Westenenk, as he was 

entrusted with the supervision and assistance of students from the colonies. As mentioned in 

previous chapters, the Perhimpoenan Indonesia was not new on his radar, and he had 

observed the gradual politicisation of the PI with increasing anxiety. The Raadsman’s policy 

mainly rested on two pillars. Firstly, he wanted to better prepare aspiring students and their 

families for their journey to the Netherlands and make them aware of the dangers and 

challenges of studying overseas. Secondly, he wanted to discourage and isolate those students 

who misbehaved or radicalised politically. A well-tried method with regard to the latter 

category, especially against students without a grant but with a monthly allowance from their 

family, was to put pressure on the parents in the Dutch Indies, who were often in service of 

the colonial government. Fathers were told that they would lose their positions if they did not 

curb their sons in Europe or withhold their financial support. Not only Mononutu suffered 

from this parental blackmailing, as described in chapter four, but also other prominent 

students such as Soebardjo, Nazir Pamontjak, Gatot Taroenomihardjo, Iwa Koesoema 

Soemantri and at least five others.539 This put the students concerned in a difficult position, 

and many of those who refused to submit were feverishly in search of money and loans. 

 However, the combination of the revolts in Java and Sumatra and the appearance of 

the students at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus confirmed the Raadsman in his opinion that 

these indirect administrative measures were insufficient, and that criminal prosecution was 

needed. From February 1927 onwards, only days after the Brussels conference, the Raadsman 

voor Studeerenden began to request the Ministry of Colonies, under which he resorted, for 

extra financial means and assistance to prepare for “measures against the extremist students 

in the Netherlands”.540 
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 Two facts in particular caused concern. Firstly, Westenenk possessed intelligence that 

Hatta and Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat had burned documents in the latter’s garden in The 

Hague in the days after the outbreak of the November 1926 revolt. This raised suspicion that 

the PI had possessed prior knowledge about the revolts.541 Secondly, the Raadsman had laid 

hands on the earlier mentioned ‘organisation plan for our national movement’, which 

Semaoen had proposed to Mohammad Hatta on 23 November 1926. It is unclear how the 

Raadsman had managed to get hold of this document, which, as he said, was filed in the 

private archive of the PI in the home of secretary Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat in The 

Hague.542 Either via a high-positioned PI informant or through unauthorised house searches, 

the document found its way to the Raadman’s office, sometime between November 1926 and 

23 February 1927.543 As described in the previous chapter, Hatta never signed this plan, 

which envisioned building a semi-clandestine revolutionary organisation in the colony. Hatta 

only concluded a much shorter agreement with Semaoen, confirming the leadership of the PI 

over the national movement and the authority of the nationalist organisation over the PKI in 

the Dutch Indies. However, the existence of the last agreement was unknown to the 

Raadsman, and he assumed that Semaoen’s plan was the basis of a new subversive and 

clandestine movement. As he wrote to the Minister of Colonies, it demonstrated that a “sharp 

contrast between nationalism and communism” could not be made, and that it was necessary 

to increase the surveillance of the students in the Netherlands.544 

In gathering more incriminating evidence, the Raadsman voor Studeerenden received 

intelligence from various parties, such as the Indies Security Service ARD, the Ministry of 

Colonies, the Dutch Centrale Inlichtingendienst (‘Central Intelligence Service’, CID), and 

various local police services. On top of this, archival sources also reveal that many individual 

Dutch citizens provided the Raadsman with information as well. An examination of the files 

of the Ministry of Colonies from the year 1926 and 1927, for example, shows how 

Westenenk obtained information from landlords, journalists, shop owners, bank employees, 

students, professors and shipping companies. Illustrative is a 1926 report about the behaviour 
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of the explicitly communist Gatot Taroenomihardjo, who lived in the Heerenstraat in The 

Hague from 1922 to 1924. On request of the Raadsman, Gatot Taroenomihardjo’s landlord 

mentioned that the student was indeed a fanatical revolutionary who received a monthly 

parental allowance of 200 guilders via the Amsterdamsche Bank, which he also used to 

support a few friends. When he moved to the Witte Rozenstraat in Leiden in 1925, his new 

landlady told the Raadsman that he had a lot of communist literature in his room and that he 

slept with a revolver under his pillow. A few months later, when Gatot Taroenomihardjo 

went to live with fellow students in Langebrug in Leiden, a third landlady provided the 

Raadsman with information again. On request, she copied the sender’s addresses and names 

from letters to her tenant.545 Thus, even in their homes the students were under surveillance. 

 Other examples include a lawyer from Leiden who had heard Henriette Roland Holst 

and Bergsma talk on the train about the PI during their return trip from the Brussels 

conference, and reported it to the police in The Hague upon arrival. This was also done by a 

Dutch Indology student who recorded an anti-Dutch train conversation between three 

Indonesian students, while a Dutch journalist in Berlin gave information about Soebardjo in 

that city to the Dutch Ambassador. There are no indications that there was pressure involved 

from the side of the authorities, or financial rewards to bring information to the police. 

Apparently, these individuals saw it as their duty to share information with the authorities.546 

Via official routes, the Raadsman secured information from university professors such as C. 

Snouck Hurgronje, J.Ph. Duijvendak and C. van Vollenhoven – who, by the way, were not in 

favour of harsh repression of the students – from bursary institutions such as the Tjandi 

Stichting and the Van Deventer Stichting, and from shipping companies that briefed the 

Raadsman when radical students planned to return home.547 The combination of sources 

gives the impression that the students, despite their new political partnerships with Dutch 

communists and socialists, operated in an increasingly inhospitable political environment. It 

informed their decision to relocate part of their activities abroad.  
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Countermeasures by the students 

The Indonesian students were well aware of the fact that they were being monitored and 

threatened by the Dutch authorities. In an attempt to evade the strict surveillance, the students 

took various precautions and security measures of their own. From 1926 onwards, the 

students decided not to sign their articles in Indonesia Merdeka any more, and to attend 

public meetings under a pseudonym.548 The PI began to work with an official board 

consisting of non-bursary students who did not aspire to a career in the colonial government, 

such as Mohammad Hatta, and a shadow board that managed the day-to-day affairs behind 

the scenes. The PI also relocated its official address from the house of the secretary to an 

anonymous postbox in Leiden.549 These measures would make it more complicated for the 

government to single out individual students. 

 Another way to preserve autonomy and to create more distance from supervising 

institutions was to enhance mutual aid and build self-help structures. Among the students 

there was a lively practice of sharing, borrowing, and redistributing money. To keep down 

the costs of living, many students lived and dined together, and the costs were covered 

according to ability to pay.550 In order to raise more money and to give it an official and 

regulated character, the PI started a National Fund in the summer of 1926. This fund was 

created to provide financial support to students abroad and to those who had financial 

difficulties due to government interference. To make this possible, the National Fund was 

filled with PI membership dues and money collected among former PI students in the Dutch 

Indies.551 

 Finally, many of the students refused to talk to the Raadsman voor Studeerenden any 

longer and evaded contact with university professors.552 The relations between the Indonesian 
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students and the Dutch supervising institutions deteriorated sharply around 1926 and 1927, 

and the repressive atmosphere in the Netherlands provoked a gradual process of isolation, 

secrecy, and anti-authoritarianism among Indonesian students vis-à-vis the Dutch authorities 

and Dutch society as a whole. 

 

Crackdown 

These precautions did not avert – indeed they accelerated – the decision of the Minister of 

Justice, in consultation with the Raadsman voor Studeerenden and Minister of Colonies, to 

increase surveillance of the PI. On Friday 10 June 1927, after months of observation and 

investigation, the police in The Hague and Leiden raided four houses of Indonesian students, 

and seized large quantities of papers and documents. In The Hague, the houses of chairman 

Mohammad Hatta and secretary Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat were ransacked. In Leiden, 

Wasstraat 1 was raided: one of the central meeting points of the students and home to Ali 

Sastroamidjojo’s family and four other students. The police confiscated boxes full of 

documents, two typewriters, and even five revolvers.553 In newspapers, rumours circulated 

about opium possession and bombs hidden in old pianos, but this was denied by the police.554 

Over the following two weeks the situation remained tense, with an additional house search 

in Delft, the shadowing of individual students and the authorised interception of all 

correspondence to and from Indonesian addresses. 

 On 16 July, the Minister of Justice stated that there were strong suspicions that the 

students were participating in a conspiracy against the Dutch and colonial authorities, and 

that they belonged to a criminal organisation.555 To assist the Public Prosecutor, a committee 

of experts was established, consisting of three police functionaries with colonial 

experience.556 The PI reacted furiously to the house searches and the allegations. In a 

manifesto to the Dutch people, they called upon intellectuals, workers and the nation at large 
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to strenuously protest the repressions.557 It did not help. On 23 September, the criminal 

investigation resulted in a second raid of PI houses. This time, the police arrested four 

students: Mohammad Hatta, Ali Sastroamidjojo, Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat and 

Mohamed Nazir Datoek Pamontjak. They were transferred to a prison in The Hague, and in 

March 1928, after six months imprisonment and many interrogations, they were brought to 

trial. Apparently, the prosecutors were not sure of their case, as they changed the indictment 

from membership of a criminal organisation to a charge of seditious writing in Indonesia 

Merdeka, for which they demanded two to three years imprisonment. After a widely reported 

trial, the judge acquitted the students and ordered their immediate release.558 

 The house searches, arrests and the court case against the students of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia received a lot of attention from contemporary journalists and later 

scholars.559 The acquittal was a crushing defeat for the Public Prosecutor, and it would even 

result in the forced resignation of the Raadsman voor Studeerenden, Westenenk. For Hatta 

and the three other students, the imprisonment and the trial ensured them of continuous media 

attention, not only from the Dutch and Indies press, but also from abroad. The 80-page 

brochure that Mohammad Hatta wrote in his cell, ‘Indonesië Vrij’ (‘Indonesia Free’), was to 

become a central document in the history of the Indonesian nationalist movement.560 

 

Discovery of the French connection 

Yet, less is known about the fact that the criminal prosecution of the PI not only targeted its 

activities in the Netherlands, but also its agitation beyond the Dutch borders. Apart from the 

detention of Mohammad Hatta, Ali Sastroamidjojo, Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat and Nazir 

Pamontjak, the Public Prosecutor also warranted the arrest of Achmad Soebardjo, Arnold 

Mononutu and Gatot Taroenomihardjo. The three men were all PI board members in 1927, 

but – and this was likely part of the PI policy to evade government surveillance – they resided 
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in Paris.561 Documents of the Dutch embassy in Paris, and the French Sûreté Générale, reveal 

that Paris had become a central field of confrontation between the Indonesian students and 

the Dutch authorities. 

In the months prior to the police raids in June, the CID intercepted mysterious 

correspondence between Semaoen, who had travelled to Moscow after the Brussels 

conference in February, Hatta, who lived in the Netherlands, Nazif, who studied law in Paris, 

and Soebardjo and Gatot Taroenomihardjo, who travelled frequently between Paris and the 

Netherlands. Among the seized documents was a cryptic letter from Semaoen to Hatta and 

Gatot Taroenomihardjo, dated 7 March 1927, in which Semaoen said that “Kijaj” had sent 

“one-and-a-half pages” to “over there”, where Hatta and Gatot Taroenomihardjo could collect 

it. The message was encrypted to counter the Dutch authorities, but in the course of further 

investigation, and supplemented with other letters, the authorities deciphered that “Kijaj” – an 

honorary epithet for an Islamic scholar in Indonesia – was a pseudonym for Darsono, who 

held a high position in the Comintern. One-and-a-half pages was a code term for 1500 

dollars, and “over there” was a certain “Brother Loesak” who resided in Paris, and turned out 

to be Mohamad Nazif, living on Rue Gay Lussac.562 The plan, as outlined by Semaoen in 

several letters to Soebardjo and Hatta, was to send 1500 dollars to Nazif, who was at that 

moment the only Indonesian with a reliable and permanent address in Paris. Soebardjo would 

collect the money there, and reserve 500 dollars for the National Fund of the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia, and give the rest to Gatot Taroenomihardjo. The latter, who had almost finished 

his law studies in the Netherlands and was about to return home, would deliver Semaoen’s 

money partly to the organisation of a national congress of anticolonial parties in the Dutch 

Indies, and partly to remaining Indonesian communists in hiding. These communists who had 

escaped government repression after the 1926 revolt would be contacted through an 

encrypted advertisement in the Chinese newspaper Sin Po.563  

The key to the code language of Semaoen’s plan was revealed by Hatta during intense 

interrogations in November 1927, but it is my impression that the Dutch secret service had 

succeeded in breaking this code before the house raids of 10 June. A letter from the 

Raadsman voor Studeerenden to a civil servant at the Ministry of Colonies of 23 June, notes  
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that the transfer of money from Moscow to the PI via 

Paris was “now confirmed”, indicating that there had 

been suspicions before the raids.564 The fact that the 

raids took place just two days after Semaoen sent a 

revealing message on 8 June 1927, which was 

intercepted, also suggests that the discovery of the 

Parisian connection was an immediate cause to crack 

down on the students in the Netherlands and to frustrate 

the transfer of money to the Dutch Indies via Paris.565 

This impression is further confirmed in an article in 

Algemeen Handelsblad in which the Parisian 

connection was highlighted (fig. 5.1).566 It suggests that 

the foreign activities of the Indonesians greatly alarmed 

the Dutch authorities, and it explains why inspector 

J.W.G. Nieuwenhuys, who was one of the three police 

officers charged with the PI investigation, departed for 

Paris within days after the raid. 

In Paris, Nieuwenhuys was assisted by the 

Dutch ambassador J. Loudon, who had good contacts 

with the French authorities. Between 10 June and 12 

July, Nieuwenhuys and Loudon investigated the 

Indonesian circle in Paris, leading them to various 

French institutions. Firstly, they went to the central 

Parisian post office to request insight into who had 

signed for the registered mail of Semaoen from 

Moscow.  
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Figure 5.1: Article Algemeen Handelsblad, September 5, 1927, 1. 

About the PI, Moscow and the Parisian connection.  
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They were refused permission, but after an intervention of G.E.A. Renard, the director of the 

Sûreté Générale, they gained access nonetheless. Next, Nieuwenhuys and Loudon requested 

information from professor Van Vollenhoven, about Nazif who had most likely received 

letters from Moscow. This Leiden law professor, who stayed in the United States at the time 

of writing, supervised Nazif’s dissertation about Madagascar, but he had never noticed any 

suspicious political activities.567 Nieuwenhuys and Loudon also visited the Managing 

Director of the Centre d’Études Franco-Hollandaises, F. Vreede, who had provided detailed 

information about Mononutu to the Raadsman voor Studeerenden a few months earlier.568 

 The collaboration between the Dutch authorities and the French Sûreté Générale was 

quite good. The Sûreté provided the Dutch police inspector with intelligence about 

Indonesian students in Paris, and it promised to arrest and transfer the Indonesian students, if 

the Dutch authorities desired to prosecute them. Moreover, as Fredrik Petersson mentions, 

cordial relations also existed with the British Secret Intelligence Service. Both the British 

Political Intelligence Department in Amsterdam and the British consulate in Batavia were 

gathering intelligence about the PI from July 1927 onwards. This information was also shared 

with the Dutch authorities and was likely to be used in the criminal investigation of the 

students.569 It does not seem, as Petersson suggests, that the British information led to the 

arrests of the students in September. The Dutch authorities were already gathering 

information months before. It does demonstrate, however, that the Western intelligence 

services mirrored the increased transnational activities of the anticolonial activists they had to 

monitor. 

All in all, the findings of Nieuwenhuys in Paris do not appear to have led to a 

breakthrough in the investigation. Most information about the activities in Paris was derived 

from the intense interrogations of the students in jail in September and November. 

Nonetheless, the house raids in the Netherlands and the investigations in Paris greatly 

disturbed the small Indonesian colony in Paris and effectively led to the dissolution of the 

group.  

 

Students on the run 

The student who had the best alibi and was least impressed by the measures was probably 

Mohamad Nazif, who was primarily preoccupied with the preparations for his dissertation at 
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the Sorbonne. He kept a low political profile, although his flat at Rue Gay Lussac had been 

an important refuge for the PI. He also provided Soebardjo and Mononutu with money from 

Semaoen in May 1927. Despite his alibi, he probably felt unsafe: before 29 June, and likely 

after the raids of 10 June, he asked his supervisor Van Vollenhoven to allow him to leave 

Europe and to send him enough money to return home as soon as possible. Van Vollenhoven 

gave him 50 dollars and urged him to seek contact with the Dutch authorities. Whether Nazif 

responded to the appeal is unknown but he seems to have left Paris in the summer of 1927. 

Eventually, in April 1928 he returned to the Dutch Indies and in August of that year he was 

the first Indonesian to obtain a law doctorate at the recently established law school in 

Batavia.570 

The departure of Nazif had immediate consequences for Mononutu as well, because 

Nazif supported him with a little money, just enough for one meal per day.571 Mononutu left 

Paris in June as well. On 12 July, the director of the Centre d’Études Franco-Hollandaises, in 

response to a query from inspector Nieuwenhuys, stated that he had not seen Mononutu in 

weeks, and that mutual friends also had no idea of his whereabouts. Between June and 

August 1927 – the exact dates are unknown – Mononutu stayed in the Netherlands in the 

house of Ali Sastroamidjojo and his family, waiting for money from his father to return 

home. On 19 September 1927, a few days before the arrests of the PI members he arrived in 

the Dutch Indies after a journey of about a month.572 To his political friends in Paris 

Mononutu had said that he returned home because his father was ill, but the actual reason was 

an acute lack of money caused by direct intervention of the Raadsman voor Studeerenden.573 

Gatot Taroenomihardjo’s escape went less smoothly. He had lived in Paris from 

November 1926 onwards, during the final stages of his law studies, but around June 1927 he 

departed to the Netherlands for his final exams. This turned out to be bad timing. During the 

house searches of 10 June, Gatot Taroenomihardjo was the only Indonesian student who was 

arrested, perhaps because he had not reported for a mandatory medical examination for 

military service. He was transferred to the military authorities and released within a few days, 

probably because the authorities questioned his loyalty and judged him unfit for military 

service.574 On 27 June 1927 he finished his law studies in the Netherlands. Not much is 
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known about his whereabouts after June, but on 15 August 1927 he published an article in the 

Parisian Vietnamese journal of Duong Van Giao, La Tribune Indochinoise, which conveyed a 

strong communist tone, arguing that the class consciousness of the Indonesian population had 

only grown after the revolt of 1926.575 He seems to have resided for some time in Berlin 

before returning to the Dutch Indies in November 1927, via Moscow and Singapore, with Iwa 

Koesoema Soemantri.576 

Thus, within months after the house raids, three out of four prominent PI students had 

left Paris and eventually Europe. The last active PI student, Achmad Soebardjo, chose to stay 

in Europe and continue his activities for the Perhimpoenan Indonesia from another place. It is 

interesting to devote more attention to him, becaus he not only managed to save the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia in the months of distress after September, when the other board 

members in the Netherlands were arrested, but he also shifted the PI in a leftist direction in 

Hatta’s absence. 

 

Achmad Soebardjo 

Achmad Soebardjo is also known as Abdul Manaf – an Arabic name referring to his 

Acehnese ancestry. In his student years, Soebardjo seems to have used both names 

interchangeably, probably preferring his Acehnese name at political events and Soebardjo in 

personal and official correspondence.577 This has led to great confusion with the authorities 

as well as among later scholars. 

Soebardjo’s social background and school career was typical for the Indonesian 

students in the Netherlands. Although he seems to suggest in his 1978 autobiography that he 

came from a modest family – his father being a pensioned mantri police officer lacking 

education to make further promotion578 – Soebardjo followed the regular educational path of 

this fellow students. Born on 23 March 1896, in Teluk Jambe, a little hamlet in West Java, he 

was raised by his grandparents. At school age, he was sent to a European primary school in 

Batavia, and later he enrolled in the HBS Koning Willem III. He attended the same school as 

Mononutu, Pamontjak and Maramis. After graduation he made a similar choice to continue 

higher education in the Netherlands.579 
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In his autobiography, Soebardjo recalls that he had attended rallies of Tjokroaminoto, the 

chairman of the Sarekat Islam, and that he was present at the founding conference of Jong 

Java in June 1918 as a journalist. It was a source of inspiration, but he does not seem to have 

been very politically active before his journey to the Netherlands. He was more attracted to 

the Theosophical Society, which tried to find philosophical and spiritual answers in all world 

religions and which had a considerable following in the Dutch Indies.580 Another passion that 

he developed in his younger years was the violin, which he learned to play in his high school 

years with his friend Maramis.  

 Together, Soebardjo, Maramis and Pamontjak after graduation in 1917 decided to go 

to study law in the Netherlands. But because of the naval blockades of the First World War, 

Soebardjo was forced to wait until June 1919 before he could set foot on Dutch soil. After a 

year of preparatory classes he enrolled in law studies at the University of Leiden in 1920. 

Being the first of a new post-First World War cohort of students, Soebardjo, Maramis and 

Pamontjak were invited at a meeting of the Indische Vereeniging within months of their 

arrival. The chairman Goenawan Mangoenkoesoemo put pressure on the three students to 

form the nucleus of the new board, because the IV had become almost inactive during the 

war years. As such, as the new chairman for 1919-1920, Soebardjo had to revive the 

association with new ideas and insights from the colony. With the help of a few experienced 

students he succeeded in breathing new life into the association, but it was not yet the 

political machine into which it would evolve a few years later. 
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Figure 5.1: Portrait Achmad Soebardjo.  
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From the few sources and memoirs that survived, Soebardjo comes to the fore as a 

proud and somewhat pedantic man. He took pride in inventing the national Indonesian flag, 

which he derived from the ancient banner of the legendary Majapahit kingdom, and claimed 

that he had introduced the Muslim peci – the characteristic fez-like hat of Soekarno – as a 

symbol for Indonesian secular nationalists and as a way to distinguish themselves from 

Chinese and Japanese migrants in Paris, Berlin or London. In his autobiography, he also 

mentions that he was asked to become a chairman of the PI in 1925, but that he convinced the 

association to select Hatta in his place, thus paving the way for the latter’s political career.581 

These and other statements give the impression that Soebardjo liked to be the centre of 

attention.582 

It cannot be denied, however, that he occupied a central position in the association. 

His fellow students confirm that the house of Soebardjo, first at Noordeinde 23 and from 

1925 onwards Langebrug 7 in Leiden, functioned as a social centre, where students gathered 

and where the new official banner of the PI was displayed. This red and white flag with the 

head of a buffalo had a prominent place on the mantelpiece, and became an altar of 

Indonesian national pride. Although Soebardjo resigned as a chairman of IV in 1920, he 

remained active in the background. He was the first editor of the renamed Indonesia Merdeka 

and the coordinator of the anniversary issue of the association in 1924. Furthermore, he was 

influential in selecting new board members, and he joined Mononutu at the earlier mentioned 

Académie du Droit International in The Hague. 

 

Soebardjo in Paris 

Just as had been the case with other students, Soebardjo used his stay in the Netherlands to 

visit other parts of Europe. He was one of the students present at the conference in Brussels in 

February 1927, and he was a strong proponent within the association to establish a LAI 

section in the Netherlands. Just like Mononutu, Soebardjo had difficulties finishing his law 
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studies in Leiden, and instead of concentrating on his studies or returning to the Indies, he 

decided to take additional courses in Paris at the École Libre des Sciences Politiques. This 

was the same institute which Mononutu falsely claimed to have attended, but there are no 

indications to doubt Soebardjo’s enrolment. Soebardjo rented a room in Hôtel Soufflot in Rue 

Toullier. According to a French Secret Service report his room again became a social centre 

for Indonesian and other colonial students. There is less information about Soebardjo’s 

sojourn in Paris than about Mononutu’s first months. However, sources reveal that Soebardjo, 

less than a month after his attendance at the Brussels conference, was a guest speaker at a 

commemorative meeting in Paris on 11 March 1927, on the occasion of the second dying day 

of Sun Yat-sen, the iconic national leader of independent China. The meeting was held in a 

large hall of the communist trade union federation CGTU on the Rue de la Grange-aux-Belles 

in the North of Paris, and was sponsored by the PCF and the leftist section of the European 

Guomindang Party in Paris. It was attended by 2,500 people, of whom 500 to 600 were 

Chinese, Vietnamese and North African migrants. Among the speakers were a number of 

guests of the Kongress gegen Imperialismus, such as the French communist Jacques 

Ventadour, the South African unionist Daniel Colraine, Chadli Ben Mustapha of the Tunisian 

Destour Party, and Xia Ting, who belonged to the communist wing of the European 

Guomindang Party in Paris.583 

 In his speech, Soebardjo reminded the audience of the recent revolt in Java and 

Sumatra, and assured that the example set by China was a “great and perhaps single hope for 

economic and political liberation”. He continued to say that a triumph of the Chinese 

Revolution would, after the Russian Revolution, herald the second phase in the global 

liberation from the yoke of capitalism.584 Soebardjo’s speech fitted well into the general 

atmosphere at the conference. The meeting in Paris was clearly a communist event. Xia Ting, 

a communist activist and also a founding member of Mononutu’s AECO, emphasised that the 

late Sun Yat-sen had been a great supporter of the united front of communists and nationalists 

in China, and that he had called Lenin, days before Sun Yat-sen passed away, a “promesse de 

libération pour tous les peuples du monde”.585 In the light of the pending clash between 

Chiang Kai-shek and communist militias in Shanghai, less than a month later, this was a 

provocative statement. After Soebardjo, the head of the PCF Pierre Semard sharply attacked 
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the French social democratic SFIO and exclaimed: “Pour la défense de la Russie Soviétique, 

pour la défense de la Jeune Chine, groupons-nous!”586 

 Soebardjo’s appearance at the Guomindang rally was remarkable, and at variance 

with previous PI contributions in Bierville and Brussels. Confronted with Soebardjo’s speech 

during the police interrogations in November, Mohammad Hatta declared that Soebardjo had 

no official mandate to represent the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in Paris. He even distanced 

himself from the Soebardjo’s address, especially his praise of the Soviet Union. “This speech 

is too radical for my taste, and Soebardjo has, in my opinion defended his own ideas, rather 

than the ideas of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia”.587 These remarks need to be interpreted in the 

light of intense interrogations. Perhaps Hatta wanted to uphold the argument that the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia only joined international communist networks out of strategic 

considerations, and in no way bowed to the Soviet Union. However, Soebardjo belonged to 

the left wing of the PI and had strongly changed his political beliefs in the Netherlands. 

While his article in the 1924 anniversary issue of the association was still a moderately 

nationalist complaint against the hypocrisy of Woodrow Wilson and the League of Nations, 

his few public interventions after 1927 reveal an anticapitalist and pro-Soviet tinge. 

Moreover, the fact that Soebardjo was an important link in the money transfers from Moscow 

to the Netherlands and the Dutch Indies indicates that he was regarded as a trusted comrade 

by Semaoen and other communists.  

 It is therefore not surprising that Soebardjo felt threatened, when the Dutch authorities 

began to increase their surveillance of the Indonesian students in Paris. Not much is known, 

about the whereabouts of Soebardjo in the period between March and June, but as the police 

in The Hague concluded from intercepted correspondence from Soebardjo and other students, 

he seemed to have departed to Berlin after the home searches in June 1927 in the 

Netherlands.588 

 

Soebardjo in Berlin 

Berlin in these days was a popular destination for students and exiles from the Russian world 

and Central Asia, workers from Central and Eastern Europe, immigrants from the former 

Ottoman Empire, and students from China and Japan. Moreover, the city was home to around 
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5000 political refugees, many of whom were anticolonial activists trying to escape French 

and British surveillance. There was, for instance, an influential colony of Indian activists in 

Berlin, centred around Virendranath Chattopadhyaya. This community belonged to a larger 

group of a total of 400 to 500 Indians, mostly students.589 The city was also home to an 

extensive network of “African agitators”, mainly from Cameroon and Western Africa.590 

A second reason why Berlin merits the predicate ‘international’, was the fact that it 

was an important stronghold for the Comintern and the international communist world. 

Although over the years Moscow increasingly became the centre of transnational communist 

organisations, the German Communist Party KPD was traditionally seen as the most 

powerful and well-organised party of the European working class. Many communist 

organisations, networks and bureaus were located in Berlin, such as the West European 

Bureau of the Comintern, the Internationale Arbeiterhilfe, and the Internationale 

Pressekorrespondenz. Also the International Secretariat of the League against Imperialism 

was domiciled in Berlin, under the aegis of the aforementioned Willi Münzenberg.591 

Soebardjo knew Willi Münzenberg and Virendranath Chattopadhyaya from the 

Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels. Immediately after he arrived in Berlin, he sought 

contact with the two, who provided him with paid work in the office of the League against 

Imperialism in the Wilhelmstrasse 48 (later on Montbijouplatz 10 and Friedrichstrasse 24) 

and with a home at the Knesebeckstrasse, near Kurfürstendamm. Soebardjo could assist the 

LAI office in reading smuggled Indonesian newspapers and publications, and providing 

information about the Dutch Indies to the other members of the LAI. Moreover, he translated 

foreign articles in Malay and Javanese and sent them to journals in the colony. The articles 

and pamphlets were smuggled in via Singapore and were mostly directed to Java and 

Sumatra’s West Coast, the most turbulent of the Dutch Indies’ regions.592 

The person with whom Soebardjo socialised most in his Berlin period was 

Chattopadhyaya. Chatto, as he was often called, belonged to an influential group of Indian 

exiles in Berlin. During the First World War he had been active in the Indian Independence 

Committee in Switzerland. This Committee was involved in an infamous plot to smuggle 

weapons from Germany to British India to use against the colonial authorities. Chatto’s 

secretive attempts to topple the British government failed, and he was arrested and sentenced 
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to death. But he managed to escape and lived in exile in Europe and later in the Soviet Union 

for the rest of his life. Throughout the 1920s, Chatto remained active in connecting the Indian 

and international anti-imperialist left. Initially, he resisted the communist stamp, rather 

referring to himself as an anti-imperialist, anarchist or a revolutionary nationalist.593 

However, towards the end of the 1920s he became a loyal supporter of the Soviet Union. As 

such, his ideas evolved in the same direction as Soebardjo’s. Chatto was taken under 

Münzenberg’s wing, and thus became a central person in the League against Imperialism.594 

Soebardjo described Chatto as an intelligent, amiable and respectable person. Chatto 

guided Soebardjo around the city, and in evening hours he loved to recite Hindi poetry and to 

sing Indian songs. Chatto also introduced Soebardjo to his family in Berlin. His younger 

brother, Harindranath Chattopadhyaya or Harin, studied literature and stood on the threshold 

of a long career as a poet, actor and musician. With Harin, Soebardjo even performed at a 

large LAI demonstration entitled ‘Die Koloniale Welt in Flammen!’, on 4 March 1928. In the 

recently opened leftist avant-garde Piscator theatre, Soebardjo accompanied Harin on the 

violin and staged a Sumatran and a Javanese song himself.595 Soebardjo shared an apartment 

with Chatto’s nephew Jayasurya Naidu, who was a medical student at the University of 

Berlin and the son of the famous first female president of the Indian National Congress 

Sarojini Naidu, a sister of Chatto. Via Chatto, Soebardjo also became acquainted with the 

journalist A.C.N. Nambiar, who would later play a shadowy role as head of the Free India 

Centre in Nazi Germany. Nambiar was interested in the Indonesian movement and his name 

appears on the list of subscribers of Indonesia Merdeka on behalf of the Hindustan 

Association of Central Europe, already before Soebardjo’s arrival in Berlin.596 

Thus, Soebardjo was introduced to the Indian exile community in Berlin, and via the 

International Secretariat of the League against Imperialism worked together with activists 

from China, Vietnam and South Africa. It is in this period that the Indonesian nationalists 

may have come into contact with the young Nguyen Ai Quoc, better known as Ho Chi Minh. 

As described in chapter three, Mononutu tried to reach out to the Parisian network around the 

Union Intercoloniale and the journal Le Paria, of which Ho Chi Minh was a founder. But Ho 
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had left Paris before Mononutu arrived. Two years later, according to biographer Sophie 

Quinn-Judge, Ho Chi Minh spent a few months in Berlin around the same time that 

Soebardjo was there, using Chattopadhyaya and the International Secretariat to stay in 

contact with the Comintern.597 There are, however, no further references to one another in 

their respective memoirs.598 

Soebardjo seems to have enjoyed his time in Berlin. Not only was it a nodal point in 

transnational anticolonial and communist networks, but it also provided a hospitable 

environment for colonial students on the run from various authorities. As Soebardjo mentions 

in his autobiography, the German population was suffering severely from the debt payments 

that were imposed on Germany with the Versailles Treaty. There was the general feeling that 

the German economy was effectively colonised and exploited by the Allied powers. This 

translated into a sense of sympathy with anticolonial liberation movements in Asia and 

Africa. Moreover, Soebardjo also mentioned the beauty and the nightlife of the city. With his 

newly acquired friends he used the evening hours to stroll along the Kurfürstendamm, with 

its many restaurants and bars with live entertainment. Despite all this, his stay must also have 

been overshadowed by his difficult financial position, and the fact that his Indonesian friends 

and fellow activists were prosecuted and incarcerated in the Netherlands. 

 

Moving the PI seat to Berlin 

Soebardjo was well aware that he was one of the few leading members of the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia with a considerable degree of safety and freedom. He felt the responsibility to 

manage the association as long as political manoeuvring in the Netherlands was impossible. 

But although he received a small allowance for his work in the International Secretariat of the 

LAI, he lacked structural funding to support the association and individual students in 

despair. In this context, a former PI student by the name of Abdul Rivai was of great 

importance.599  

This doctor and journalist from West Sumatra had been among the first cohorts of 

Indonesian students in the Netherlands himself, and played an important role in the first year 

of the Indische Vereeniging. He was editor of Bintang Hindia, which had a large readership 

among the indigenous elite. In 1909 he graduated and he returned to become a doctor in the 

Dutch Indies. From 1918 to 1924 he occupied a seat in the Volksraad, and over the years he 
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had acquired wealth as a doctor and a journalist. However, he had also become increasingly 

critical of the Dutch colonial system. In November 1926, now 55 years old, Abdul Rivai 

returned to Europe for health reasons, and he used his time as a foreign correspondent writing 

articles for Indonesian newspapers. He travelled widely, spending time in Paris, Berlin, 

Brussels and Locarno. Moreover, he established contact with the new cohorts of Indonesian 

students in the Perhimpoenan Indonesia. In previous articles in Bintang Timoer, published 

before the arrests in September 1927, Rivai had severely criticised the strict surveillance of 

the Indonesian students.600 After the arrests, he was especially worried that the four detained 

students would have to cease their political activities upon release. “If the imprisoned friends 

leave jail as ex-convicts, they will need means of sustenance. Most likely, they do not want to 

stay in Holland, but they will not return to the Indies either. The struggle must continue. They 

will have to stay abroad.”601 In April 1927, Pamontjak sent Soebardjo a letter in which he 

urged the latter to get in contact with Rivai. According to him Rivai was sympathetic to the 

cause of the PI, and was planning to create a political fund for Indonesian students who found 

themselves in financial troubles due to government intervention.602 This offer was obviously 

very welcome in times of financial distress. A meeting between Soebardjo and Rivai was not 

immediately possible but in October, the two finally talked with each other in Berlin.603  

There is some unclarity, with regard to Rivai’s political ideas and willingness to 

engage with radical anticolonial movements. According to reports of the Dutch embassy, he 

showed reluctance to lend his full support to Soebardjo’s work in Berlin. He feared that close 

collaboration with the LAI would make the Perhimpoenan Indonesia overly dependent on 

communist structures and aid. Soebardjo’s engagement with the LAI could not only be 

harmful to the PI itself, but would also give the authorities a reason to crack down on all 

Indonesian political initiatives on the pretext of suspected Bolshevist infiltration. Rivai was 

only willing to give support under the proviso of absolute discretion.604 A Dutch journalist on 

the other hand, with high contacts within the LAI, reported to the Dutch embassy that Rivai 
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was not hesitant at all, and that Soebardjo and Rivai negotiated directly with Münzenberg in 

the presence of members of the Soviet embassy. In the same letter, it was suggested that 

Rivai was a special envoy of the Partai Sarekat Islam sent to support the work of the young 

students in the Netherlands and to forge contacts with international anticolonial circles. If this 

is true, this mission could be a direct answer to the aforementioned invitation of LAI 

secretary Gibarti to the PSI and the PNI, to get in contact with the LAI in Europe.605 There is 

no further information on Rivai’s position towards Soebardjo and the purpose of his visit to 

Europe, but there can be no doubt that Soebardjo – most likely helped by Semaoen who 

travelled frequently between Berlin and Moscow – convinced Rivai to support the students 

financially.  

With the financial guarantees of Rivai, and with a reliable address in Berlin, the 

necessary conditions were secured to temporarily move the PI secretariat to Berlin, to escape 

from the Dutch surveillance. In the absence of Mohammad Hatta, Ali Sastroamidjojo, Nazir 

Pamontjak and Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat, Achmad Soebardjo became the unofficial 

president in exile for the PI in the Europe.606 Furthermore, it was also decided that 

correspondence from Berlin, Moscow or elsewhere could no longer be sent to postal 

addresses in the Netherlands directly, knowing that it was intercepted by the authorities along 

the way. Therefore, in September 1927, most likely after the arrests of the students in The 

Hague and Leiden, Soeleiman, an oriental languages student in Leiden, travelled to Brussels 

to open a postbox under a fake address in that same city. This postbox, which was emptied by 

Soeleiman on a weekly basis, served as a cover for correspondence between Indonesian 

activists in Moscow, Berlin and the Netherlands.607 

 

PI in communist waters 

Soebardjo’s stay in Berlin was relatively short: from August or September 1927 until April 

1928. However, for two reasons, this period was significant for the PI at large. Firstly, the 

location of its informal secretariat in Berlin aligned the PI more closely with the strong 

communist undercurrent in the League against Imperialism. Secondly, the personal 
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convictions of Soebardjo brought the Indonesian association into the communist environment 

as well.  

With regard to the first issue, we have to consider the geographical embedding of the 

LAI. As mentioned above, the League against Imperialism was only established at the last 

session of the Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels. An Executive Committee was 

formed, which would determine the shape and structure of the new organisation. For the time 

being, the secretariat of the LAI was located in Berlin, with Münzenberg, Chattopadhyaya, 

the Hungarian communist Gibarti and the Chinese communist Liao Huanxing running the 

daily affairs. This set-up of the LAI’s secretariat reveals the essence of a sympathising 

organisation, which was presented as a broad platform of movements and ideological 

streams, while its day-to-day affairs were being managed by high-ranking communists.  

At subsequent LAI meetings in March in Amsterdam, and in August in Cologne, non-

communist members began to question this communist dominance. Especially in Cologne, 

the internal organisation of the LAI led to heated debates in which social democrats, pacifists 

and nationalists wanted to create political distance between the LAI and Moscow to 

guarantee its pluriform character.608 As a compromise, the Executive Committee decided to 

establish two secretariats, one in Berlin under control of Münzenberg and Chattopadhyaya, 

and the other in Paris, managed by Gibarti and Ventadour (fig. 4.6). These two secretariats 

symbolised the growing rift within the LAI between a tendency that was wary of too much 

influence of Moscow, and another group of organisations and parties that stressed the 

importance of the United Front policy under tacit guidance of Moscow. The first group 

centred around Paris, attracted prominent personalities such as the American antimilitarist 

and civil rights activist Roger Nash Baldwin of the American Civil Liberties Union, the 

French author Henri Barbusse and the Dutch socialist trade unionist Edo Fimmen, as well as 

parties and individuals from Northern Africa and Egypt. The second ‘communist’ group in 

Berlin was dominated by Münzenberg, Chatto and Liao Huanxing, and attracted German, 

Russian, Syrian, Chinese and British Indian parties and individuals.609  
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As most of the money for the LAI was coming directly or indirectly from the 

Comintern, especially after the Chinese GMD Party had turned away from the LAI, the 

Parisian secretariat was operating under difficult financial circumstances and dwindled within 

a matter of months.610 In Berlin, however, the International Secretariat of the LAI came under 

the strong control of Willi Münzenberg, who fostered a large communist network of 

individuals, organisations and structures. Under his management, the LAI secretariat itself 

became a gathering place for Indian, Chinese and other Asian revolutionaries, as well as for 

Hungarians, Italians, Mexicans and Moroccans.611 One of these activists was, as we have 

seen, Soebardjo. It may be clear that he did not opt for the Berlin secretariat deliberately – his 

departure from Paris was involuntary – but the choice to come to the German capital was 

politically motivated. With his strong reliance on communist LAI structures, Soebardjo, and 

the PI along with him, were encapsulated by the communist tendency within the LAI. 

 Secondly, Soebardjo most likely did not resist this communist encapsulation. We 

must remember that Soebardjo’s own political convictions were much in line with those of 

Münzenberg and Chattopadhyaya. On 5 November 1927, he published an article with the title 

‘Dutch Imperialism in Indonesia’ – produced at the LAI secretariat and distributed through its 

networks – in the journal Forward in New Delhi. In this article, “the author”, according to the 

editors, “[drew] a lurid picture of Indonesia groaning under the heels of Dutch Imperialists”, 

but also stated that hopeful signs of resistance against the Dutch were discernible. Soebardjo 

described that the PI had helped to establish several study and debating clubs that would take 

the place of destroyed PKI cells and would function as new revolutionary centres for revolt. 

According to Soebardjo: “The movement for freedom in Indonesia is strongly proletarian 

because of the following three facts: 1. The utmost exploitation of the masses of peasants and 

workers; 2. a proletarianised class of intellectuals; 3. the absence of a strong national middle 

class.”612  

This class interpretation of the Indonesian society ran counter to prior PI analyses, 

which stressed the national, and essentially non-class character of the Indonesian movement. 

The fact that he described the intellectuals as proletarianised, and not as an aspiring 

bourgeoisie echoed the ideas of Semaoen about the value of the students in the PI themselves. 

By law and by reality, Semaoen and Soebardjo argued, the Indonesian upper class had no 

chance of competing against ‘foreign’ capitalists, and thus they were essentially on the side 
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612 Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 1:186. 
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of the Indonesian exploited masses.613 A similarly Marxian argumentation was used in an 

earlier published article in the Dutch LAI journal Recht en Vrijheid. In this journal Soebardjo 

wrote: “The experience of three centuries of political subjugation and economic exploitation 

brings about the awareness that true freedom does not only demand a simple removal of 

Dutch rule, but also that economic liberation of the people based on social justice has to be 

the aim of the national liberation struggle.”614 

Also within the LAI, Soebardjo positioned the PI to the left of what was the usual line 

under the leadership of Hatta. This became apparent at the LAI’s general council meeting of 

9 and 10 December, which took place in Brussels, in a luxurious seventeenth-century guild 

hall at the Grote Markt square. The Indonesian situation attracted much attention, as it was 

the first LAI meeting after the arrests. Consequently, most Indonesian students concealed 

their names, and registered mythical names such as Diponegoro, and Soedara – meaning 

‘brother’ or ‘comrade’.615 Soebardjo, “deliberately and in excellent English”, started out with 

a common indictment of the post-1926 repression of opposition in the colony, suppressing 

every aspiration of the Indonesian people as communist intrigues. He described how innocent 

people were jailed without process, and that women were being tortured to reveal the hiding 

places of their husbands. Even students in the Netherlands were not safe when they criticised 

colonial rule. What was new, however, was that Soebardjo attacked the social democratic 

SDAP and the socialist counterpart of the Comintern, the Labour and Socialist International 

(LSI). They had maligned the LAI and the Indonesian nationalists in their journals, accusing 

them of acceding to Moscow, and they had undermined efforts to organise effective 

international solidarity.616 Thus Soebardjo joined the growing choir of communist LAI 

members who began to criticise the social democratic members of the LAI for their colonial 

policy. 
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Soebardjo in Moscow 

Soebardjo’s new sympathies did not remain unnoticed in the higher echelons of the 

communist world. In November 1927, the Secretariat for Indonesia of the Comintern decided 

to reach out to the students who had “escaped from Holland” after the arrests of Hatta and the 

others, and to persuade them to come to Moscow to study at the Eastern University.617 Iwa 

Koesoema Soemantri and a handful of other students had already been trained at another 

university, the University of the Toilers of the East, and had developed into valuable 

propagandists supplementing the old guard of Semaoen, Darsono, Musso and Alimin. 

 In this context, Soebardjo’s new orientation towards the communist world was 

symbolically endorsed with an invitation by Chattopadhyaya and Münzenberg to be present 

at the celebration of the tenth anniversary of the Russian Revolution in Moscow, from 6 to 8 

November 1927. This occasion was used to show the strength and prosperity of the Soviet 

Union, but also served the purpose of establishing and reinforcing contacts with sympathetic 

activists from aligned movements. Jawaharlal Nehru and his father Motilal were present in 

Moscow, as well as the Pan-Islamist organiser Shakib Arslan, the South African ANC activist 

Josiah Tshangana Gumede and Virendranath Chattopadhyaya.618 A total number of 1150 

guests were invited through the most important communist structures and networks.619 

Soebardjo was allowed to take one friend as a companion, and he asked Soeleiman as one of 

the last PI students to remain active after the arrests of Hatta and the others. In the second 

half of October 1927, the two left Berlin and departed for the Soviet Union.  

 In his autobiography, Soebardjo recalls how he and Soeleiman were welcomed by an 

official committee in Leningrad, and treated like guests of honour. During their stay in 

Leningrad and Moscow they were hosted in luxurious hotels and nice restaurants. The 

programme was overloaded, and they were constantly accompanied by Russians who 

Soebardjo suspected to be secret agents. They went to opera plays in the Bolshoi theatre, and 

were guided to important revolutionary places and state-of-the-art factories. Moreover, they 

were introduced to dignitaries, among them a high official of foreign affairs, Georgy 

Chicherin, and the revolutionary heroin and Soviet diplomat, Alexandra Kollontai. On 7 
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November, Soebardjo and Soeleiman attended the big parade of the Soviet Army on Red 

Square. For Soebardjo, this was “an unforgettable experience”.620  

At the guided tours, the foreign guests were divided into groups. As such, Soebardjo 

and Soeleiman got acquainted with Shakib Arslan and a Tunisian national, probably Ahmed 

Essafi. An animated conversation took place between the four, and during their trip they 

would travel together. Soebardjo and Soeleiman were greatly impressed by Shakib Arslan. 

This Druze politician from Lebanon was a vigorous propagandist for pan-Islamic unity. 

Exiled from his homeland by the French authorities, Arslan spent most of the interwar years 

in Geneva, from where he fostered an extensive network of Muslim activists in Europe. In the 

Arab world he was part of the circles around Muhammad Rashid Rida and Mohammed Amin 

al-Husseini. When Shakib Arslan gave a speech in the famous Bolshoi theatre in Moscow on 

the Islamic conception of redistributing wealth among the toiling masses, Soebardjo and 

Soeleiman were greatly inspired.621 

It is remarkable that the trip of Soebardjo and Soeleiman completely escaped the 

attention of the Dutch authorities. Nowhere in the regular security reports of the Dutch or 

Indies security apparatuses was this voyage mentioned.622 The fact that Soebardjo operated 

from Berlin certainly helped in this respect. Consequently, the only information at the 

disposal of historians are the memoirs of Soebardjo himself, in which he proudly wrote about 

his journey to the centre of the communist world.623 In itself, this is remarkable enough, as 

his memoirs were written in 1978 at the heyday of the fiercely anti-communist Soeharto era, 

but it also indicates that we have to allow for the fact that Soebardjo was economical with the 

truth. For example, the autobiography of Soebardjo does not mention official rapprochement 

of Comintern officials or of plans to study in Moscow. In itself that proves nothing, but after 

approximately three weeks, Soebardjo and Soeleiman returned to Berlin by train. Probably, a 

permanent stay in Moscow was one bridge too far. The students were back in time to be 

present at the aforementioned general council meeting of the LAI of 9 and 10 December in 

Brussels, just as was, by the way, Shakib Arslan. 
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Soebardjo returns 

It seems that Soebardjo was prepared for prolonged illegality in Europe. In case the PI would 

be declared an illegal organisation in the Netherlands, Soebardjo was planning to set up more 

permanent structures in Brussels.624 However, it would not be necessary. In March 1928, 

Hatta, Pamontjak, Ali Sastroamidjojo and Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat were acquitted of 

all charges and released from prison. For Soebardjo, this implied that the coast was clear to 

return to the Netherlands as well and resume his neglected studies. While Hatta made his 

comeback as a nationalist martyr and the most prominent Indonesian student in the 

Netherlands, Soebardjo again returned to a back-seat position in the association. In 1931 he 

briefly returned to the Dutch Indies for family reasons, and in 1933 he finally got his law 

degree and left Europe for good.625 

 Soebardjo’s departure from Berlin in 1928 was not the end of PI activities in the 

German capital. Abdul Soekoer, a young law student in Leiden and a promising candidate to 

succeed Hatta as chair of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, was stationed in Berlin for a few 

months to be introduced in international politics and to “undergo a practice school” under the 

guidance of Chattopadhyaya. Through direct mediation of Hatta, Soekoer worked at the 

International Secretariat between January 1928 and February 1929.626 He was succeeded by 

Setiadjit Soegondo, who stayed in Berlin between 1929 and the middle of 1931.627 Not much 

is known about these students, but their journeys help to explain that Indonesian newspapers 

continued to publish translated manifestos and articles of the League against Imperialism on a 

regular basis after April 1928.628 

 All in all, it seems that the foreign orientation of the PI and the anxious reaction of the 

Dutch authorities were strongly interrelated. The continuation of engagements of the PI 

within the LAI and international communism was an immediate reason for the authorities to 

crack down on the students. The measures also explicitly concerned the foreign branches of 

the PI. Conversely, the government interventions were the prime reason for Soebardjo to seek 
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refuge in Berlin and align more closely to the communist circles around Münzenberg and 

Chattopadhyaya. As he was the only prominent PI member left, this shifted the entire 

association in a communist direction. As such, the repressive measures were 

counterproductive. In the next chapter, the PI’s quest for autonomy will be re-examined but 

this time with regard to other political forces in Europe. 
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Chapter 6 

From national revolutionaries to national reformists 

Indonesians in Europe 

 

In this last chapter, the position of the PI within a changing political atmosphere in the LAI 

and the LAI-NL is analysed. In both platforms the PI struggled to preserve its own course, 

and to stand aloof from competition between communists and socialists. With an explicit 

mandate from Indonesian organisations to disseminate propaganda abroad, the PI remained 

much longer in the international LAI than in the LAI-NL, until its position became untenable 

in 1931.  

 

On Friday 9 March 1928, the detained PI students Mohammad Hatta, Nazir Pamontjak, Ali 

Sastroamidjojo and Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat left the court house in The Hague as free 

men.629 In what was truly a media event, the world could witness a total failure of the Public 

Prosecutor to have the students convicted for seditious writings. It could not be determined if 

the articles in Indonesia Merdeka about political violence in the colony were observations or 

recommendations. Moreover, the Judge deemed it unconvincing that the students in the 

Netherlands had a direct influence on the state of affairs in the Dutch Indies. In his closing 

speech, the Public Prosecutor had not only referred to violent articles in Indonesia Merdeka, 

but also used the students’ subversive activities abroad as circumstantial evidence. He 

mentioned that the students had accepted money from the well-known communist Semaoen, 

that they had authorised Semaoen and Iwa Koesoema Soemantri to act as PI liaisons for the 

Comintern, and that they had established contact with several extremist organisations in 

Bierville and in Brussels.630 However, because they were accused of incitement to sedition, 

the other issues were not taken into consideration by the Judge. It seemed that the Public 

Prosecutor’s case was ill prepared. 

In their defence, the students were assisted by three lawyers: J.E.W. Duijs, T. Mobach 

and L.P.A. Weber. The first two were active for the social democratic party SDAP, Duijs was 

even a Member of Parliament for that party. Their support only added to the political 
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character of the event.631 After the formal defence, the students had the opportunity to make a 

short statement. Hatta availed of this to repeat his words in Indonesia Merdeka:  
 

Sooner or later, every people will reclaim its freedom; that is an iron law in world history. Only the 

circumstances under which this liberation takes place are determined by the attitude of those who hold 

power. It depends on them if the liberation involves blood and tears, or that the process will take place 

peacefully.632 

 

Their half a year custody and the court case itself was a stressful experience for the students, 

but also a resounding victory for the Perhimpoenan Indonesia at large. For months, the 

Indonesian struggle had taken centre stage, not only in the Netherlands, but also in the Dutch 

Indies and in its international networks.633 Jawaharlal Nehru wrote in a quick note to Liao 

Huanxing that he was “anxiously awaiting the decision in Mohammad Hatta’s case.”634 As a 

response to the arrests, the international LAI adopted a resolution in which it demanded the 

immediate release of the students and appealed to the Dutch proletariat to come to their 

defence by joining the Dutch LAI section.635  

In the Dutch Indies, rallies were organised in Bandung, Batavia and Surabaya, and a 

special relief campaign among former PI members and nationalist organisations raised 2300 

guilders.636 In the Netherlands itself, the activities that were organised in the defence of the 

students were arguably part of the first large public mobilisation around a colonial issue after 

the Second Boer War in 1899-1902. It had always been difficult to arouse the interest of the 

Dutch public for the Indonesian movement, but the arrests of the students brought the 

anticolonial struggle closer to home, and demonstrated that the PI was part and parcel of the 

Indonesian movement at large. 
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The most active Dutch parties in organising solidarity 

were the SDAP with its youth organisation AJC and 

affiliated journals Het Volk and Voorwaarts, and the two 

communist parties CPH and CPH-CC with the journal De 

Tribune.637 Furthermore, the Dutch section of the League 

against Imperialism and several smaller revolutionary 

socialist organisations and individuals such as Henriette 

Roland Holst and Henk Sneevliet campaigned for the 

release of the students as well. Together, the Dutch left 

managed to elicit substantial support from their respective 

constituencies. Reading the newspaper reports of the 

various events, the geographical spread and local character 

of the initiatives are striking. Many local chapters of 

political parties organised meetings, while worker’s 

collectives, social clubs and individuals donated money.638 

Most activities concerned public meetings, petitions and 

fund raising to cover the legal costs and to support the 

Indonesian National Fund. In total, the communists and 

the LAI-NL collected around 550 guilders, while the 

SDAP organised its own campaign and raised 3100 

guilders. Its youth organisation AJC collected around 

5000 signatures for the immediate release of the 

students.639 In parliament, socialists and communist MPs 

put questions to the responsible Ministers, and condemned 

the “Mussolini practices” of the Dutch government.640 
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Figure 6.1: Article Het Volk, Oktober 14, 1927, 1. Money donations 

were collected from individuals from across the Netherlands. 
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Free from Holland, now? 

This broad mobilisation showed that the Indonesian students were less isolated on the Dutch 

national level than before 1927, and appealed to the sympathy of the broader left. The 

campaigns could give the impression that the United Front against imperialism had also taken 

root in the Netherlands. However, behind these public displays of solidarity of the Dutch 

working class with the Indonesian students, great political tensions existed between the Dutch 

communists and the mainstream of the much larger SDAP. One could even say that both 

parties used the solidarity campaign for the detained students to boost their anticolonial 

image, and to put the other political parties to the test. 

 Politically, these tensions within the left were an escalation of a more fundamental 

difference in opinion on the immediacy with which independence was to be attained. From 

1918 onwards, the CPH used ‘Indië los van Holland’ (‘the Indies free from Holland’) as a 

slogan.641 The SDAP, on the other hand, initially considered this slogan too populist and 

adopted a much more cautious approach.642 According to the SDAP, immediate and full 

independence would neither benefit the Dutch nor the Indonesian proletariat. The textile 

industry in Twente, the harbours and warehouses in Amsterdam and Rotterdam, and the 

Dutch shipping companies and merchant fleet would not survive a sudden separation of 

Indonesia from the Netherlands, leading to a severe economic crisis and mass unemployment. 

The Indonesian labouring classes would in the short term benefit even less from immediate 

independence. Complete independence could be realised on the condition that Indonesia was 

in the position to participate in international economic exchange independently. A hasty 

Dutch retreat would leave the country vulnerable to other imperial powers and to non-Dutch 

foreign capital and would thus not lead to true liberation. As an alternative, the socialist 

colonial policy was aimed towards gradual but far reaching societal restructuring and political 

democratisation as a necessary precondition for ultimate independence, and carefully avoided 

talking about terms and deadlines.643 
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 This socialist approach of state-directed independence ran counter to communist and 

Indonesian nationalist interpretations. As they would argue, their plea for immediate 

independence was not just mere demagogy, but was fostered by a bitter scepticism about 

promises of development and democratisation. After the broken ‘November promises’ of 

Governor General Van Limburg Stirum in 1918, the false dawn of self-determination of 

Woodrow Wilson in 1919, and the fierce opposition of the Dutch colonial community against 

any concession for indigenous political movements in the 1920s, the Indonesian nationalists 

had lost every faith in the colonial government to hand over power voluntarily and to 

structurally work towards its own replacement.644 To this, the communists added that 

colonialism was not a political invention, but an intrinsic part of a global capitalist economic 

system. In essence, the colonial state was put in place to serve the need of Dutch capital for 

cheap labour, raw materials and accessible markets. It was irrational to believe that the 

colonial state or entrepreneurs would break with this compelling system and voluntarily share 

the market with others. Complete independence, through revolutionary means, was the only 

possible basis for social and economic progress for all. This also implied that a social 

democratic appeal to the colonial authorities for increased efforts in development and 

governance was not only raising false expectations, but actually prolonged the colonial 

capitalist project and was as such reactionary.645 
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Figure 6.2: A poster of the LAI-NL, 
“The alliance of white and brown will 
liberate humanity.”  
 
Source: International Institute of Social 
History, Amsterdam. 
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Anticolonial competition  

This fundamentally different strategy towards liberation often led to clashes in the Dutch 

parliament between communists and social democrats when it came to support Indonesian 

political movements, and this was continuously played out in the leftist press. Thus, the 

invitation at the end of 1926 to join the United Front against imperialism through the League 

against Imperialism, was interpreted by the social democratic mainstream as a provocative 

challenge and was rejected from the beginning. Indeed, some SDAP members 

wholeheartedly joined the LAI, such as Edo Fimmen, Johan Lefebvre, Piet Schmidt and Jef 

Last, but they operated from a leftist minority position within their own party. Ideologically, 

they were closer to independent socialists such as Henriette Roland Holst and Henk 

Sneevliet, and the British Independent Labour Party, than with the SDAP itself.646 In fact, the 

mainstream of the SDAP, through the newspapers Het Volk and Voorwaarts, expressed 

severe criticism on the League against Imperialism from the moment of its inception. On the 

opening day of the Brussels Kongress gegen Imperialismus in February 1927, Voorwaarts 

wrote venomously: “There is every indication, that we are confronted with a new attempt of 

the Russians to manipulate the West European labour movement to serve the interests of 

Russian imperialism in the Far East.”647 Five days later, Het Volk wrote: “Many attendants 

[of the Kongress gegen Imperialismus], had no objective other than the expansion of the 

sphere of influence of the Communist International, if they had a political objective at all.”648  

This hostile stance of the SDAP towards the LAI further aggravated in October 1927, 

when the Labour and Socialist International (LSI) published an analysis of the history of the 

League against Imperialism. This brochure of the international umbrella organisation of 

social democratic parties intended to expose the ideological, organisational and financial 

structure of the LAI, and emphasise that it was a Münzenberg set-up and “yet another United 

Front tactic of the Bolsheviks”.649 Following this official LSI-statement, Het Volk began to 

publish a series of articles in which the communists were strongly attacked. In these articles, 

the League against Imperialism was castigated as a “communist manoeuvre”, a “planet” in 

the solar system of Moscow “dancing to the tune of the Comintern”.650 The journal wrote: 
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“While the social democrats strive after the true liberation of the Eastern peoples and their 

development towards autonomy and independence, the communists only use the Eastern 

peoples as tools for their own Russian politics.” With regard to the Dutch Indies, Het Volk 

even wrote:  
 

The immorality of [the communist line] is revealed by the Moscow-incited adventure in the 

Netherlands Indies, where righteous nationalism and justified bitterness were used by Moscow for a 

bloody uproar [in November 1926], which yielded nothing good, and which left the social democrats 

with a lot of work to alleviate the evil inflicted by it.651 

 

The brochure of the LSI and the articles in the social democratic press provoked indignant 

reactions with LAI supporters. For Soebardjo, it had been a reason to strongly criticise the 

social democrats at the LAI meeting in Brussels in December.652 Recht en Vrijheid, the 

journal of the LAI-NL, also reacted with bitterness, refuting the accusations as worthless and 

even treasonous:  
 

At the moment that four members of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia are in prison, the world organisation 

with which they are affiliated is called a ‘communist association’, and those who are part of it ‘puppets 

of Moscow’. The members of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia have, without exception, considered this a 

stab in the back.653 

 

This was confirmed by Soebardjo, who described the “oblique assault” of the SDAP as “very 

painful” for the PI.654 The communist daily De Tribune chose to let dissident SDAP members 

and independent socialists speak for themselves, and published statements of Schmidt, 

Lefebvre, Roland Holst and Fimmen at public meetings. As non-CPH members they declared 

that the League against Imperialism was not a satellite of Moscow and welcomed different 

ideological denominations in its midst.655 

 These articles in Tribune and Recht en Vrijheid did little to improve the vulnerable 

political position of the dissident SDAP members, and they stood under great pressure to re-

evaluate their membership of either of the two organisations. In December, Lefebvre resigned 

as a chair of the LAI-NL and was replaced by Schmidt (fig. 5.1). The communist G.J. van 
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Munster became secretary, also relieving Soebardjo from his duties while he was in Berlin.656 

Finally in April 1928, the SDAP declared membership of its own party incompatible with the 

LAI-NL as a Comintern organisation, and three LAI-NL chair members Schmidt, Kiès and 

Last resigned from the LAI. They considered anticolonial and leftist opposition within the 

large SDAP more valuable than political isolation in the shadow of the Communist Party.657 

 

To fight for independence: the PI withdraws 

It is against the backdrop of this intense polemic, that the solidarity campaign for the 

Indonesian students has to be reassessed. Instead of a successful display of solidarity of the 

united left, it was actually a propagandistic competition over the question of which leftist 

political party was most ready to defend the interests of the Indonesian movement. For the 

SDAP, the court case against the PI provided a great opportunity to show that they were 

passionately on the side of the anticolonialists. Their generosity, providing lawyers and 

money, served to defend themselves against accusations of the communists to the contrary. It 

also explains why the SDAP refused to join the fund raising campaign of the Dutch section of 

the League against Imperialism, and established a campaign of its own.658 The Tribune on the 

other hand accused the SDAP of hypocrisy and making false propaganda, pointing to the lack 

of protest of the social democrats in other colonial issues, such as the extrajudicial 

banishments of Indonesian activists to Upper Digul.659  

 This was the state of affairs when Hatta and the others were released from custody. Of 

course, the campaigns of both CPHs, the SDAP and the LAI-NL had brought him great fame, 

and had arguably put pressure on the Judge to decide in his favour. But what was explained 

as a victory had paradoxically also diminished the prospects of continued cooperation on the 

left. For Hatta, the SDAP had disqualified itself by attacking the LAI, while the communists 

had chosen to escalate their argument with the SDAP at the expense of the interests of the 
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Indonesian movement. The precondition on founding the LAI-NL, that the PI would have the 

upper hand in the organisation, was not respected.  

Therefore, in April 1928 the Perhimpoenan Indonesia decided to abandon the LAI-

NL, after which the organisation would soon cease to exist.660 In Indonesia Merdeka, the 

students mainly accused the SDAP of a cowardly retreat from the anti-imperialist camp.661 

But in a long letter to Darsono in Moscow, who had probably tried to persuade him to return 

to the LAI-NL, Hatta displayed a more fundamental scepticism towards Dutch politicians and 

party politics in general.662 In this letter Hatta mentioned that the PI, even its communist 

members, had always been reluctant to cooperate with Dutch parties. Dutchmen, Hatta 

remarked, were individualist by character and in the end always followed their own interests. 

According to Hatta, the Dutch communists “had attempted to dominate the League” in his 

absence, and had tried to present the PI with a fait accompli. In dramatic terms, Hatta 

declared: “the Perhimpoenan Indonesia […] will not be a vehicle [‘Reitpferd’, stalking horse] 

[of the CPH] […] The active politics that we have to pursue implies no close cooperation 

with any of the Dutch organisations, except when the occasion is favourable enough to use 

them as our vehicle. Nothing more.”663 

The principled stance of Hatta in his letter to Darsono indicates that Soebardjo’s 

rapprochements with the communist movement in his Berlin period were not extended to the 

Dutch political terrain when Hatta retook the stage. For the next three years the organisation 

remained aloof from Dutch party politics, and focussed more on the Dutch Indies. There, 

promising new steps were taken to revive the national movement with the establishment of 

the nationalist party PNI and the formation of a political federation of Islamist and nationalist 

parties in the PPPKI. In the Netherlands, informal relations continued only with independent 

activists and a few individual leftist socialists within the SDAP, mainly by Mohammad Hatta 

and the newly arrived student Soetan Sjahrir with the group around the journals ‘De 

Socialist’, and ‘De Vlam’.664 In April 1929, there was a short-lived attempt to revive the LAI-

NL, at the strong insistence of the international LAI. Hatta had just resigned as PI chairman 
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to devote more time to his neglected studies. With the new PI chair Abdul Soekoer, the PI 

agreed to give it a second chance on the condition that the Indonesians would have absolute 

dominance over the section. It negotiated the right to appoint the chairman and secretary, and 

5 out of 10 members of the board. The communists would have the right to nominate three 

board members, and the antimilitarist organisation IAMV two. Ominously, the PI board 

wrote in Indonesia Merdeka: “The success of this attempt will for the major part depend on 

the attitude of the Dutch elements and their willingness to respect the non-partisan character 

of the LAI. If we fail, we wish to never engage with the ‘Dutch question’ again!”665 It would 

not be a success. This time, the PI was afraid to be engaged in the internal quarrels and 

“sectarianism” between the CPH and the CPH-Centraal Comité. Within a year, the 

Indonesians left the LAI-NL for a second time, and Abdul Soekoer resigned as chairman of 

the PI.666 

 

PI on the international stage 

In other words, while chapter five demonstrated that the arrests of the most prominent PI 

members in September 1927 forced the Indonesian students to rely on their international 

contacts, its aftermath – despite the solidarity campaign – resulted in a dampening of 

relations with Dutch political parties. This situation of foreign collaboration and Dutch 

isolation continued in the years to come. In the same letter to Darsono in which Hatta 

elucidated the PI stance towards Dutch parties, he assured that: “On the international stage 

we can cooperate with the white organisations on the same footing as we currently do in the 

international league with communists and revolutionary pacifists.”667 On 28 and 29 April 

1928, Achmad Soebardjo and Nazir Pamontjak represented the PI at the LAI executive 

gathering in Brussels. Two months later, Hatta went to an International Secretariat meeting in 

Berlin, followed by a meeting of the Executive Committee in August 1928 in that same city. 

Subsequently, he attended assemblies in Cologne on 15 and 16 January 1929, and in 

Amsterdam on 13 to 14 April 1929.668 While Achmad Soebardjo chose to concentrate on his 
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studies, and kept a low political profile after his return to the Netherlands, it was Hatta who 

was the prime international functionary of the PI after March 1928. At the International 

Secretariat meeting in June, he announced that the PI had left the LAI-NL, and that it wished 

to maintain relations with the secretariat and Chattopadhyaya directly. Even after Hatta 

resigned from his post as chair of the PI, in February 1929, he continued to be the first 

representative of the PI on the international stage. From his address in the Swiss town of 

Locarno, where he had moved to circumvent police supervision and to join his sponsor Abdul 

Rivai, Hatta was the pivotal figure between the Indonesian students in the Netherlands and 

the international networks in Europe.669 

The decision of Hatta and the students to remain connected to the larger movement in 

Europe was informed by the moral support and practical assistance they had received from 

the LAI during the months of detention, but politically the continued international 

collaboration is more difficult to assess. Many of the ideological antagonisms and political 

machinations that existed between leftist parties in the Netherlands also affected 

collaboration on the international stage. As described above, the hostile political stance of the 

SDAP was to a large extent informed by instructions of the international social democratic 

LSI, and the LAI was from its inception subject to more or less covert Comintern strategies 

of influence. The PI was well aware of accusations that the LAI was a communist front 

organisation, but had always dismissed them as the “whining and stirring” of the “imperialist 

press”.670 While it saw SDAP-CPH confrontations about the LAI-NL as obstructive to its 

own interests, it chose to uphold the banner of unity and not respond to increasing tensions 

between the Comintern and the LSI within the LAI. 

 

Centrifugal forces 

And these tensions were indeed rising. The League against Imperialism became one of the 

arenas where the clash between the Second and Third International was most intense between 

1927 and 1931. As many scholars have recognised, the political change of course of the 

Comintern after its Executive Council meeting in February 1928 and its Sixth World 
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Congress in July and August 1928 had a heavy impact on the atmosphere in the LAI.671 The 

establishment of the LAI had been in line with Comintern objectives to build connections and 

alliances with workers within the labour movements in the West and nationalist liberation 

movements in the colonised world. In broad international umbrella organisations across 

national borders and political divisions, such as the League against Imperialism, the Anti-

Fascist League (1923) or the Friends of the Soviet Union (1927), non-communist popular 

support for the existence of the Soviet Union had to be secured and its political isolation 

broken.672  

However, domestically and internationally, this strategy of cooperation with 

bourgeois parties had come under attack, both within the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union and in the Comintern itself. In 1928, after a turbulent power struggle within the CPSU, 

Stalin had succeeded in outmanoeuvring the rightist and leftist opposition and in assuming 

control over the Party. In his analysis the modernisation and industrialisation of the Soviet 

Union, for instance in the important agricultural sector, had stagnated due to resistance and 

sabotage of vested interests and remnants of the Ancien Régime. Internationally, the political 

isolation of the Soviet Union had not been broken, and in many Western countries the 

Communist Parties were split between Bolshevik and non-Bolshevik factions. Moreover, the 

Soviet alliance with the Guomindang Party had ended in a disastrous failure, and relations 

with the Indian National Congress were problematic as well. Finally, according to Stalin’s 

analysis global capitalism was on the brink of a period of deep economic crises and renewed 

confrontations between the old imperialist powers and new economic giants such as Germany 

and the United States. Time was ripe for militant proletarian action. Via the CPSU, a new 

tendency within the Comintern gained the upper hand from 1928 onwards, often referred to 

as the ‘Third Period’, which tried to bring communist parties, unions and organisations, and 

sympathising political platforms under stronger political control. The result was a 

‘Stalinisation’ and ‘Bolshevisation’ of the existing political umbrella organisations and 

platforms of cooperation such as the LAI, and an increasing hostility towards ‘bourgeois’ and 

‘reformist’ political parties.673 
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 The diminishing political space within the LAI cannot be ascribed to changed 

Comintern tactics alone. Actually, the space for cooperation on the left was narrowing from 

social democratic and anticolonial sides as well. With regard to the first, leftist social 

democrats within the LAI came under increasing pressure from their respective Social 

Democratic Parties to end flirtations with communists. Many Western Social Democratic 

Parties experienced an electoral breakthrough in the 1920s, and participated in, or had 

prospects of, government coalitions. In the UK, Ramsay MacDonald formed the first ever 

Labour government in 1924, which was short-lived but showed that the party was an eligible 

candidate to govern. In 1929 this would result in a second Labour government, which 

remained in office for two years. In Belgium, the Belgische Werklieden Partij (‘Belgian 

Labour Party’) had participated in a few governments of national unity after the First World 

War, and in 1925 again assumed office for two years. In France, the position of the SFIO was 

not as strong, but they joined the Left Cartel that won the general elections of 1924. In 

Germany, the SPD, which was the most powerful party in the LSI, also participated in 

governments of national unity after the First World War and remained in office in 9 out of 17 

cabinets between 1918 and 1930.  

In other words, leftist social democrats in the LAI were attacked from two sides. Not 

only did they have to reckon with increasingly aggressive assaults from Comintern-affiliated 

members, but they were also pressured by their own parties and by the international LSI to 

cease their involvement with Bolshevik agitators and subversive anticolonial movements. 

Dutch SDAP members were not the only ones to fall victim to this pressure. In October 1927, 

the Independent Labour Party politician Fenner Brockway was forced to give up his 

chairmanship of the international LAI under heavy pressure from the LSI as well, as George 

Lansbury had done before him.674   

Even in colonial circles, involvement in the League against Imperialism became 

increasingly problematic. Most eye-catching was of course the withdrawal of the largest 

colonial group in Brussels, the Chinese delegation of the Guomindang Party. As argued in 

chapter four, this delegation mainly consisted of European residents and “communists in 

disguise” such as Liao Huanxing. Despite the geographical distance, they were heavily 

affected by developments in China. After the fragile alliance between the nationalist 

Guomindang Party and the Chinese Communist Party had been stifled in blood with the 
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Shanghai massacre of April 1927, the Chinese political scene in Europe fell apart in 

nationalist and communist factions as well. Most Chinese activists withdrew from the LAI or 

chose to work from within the French and German Communist Parties. For the most 

prominent Chinese LAI member, Liao Huanxing, this implied that he came to work at the 

International Secretariat in Berlin, until he turned away from the LAI, disillusioned with the 

Comintern’s policy vis-à-vis China.675  

Jawaharlal Nehru and the Indian National Congress Party, another important colonial 

pillar under the LAI, also moved away . Upon return to British India, Nehru had reported 

favourably on the LAI at the annual INC meeting. He even had succeeded in convincing the 

INC to associate with the LAI. He argued that the LAI provided a unique opportunity to get 

in touch with other nationalist organisations. With regard to the Comintern he held a 

pragmatic view similar to that of the PI: cooperation and coordination was fine as long as it 

suited the interests of the INC itself.676 However, his moves were soon countered by Gandhi 

and the conservative old guard of the party, who repudiated any affiliation with the 

Comintern or other communist offshoots. They rendered Nehru’s resolutions meaningless. 

Although Nehru continued to advocate an uncompromising anticolonial line within the 

Congress Party against a dominant stream which was in favour of a dominion status, he was 

unable to rally the Party behind his ideas. This also weakened his position within the LAI. In 

his contact with Chattopadhyaya and Roy in Berlin and Moscow he was severely criticised 

for his refusal to break with the INC.677 

 In other words, the international LAI was as much a snake pit as the LAI-NL, and 

non-communists with a minority position within their own constituencies were most 

vulnerable. As Petersson describes, the initial “euphoria” around the first congress of the 

League against Imperialism in Brussels soon gave way to complicated debates around the 

location of the secretariat, its staffing, its financial backing, and the political loyalty of its 

affiliated organisations. These were the symptoms of a gradually diminishing political space 

for cooperation on the left, and an increasing fear of being compromised by other political 

forces.678  
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The Comintern and the PI 

This new atmosphere on the international political stage did not leave the PI unaffected. Most 

important for the PI was that the Comintern changed its attitude towards the Indonesian 

movement radically. As described above, in December 1926, in the darkest days of Dutch 

repression of the PKI, Hatta and Semaoen had signed a convention in which they agreed that 

the PI would assume leadership over the future national movement. Semaoen, who had led 

the PKI a few years before and who held a high position in the Comintern, likely had signed 

this agreement to save the remains of the PKI.679 Moreover, just like the PI itself, he preferred 

to entrust the inheritance of the PKI to an Indonesian organisation rather than to an internally 

divided party of Dutchmen.680 Thus, the PI was invited as the sole representative of the 

national movement at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels.  

In the first months of 1927, the Comintern seemed to have tolerated this line, perhaps 

in a state of disorientation with regard to the condition of the communist movement in the 

Dutch Indies. At meetings of the ‘National Secretariat for Great Britain and Holland’, at 

which the official Comintern response to the crackdown on the communist movement was 

discussed, the central question was whether it was still possible to rebuild the PKI, or whether 

it would be better to continue the work from within other movements. In March 1927, 

Semaoen made the case “to try to put up a revolutionary national movement outside the 

existing national organisations which are not so revolutionary, and to do everything to keep 

connections between our members in Indonesia.”681 The Comintern agreed and tried to 

conceal the communist character of the November 1926 revolt by emphasising the fact that 

the Indonesian revolution was a hunger insurrection.  

Three and a half months later, the Comintern seemed to have changed its position and 

wanted to bring the Indonesian issue in tune with its broader Asian policy after the collapse 

of the GMD-CCP alliance. It advised its constituent members that: “[i]n the analysis of the 

insurrection the first thing which should be explained and emphasised is the fact that it was 

the first insurrection in the Asiatic countries led by the communists”, and “to include as a 

special point the treacherous role of the Dutch social democrats, who were very active in 

helping to suppress the insurrection.”682 On 23 November 1927, La Correspondence 

Internationale, the bulletin of the Executive Committee of the Comintern published a 
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directive article, in which it made the desired attitude of communists in Indonesia abundantly 

clear. Among others, it read:  
 

During the insurrection and the entire period of repression, the Dutch Social Democrats (section of the 

Second International) have played an explicit role as defenders of Dutch imperialism. […] It is the 

most essential task of the Malay Communists to reconstruct the Party as a fully independent 

organisation, even at the costs of heavy sacrifice.683  

 

This was a very irrational plan, but it explains that the convention of Semaoen and Hatta, in 

which the PKI was officially subordinated to the PI, had become undesirable to the 

Comintern. On 19 December 1927 – and not 19 December 1926, as some scholars suggest – 

Semaoen was forced to publish a statement in the Dutch communist journal De Tribune in 

which he repealed the agreement with Hatta as a mistake: 
 

I wish to confirm that I have signed the concerned agreement, but after careful consideration I have 

come to the realisation that I made a mistake. I signed the agreement under force of an enormous 

regime of terror in Indonesia at the time. [...] The events have shown, however, that the communists in 

Indonesia, in spite of all the persecutions and repression continue to struggle and fight bravely. [...] We 

have to stress our independence under all circumstances [...].684 

 

This new Comintern line was further confirmed at the Sixth World Congress in July and 

August 1928 in which Islamists and conservative nationalists were blamed for betraying the 

insurrectionaries.685  

 

The PI and the Comintern 

The new official reading of the November 1926 revolt and the termination of the Hatta-

Semaoen-convention provoked no public reaction at all from the side of the PI. The 

association which was normally very outspoken in political matters concerning Indonesia, 

and often attacked the social democrats for their “treacherous” colonial policy, seemed to 

ignore the changed position of the Comintern. Most likely, it did not want to draw attention to 

its involvement in the League against Imperialism. In fact, the PI was one of the few 

organisations within the LAI that continued to see its existence and well-being as a 
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fundamental pillar in its political strategy. There are two reasons which help to explain why 

the Indonesians remained largely unresponsive to the tensions within the LAI and to the 

challenges of the Comintern at its address. 

First of all, the PI was fundamentally different from the other organisations involved 

in the LAI (fig. 4.6). It claimed close connections with the movement in the Dutch Indies, but 

after all it remained an unaffiliated, small student organisation in the Netherlands. Unlike 

Jawaharlal Nehru in the INC, Fenner Brockway in the ILP, or even Willi Münzenberg in the 

international communist world, the PI was accountable to no-one but itself, and it did not 

have to deal with critique from oppositional tendencies in its constituency in the Dutch 

Indies. This eased Hatta’s position, but also implied that the organisation could not fall back 

on any other structure than on the League against Imperialism. For the Indonesians, the LAI 

was not a difficult, politically risky and above all expensive endeavour, but rather a unique 

platform, a possible hide-out and a crucial source of money.  

Despite the fact that the LAI was a financial disaster from the start – the organisation 

of the Brussels Congress in February 1927 had left a deficit of over 7000 dollars – it 

supported its affiliated members with money.686 The financial turnover of the LAI was much 

bigger than the annual budget and the financial needs of the PI, and Hatta received an 

allowance each time he attended a LAI meeting.687 Moreover, at several occasions the 

Indonesian students seem to have received substantial donations from Indonesian communists 

in Moscow via the channels of the LAI. In chapter five a secret money transfer was discussed 

of “one-and-a-half pages” (1500 dollars) from Semaoen to the PI via Nazif and Soebardjo in 

Paris – reason for the authorities to crack down on the students. In February 1928, Iwa 

Koesoema Soemantri brokered another remittance of 2900 guilders to the LAI-NL via 

Soebardjo in Berlin. This time, under undisclosed circumstances 750 guilders were lost along 

the way. LAI-NL members Schmidt and Fimmen accused Soebardjo of embezzling the 

money. This was not at all unlikely given the latter’s dramatic lack of resources in Berlin, but 

Soebardjo denied it, and for him it was an additional reason to break with the LAI-NL.688 For 

obvious reasons, it is difficult to get a grip on the exact origin, size and regularity of this 

financial flow, but it seems that the Dutch authorities were right in suspecting substantial 

money transfers from Moscow to the Netherlands. 

                                                           
686 Petersson, We are neither Visionaries, nor Utopian Dreamers, 132-133, 159. 
687 Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 1:378; Petersson, We are neither Visionaries, nor Utopian 
Dreamers, 133, 160, 427. 
688 NL-HaNA, Koloniën / Kabinet-Geheim Archief, 1901-1940, 2.10.36.51, inv. nr. 312, 11 April 1928 G6; 
Poeze, Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, 1:267. 



212 
 

Adding to this financial dependency on its international partners, a second important 

consideration for the PI to remain active within the LAI was the realisation that a withdrawal 

would effectively render the Perhimpoenan Indonesia redundant. With the establishment of a 

secular nationalist organisation in the Dutch Indies, Soekarno’s PNI, and a national political 

federation with the PPPKI, it had become clear that the PI was no longer a guiding 

organisation within the Indonesian political landscape, but had become subservient to the real 

struggle back home.689 Also in the Netherlands, the PI had lost a field of activity after the 

failed LAI-NL initiative had demonstrated that there was nothing to expect from Dutch 

parties in terms of cooperation and negotiation. The only functional task of the PI was to 

constitute the link between the political organisations in the Dutch Indies and the 

international political scene, as long as the Dutch authorities obstructed direct relations 

between the two. From its political transformation in 1922 onwards, there had always been an 

awareness within the PI that it had to make propaganda for the Indonesian cause abroad, and 

that it had to counter false Dutch propaganda. After the experiences within the LAI, this task 

had only become more concrete. 

This self-perception of the PI as a advanced post in Europe was sanctioned in April 

1929 when the PPPKI in the Dutch Indies sent a telegram to Mohammad Hatta in which it 

recognised the Perhimpoenan Indonesia “as her official representative [in Europe]” and the 

“advanced post” of the Indonesian federation in Europe.690 Good relations with the LAI were 

explicitly mentioned in the instructions of the PPPKI. In reaction to articles in Indonesia 

Merdeka, suggesting that with the establishment of nationalist organisations in Indonesia PI’s 

work was done, Soekarno encouraged the PI to continue its propaganda abroad, or to 

establish special propaganda bureaus in the European capitals in case the PI would indeed 

disband itself.691 On 1 April 1929, the newly established radical trade union Sarekat Kaoem 

Boeroeh Indonesia (‘Indonesian Workers’ Union’, SKBI) even decided to join the LAI 

directly, with the PI as functional representatives.692 

In other words, while a withdrawal from the LAI-NL could be explained as a radical 

and self-conscious anticolonial move, a departure from the international LAI – by lack of any 

viable alternative – would be nothing but a self-destructive manoeuvre for the PI and was 
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against the wish of the national movement in the Dutch Indies itself. As such, it seems that 

the Perhimpoenan Indonesia was inclined to tolerate political tensions on the international 

stage, because it had become the only field on which it could be of value. 

 

Waiting for the storm 

The alignments of the PNI, PPPKI and SKBI to the LAI via PI were considered an alarming 

development by the colonial authorities. In the Volksraad the Governor General stated: “The 

government does not allow organisational contact between associations or persons in the 

Indies and the League or any other organisation which is under strong communist influence. 

As soon as such contacts appear to exist, there will be measures.”693 And indeed, on 26 July 

1929, the police raided the houses of SKBI leaders, and arrested among others the returned PI 

member Iwa Koesoema Soemantri. The union itself was banned. On 29 December 1929, the 

same happened to the PNI, which led to the incarceration of Soekarno and hundreds of 

others, among whom were the former PI members, Gatot Taroenomihardjo, Ali 

Sastroamidjojo, Abdulkarim Pringgodigdo and Mohammad Joesoef. The connection with the 

LAI played an explicit role in the decision to crack down on the nationalist movement.694 

 But also for the students themselves, the political dependence of the PI on the LAI 

would become problematic. The determination to remain involved in the international LAI 

perhaps made the PI underestimate the problems that were undermining the league. Whereas 

the first Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels had been a clear statement of 

anticolonialism and a shining example of unity and solidarity, the “end of euphoria”, as 

Petersson calls it, followed soon after February 1927.695 Political tensions surfaced 

particularly strongly at the Executive Council meeting in Brussels in December 1927, and in 

Cologne in January 1929. It would, however, take until the Second International Congress 

against Imperialism and Colonialism, from 20 to 27 July 1929 in Frankfurt am Main in 

Germany, until the Indonesians were forced to admit that the foundations of the LAI were 

crumbling. 

 The first signs of an impending clash appeared already in the days before this 

congress. On Saturday 20 July 1929, on the eve of the event, the LSI published its second 

analysis of the LAI, warning all non-communists to turn away from this communist 

showpiece and predicting that its chair, James Maxton of the British Independent Labour 
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Party, would be a prime target for the “Bolsheviks”. On the other side, the Frankfurt congress 

followed shortly after the tenth Executive Committee meeting of the Comintern in Moscow, 

and several of the communist attendants came straight from the Soviet capital.696 Although 

Willi Münzenberg and Chattopadhyaya, as secretaries of the LAI, remained the main 

organisers, direct involvement of the Comintern was much greater in the preparations for 

Frankfurt than it had been in Brussels. Paying half of the 20,000 dollar costs, the Comintern – 

through the special ‘commission on the LAI’ – had a decisive say in the location of the event, 

its provisional programme and the preparation of its resolutions.697 Moreover, although 

official representatives of communist organisations only accounted for 33% of the attendants, 

their actual number was much higher as many of them were registered under non-communist 

organisations. 

 

The Frankfurt congress 

The opening session of the congress took place in the gigantic hall of the Hippodrome in the 

South of Frankfurt, and the subsequent sessions were held in a classical building in the 

Zoological Gardens. It was the aim to make Frankfurt an even bigger anticolonial event than 

Brussels. A total number of 286 guests from 41 countries was invited, of which 263 delegates 

from 99 organisations in 31 countries showed up. Just as had been the case in Brussels, many 

of the colonial attendants were actually living in Europe. A new development was the strong 

presence of the Latin American group, which arrived with 16 representatives. At the opening 

ceremony, the Nicaraguan delegate offered an American flag to the LAI, which was captured 

by the Nicaraguan guerrilla army of General Sandino from American occupying troops.698 

Also, the Sub-Saharan African and Afro-American delegations were present in greater 

numbers than before, reflecting the new Comintern interest in these groups.699 With 13 

people, the Indonesian group was exceptionally large. Among the colonial delegations, they 

were outnumbered only by the Indians. 11 of them were PI members, among whom were 

Hatta, Pamontjak, Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat, Soekoer and Roestam Effendi. The other 
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two Indonesians were the communist Darsono and Achmad Djajadiningrat, a conservative 

Volksraad member who was in Europe coincidentally.700 

In Brussels, the communist delegations had tried to remain in the background to avoid 

the impression of an orchestrated event, but their behaviour at the Frankfurt congress was 

much more aggressive.701 As predicted by the LSI, communist speakers launched continuous 

attacks on the Scottish LAI chairman James Maxton from the opening session on. He 

repeatedly stressed that he acted in his private capacity, but his party, the Independent Labour 

Party, was formally part of the governing Labour Party in Great Britain, and therefore he was 

taken as the embodiment of the betrayal of social democracy. Other victims of communist 

assaults were the official delegate of the INC, Shivaprasad Gupta, Garveyism in the Pan-

African movement and the “fascist” Chinese Guomindang Party.702 

 “The storm” continued for days, and it seems that the non-communist delegations 

were somewhat caught by surprise. Only at the last day of the congress, at a session that was 

chaired by Hatta, Münzenberg, who had opened the barrage on Maxton and the “social and 

national reformists”, moderated his tone and argued for renewed unity, and proletarian and 

anticolonial brotherhood. Hatta himself remembered that he had to do everything to prevent 

renewed attacks on Maxton by the communists J.W. Ford and Lu Ki, in order to close the 

congress on a more positive note.703 

 As was the case in Brussels, most attention was paid to the situation in China and 

British India. The Indonesian contribution was one of many colonial declarations and 

speeches at the conference, and was not particularly different from previous events. With 

Hatta in the presiding committee, no less than four other PI members were given the 

opportunity to give a speech. The first was Pamontjak, who greeted the youth conference 

preceding the main sessions. In a much shorter speech than in Brussels, he apologised for the 
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nationalist leaders in the Dutch Indies who had planned to come to Europe but were withheld 

by the colonial authorities.704 In a session on the Indian struggle, Abdulmadjid 

Djojoadhiningrat conveyed a message of solidarity to the Indian fighters for independence, 

arguing that colonialism in Indonesia was, next to India and China, the most important pillar 

of global imperialism.705 The main PI contribution came from chairman Abdul Soekoer in a 

plenum meeting for smaller colonised areas. He described the bloody terror of Dutch 

imperialism and the indiscriminate banishments of activists to prison camps in New Guinea. 

He also mentioned the growing support for the nationalist movement PNI. Roestam Effendi 

took the opportunity to make a strong appeal for cooperation between the Indonesian people 

and the European labour movement in the LAI.706 He could not have known that a day later, 

on 26 July 1929, the police in the Dutch Indies would raid the homes and offices of SKBI 

leaders, the only Indonesian organisation that was officially associated with the LAI.707 

 The most interesting Indonesian contribution came perhaps from Darsono in a general 

plenum on imperialism and the labour movement. In an intervention, he described the horrors 

of imperialism in Indonesia, the betrayal of the SDAP, but also of Wijnkoop’s CPH-CC, 

which had prevented the first Indonesian from gaining a seat in the Dutch parliament. In the 

Dutch general elections of 1929, the main CPH and the CPH-CC had both waged their own 

campaign, resulting in one seat per party: Wijnkoop for the CPH-CC and De Visser for CPH. 

The number two on list of the CPH was Darsono himself, and he blamed it to Wijnkoop’s 

manoeuvre that he was not elected. This culminated in a barrage of abuse between De Visser 

and Wijnkoop, which escalated further when Darsono called the latter a traitor.708 

 

Hatta reports back 

The incident with Darsono was illustrative of the general atmosphere of the Frankfurt 

Congress. Hatta was proud to have helped to avert a split in the League against Imperialism, 

but in August he published a very negative report in Indonesia Merdeka about the Frankfurt 

Congress. In a remarkably short article, Hatta lamented the irreconcilable tone and fanaticism 
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with which political differences were played out, especially by the communist factions. “A 

tidal wave of fanaticism from the side of the strongly present communists has surged, which 

threatens to swallow everything that does not feel, think or act in a communist way”. He 

continued:  
 

[W]e saw how the irreconcilable ones among the communists tried everything to win the League for 

Moscow entirely. They succeeded in creating the public impression that the League is just a vehicle of 

the Soviet state, instead of [an organisation] primarily at the service of the suppressed peoples.709 

 

Apparently, PI members had made objections to communist reproaches of “national 

reformists” and the “indigenous bourgeoisie”, and they had presented themselves explicitly as 

representatives of the Indonesian national movement as a whole. In Indonesia Merdeka, Hatta 

wrote: “The fact that the PI repeatedly referred to its responsibilities to the Indonesian 

national movement provoked many spiteful remarks at the margins of the congress such as: 

‘Oh, ils sont des nationalistes avec beaucoup de responsabilité’.”710 It is remarkable that 

Hatta did not condemn the communist polemics as such. He acknowledged that the Soviet 

Union was beleaguered from all sides. But he also remarked that it was foolish to expect that 

the colonised peoples would passively comply. “The history of the past decades has made it 

abundantly clear that the suppressed peoples do want to make use of Moscow, but vice versa 

are not prepared to be used by Moscow”. He continued: 
 

As far as the Perhimpoenan Indonesia is concerned, its opinion should not be misunderstood by 

anyone. For more than a year, it has demonstrated that it considers it undesirable from a tactical and 

practical point of view, to form the League with only communists. […] If the League against 

Imperialism succumbs under the current crisis, a new league will arise on its ruins which can only be 

carried by the suppressed and coloured races. Because if the current League collapses under its own 

weight, it will be difficult to establish a similar union of whites and coloureds again.711 
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The end 

Many non-communist delegations responded in a similar fashion to the Frankfurt debacle. 

Nehru, who did not have the opportunity to travel to Frankfurt, received letters from the 

American antimilitarist and civil rights activist Roger Baldwin and the Dutch socialist trade 

unionist Edo Fimmen. They both described how unpleasant the event had been.712 Having 

heard a very negative report from the INC representative Shivaprasad Gupta, who advised 

withdrawing from the LAI, Nehru wrote a furious letter to the LAI secretariat that further 

insults to Gandhi and the INC would not be tolerated.713 

 Among Indonesian organisations, both in the Dutch Indies and in the Netherlands, 

there was much unease as well as to whether further involvement was desirable.714 The 

nationalist tendency within the PI, Mohammad Hatta most notably, steered towards a 

renewed split from the LAI-NL. We have to remember that the Frankfurt Congress took place 

during the short interval of renewed involvement of the PI in the LAI-NL under the 

leadership of the new chair Abdul Soekoer. After Frankfurt, Hatta did not show up at joint 

meetings of the LAI-NL and the PI, and within the association he put pressure on Soekoer to 

step down, which he did in January 1930. In April, the PI left the LAI-NL for a second 

time.715 

However, this apparent estrangement of the PI from the LAI and the LAI-NL obscures 

the fact that the student organisation underwent decisive changes within its own ranks, and 

that the nationalist tendency was losing ground within the association. The arrival in the 

summer of 1929 of Soetan Sjahrir, a young and ambitious socialist student and new friend 

and confidant of Mohammad Hatta, could not conceal the fact that the number of members 

had dwindled over the years to a critical low. Due to better education facilities in the Dutch 

Indies, continuing government repression of PI members, and the politically controversial 

behaviour of its leadership, the active core of the association was reduced to perhaps 15 

active members. Moreover, while some prominent students and activists repatriated after 

graduation, such as Arnold Mononutu, Iwa Koesoema Soemantri, Gatot Taroenomihardjo 

and Mohamad Nazif, others decided to focus on their studies, such as Mohammad Hatta, 

Achmad Soebardjo and Nazir Pamontjak. The PI was internally weak, attendance at meetings 

was low, and the association was in need of new energy and initiatives.716  
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Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat and Roestam Effendi stepped into this vacuum. The 

former was a long-standing member of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia and had been a secretary 

in one of the boards of Mohammad Hatta. He was among the students that were detained in 

1927, which perhaps contributed to the fact that his political views had shifted from 

nationalism to communism. Roestam Effendi arrived in 1927 after a turbulent political career 

in the Dutch Indies. His father had been a propagandist for the Indische Partij and he himself 

had been active for the Jong Sumatranen Bond and later for the Partai Komunis Indonesia. He 

managed to escape prosecution by travelling to the Netherlands for academic education, but 

unsurprisingly he assumed contact with the CPH as soon as he arrived. 

In April 1931, only a year after the PI had abandoned the LAI-NL, Abdulmadjid 

Djojoadhiningrat was elected to succeed Roesbandi and become president of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia. With the help and advice of Roestam Effendi and Achmad 

Soebardjo, he manoeuvred the ailing association onto a communist course and strengthened 

the ties with the CPH and related organisations. It was clear that the primacy of Mohammad 

Hatta and Nazir Pamontjak had been broken, and that a new communist tendency around 

Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat, Roestam Effendi, Setiadjit Soegondo and Achmad Soebardjo 

gained the upperhand.717 

 

Hatta expelled 

The new generation of PI leaders was to the liking of the Comintern. It can even be argued 

that the organisation had an active hand in transforming the PI to a communist organisation. 

Petersson describes how the Czechoslovak communist Bohumíl Smeral was appointed by the 

Comintern to supervise the reorganisation of the LAI and its International Secretariat in the 

aftermath of Frankfurt 1929. After a thorough investigation, he recommended linking the LAI 

more closely to the Comintern. The main obstacle he envisioned was the likely hostility of 

Maxton, Nehru, Fimmen and Hatta.718 Probably to get an idea of Hatta’s support base in the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia, Soebardjo was invited in December 1930 and January 1931 by 

Comintern functionary Bekar Ferdi and his old friend Chattopadhyaya to discuss the political 

course of the PI and the prospects of further collaboration. A month later, Soebardjo and 

Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat were mentioned as suitable candidates for the new LAI 

executive council in an internal report of the Comintern. With a proper replacement the road 
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was clear to purge Hatta, along with the other “prominente Persönlichkeiten” Nehru, Fimmen 

and Maxton from the League against Imperialism.719 

 Thus, Hatta’s mandate to represent the PI at the LAI and to communicate on its behalf 

was repealed in March 1931. In May, at the Executive Committee meeting at the 

International Secretariat of the LAI in Berlin he was also expelled from the LAI, because he 

had “deserted from the battle front and had shown to be a direct helper and agent of 

imperialism”. At the same meeting, Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat was elected to be his 

successor.720 

 

 
 

The expulsion of Hatta was a dramatic experience for someone who had been a strong 

advocate of the League against Imperialism from its inception. However, he was certainly not 

the only one. In September 1929, Maxton, the main target of communist aggression in 

Frankfurt, was expelled, and in April 1930 Nehru could read in the newspaper that he was 

ousted as well. In October 1930 it was Edo Fimmen’s turn to leave the LAI, followed by 

Roger Nash Baldwin in the spring of 1931.721 More remarkable, and revealing with regard to 

the Comintern’s attitude towards the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, was the expulsion of Darsono 

from the Executive Council of the Comintern in the same month that Hatta’s LAI mandate 

was lifted. In its news bulletin the Comintern stated that Darsono had adopted an openly 

“opportunist attitude” and had continuously steered towards collaboration with the national 

reformist students. Against the directives he had refused to criticise and attack the PI 

delegation in Frankfurt, and had instead fuelled the argument between the Dutch Communist 
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Figure 6.3: Portrait Abdulmadjid 
Djojoadhiningrat.  
 
Source: 30 Jaar Perhimpunan Indonesia, 
1908-1938, Jubileumnummer Indonesia, 
1938, 215. 
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Parties of Wijnkoop and De Visser.722 Semaoen, by the way, had already been side tracked 

by the Comintern after he was forced to repeal his convention with Mohammad Hatta in 

December 1927. 

 This hostile atmosphere did not leave the PI itself unaffected. While chairman 

Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat visited one communist meeting after the other in which he 

passionately praised the Soviet Union, Hatta and Sjahrir decided to abandon the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia in November 1931.723 A week later, this was confirmed by the 

association with the verdict that Hatta had sowed confusion and discord in the ranks of the 

national movement.724 In December, two students attempted to establish a new nationalist 

Indonesian association, but this was prevented by communist PI members in the preparatory 

meetings. Instead, the PI agreed to establish the LAI-NL for a third time, but this time there 

was no attempt to secure an Asian bloc or nationalist dominance. Its members would enrol 

individually, which implied the firm control of the communist leadership. In short, the PI had 

become an orthodox communist organisation and a vehicle of the CPH. 
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Epilogue 

 

To conclude this dissertation with the events of November 1931, and not for example with 

the Second World War, is a deliberate choice. Of course, neither the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia, nor the international networks in which it was active, evaporated after 1931, but 

the political character of both changed decisively and Indonesian anticolonial nationalism lost 

its institutional basis in Europe. In many ways, the PI of 1932 was completely alien to the PI 

of 1929, and, as a tiny communist organisation, it lost relevance to Indonesian political 

parties in the Dutch Indies. The next pages describe the epilogue of this dissertation: the 

history of the PI and of its international networks in the later 1930s. 

 

The Perhimpoenan Indonesia after November 1931 

The expulsion of Hatta and Sjahrir from the association was the confirmation of a new 

distinctly communist course for the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, which it continued to follow 

throughout the 1930s. Its attitude towards other organisations and ideologies was to a large 

extent determined by the political evolution of communist parties and organisations in 

general. From 1928 onwards Communist Parties that were orientated towards Moscow 

adopted a very militant and hostile stance towards ‘social-fascists’ and other non-

communists. This so-called Third Period in the policy of the Comintern, which proved fatal 

to Hatta and other nationalists in the League against Imperialism, translated into an 

aggressive attitude of the communist PI towards nationalists and social democrats. Similarly, 

as soon as the Comintern began to advocate the establishment of a ‘Popular Front against 

Fascism’ from 1935 onwards, which advocated broad cooperation between all democratic 

political forces against the rise of fascism and nazism, the PI began to sing a different, more 

moderate tune as well.  

Prominent in realising the shift from nationalism to communism were Abdulmadjid 

Djojoadhiningrat, Achmad Soebardjo and Roestam Effendi. The first two were experienced 

PI members who had lived through all the periods described in this study. Roestam Effendi 

arrived in 1927 after the anti-communist repression in the Dutch Indies forced him to end his 

activities as a teacher and as a communist propagandist, and led to his decision to obtain a 

teacher’s certificate in the Netherlands. Soon political activities consumed most of his time. 

Other PI members that pushed the association on a communist path included Soedario 

Moewaladi, Setiadjit Soegondo, Mohammad Ilderem, and Moehamad Tamzil. In the first 
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years, the Perhimpoenan Indonesia closely followed the CPH and became estranged from 

other progressive forces with whom Hatta and Sjahrir had maintained good contacts, such as 

leftist social democrats, independent socialists, and antimilitarists.725 Abdulmadjid 

Djojoadhiningrat appeared regularly at meetings of the CPH or affiliated organisations 

throughout the Netherlands. Introduced as “our Indonesian comrade”, he attacked Dutch 

capitalism which exploited the Indonesian and Dutch masses alike, and he saluted the Soviet 

Union as the foremost ally against imperialism. It is in this period that the Indonesian 

students also began to collaborate with Anton de Kom. This Surinamese communist had 

arrived in the Netherlands already in 1921, but only in 1929 he first appeared at a PI meeting 

in The Hague. After a short interlude in which De Kom returned to Surinam and was expelled 

within months by the colonial authorities, he became chairman of the LAI-NL section of The 

Hague in 1934. Often, Anton de Kom and PI propagandists appeared at the same meetings of 

the Communist Party.726 

In Indonesia Merdeka, social democratic parties and unions such as SDAP and NVV 

were strongly attacked as “reformist”, and “reactionary” opportunists that had to be “kicked 

out” of the anti-imperialist camp.727 In a similar fashion, nationalist organisations in the 

Dutch Indies were denounced. Illustrative, both in tone and in content, is the lengthy ‘open 

letter to the Indonesian people’, which the PI issued in November 1931. About the Indonesian 

political landscape, it stated:  

 
Reformist politics and highly dangerous opportunism in the bourgeois, liberal and narrowly nationalist 

ranks rise to large proportions. The [nationalist] Partai Bangsa Indonesia, the Boedi Oetomo, 

Pasoendan, and other petty-bourgeois parties […] in which aspiring capitalists and industrials, and 

complacent intellectuals and cultural nationalists in the making […] find shelter, are essentially hostile 

to revolutionary action. […] These organisations and groups have persistently played an obstructive 

and treacherous role in the massive national liberation movement, […] because they have a direct or 

indirect interest in preserving the colonial order, and perpetuating capitalist ‘peace and stability’.728 

 

In another article in 1933, Mohammad Hatta was iconoclastically portrayed as an “agent of 

Japanese Imperialism”: 
 

                                                           
725 Poeze, In het land van de overheerser, 1:244-262; Van Leeuwen, “De Perhimpoenan Indonesia”; Poeze, 
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Sociaaldemocratie en het anti-imperialistische front!,” Indonesia Merdeka 11.1 (November 1933): 37. 
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We have known Mister Hatta as a politicaster who, although he wallows in reformist mud, from time to 

time makes a ‘leftist’ move to conceal his petit bourgeois reformist face for the toiling masses of the 

Netherlands and Indonesia. […] The result of his reformist manipulations was that the national-

revolutionary PI kicked him out of its ranks, and pilloried him in all his petit-bourgeois nakedness.729 

 

The apex of the Indonesian integration in communist circles was undoubtedly the election of 

its chair, Roestam Effendi, in the Dutch parliament as member for the CPH. The CPH had 

nominated him, along with three other Indonesian candidates, as an anticolonial statement, 

and as a response to a quelled mutiny on the Dutch warship ‘De Zeven Provinciën’ off the 

Sumatran coast. But as the other Indonesian communists either refused or were declared unfit 

by the Dutch authorities, Roestam Effendi became the first Indonesian in the Dutch 

parliament. As such, he constituted a direct link between the PI and the leadership of the 

Dutch Communist Party. Another clear indication of the alignment of the PI to the 

Communist Party was the fact that at the celebration of the 25th anniversary of the PI in 

January 1934, there were no representatives and speakers present other than communists.730  

 The reverse side of the medal was that the organisation became estranged from its 

constituency and the Indonesian political landscape, and that the membership of the 

organisation itself dwindled to a few active individuals. Many of the students did not share 

the communist beliefs of the leadership, or were afraid to join the association openly. The 

nomination of Roestam Effendi in the Dutch parliament could not conceal the fact that it was 

difficult to attract new members, to organise events and to issue Indonesia Merdeka on a 

regular basis. The journal, once a widely read monthly, appeared only five times between 

April 1931 and November 1933, after which it came to a complete stop. The fact that the PI 

was declared a forbidden organisation for civil servants in 1933 isolated the Indonesian 

students even further.731 Not surprisingly, the new Raadsman voor Studeerenden, G.J. 

Goedhart, concluded that the PI was effectively eliminated as a subversive organisation by 

the end of the 1930s. In a report he wrote: 
 

The association as such radiates no power anymore; the revolutionary fire (perhaps still smouldering) 

doesn’t spread any light, although it is true that it is connected to so-called communist front 
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organisations for cultural development, and against war and fascism. Only a few hotheads and 

irreconcilable elements among the leaders and members continue to agitate in speech and in writing.732 

 

Around 1935, the PI changed its attitude and adopted a more open approach towards non-

communist organisations, paradoxically reaffirming its loyalty to Comintern directives. The 

Comintern had changed its position at the Seventh World Congress, which took place in 

Moscow in July and August 1935, because the Third Period had not resulted in strengthening 

the communist movement and reinforcing the foreign position of the Soviet Union. The 

capitalist system seemed to have survived the most severe economic blows of the Great 

Depression, and communist parties and unions had not managed to profit from the hardships 

of workers and urban poor. Germany was an exception as aggressive campaigning led to a 

considerable growth of the KPD, but animosity towards the German social democrats, which 

was mutual, had also thwarted effective opposition against the Nazi Party. In 1933, soon after 

Hitler had assumed power, the KPD, traditionally the largest Communist Party in Europe, 

was abolished and forbidden. Fascism was also on the rise in other European countries, while 

in Asia tensions rose between Japan and the Soviet Union. Therefore, in 1935 the Comintern 

issued a new directive to communist organisations around the world, to drop their attacks on 

social democrats and other “reformists”, and to build a Popular Front against fascism.733 

 In the Netherlands, this implied that both the CPH and the PI moderated their political 

tone considerably, and began to target fascism and nazism instead. First of all, the PI 

abandoned one of its most defining principles, that of non-cooperation with Dutch institutions 

and democratic bodies. It argued that representative bodies such as the Volksraad were 

valuable platforms for revolutionary propaganda, and that the radical movement marginalised 

itself by abstention from participation. Furthermore, the PI began to advocate a broad 

cooperation with all democratic and nationalist political forces against fascism in the 

Netherlands and the Dutch Indies. A policy of anticolonial confrontation was replaced by a 

strategy to prepare Indonesia for a possible invasion by Japan. Symbolically, when in 1936 

the PI resumed the publication of its journal after three years of silence, it changed the name 

from Indonesia Merdeka to Indonesia, dropping the immediate demand for freedom. It also 

spoke out in favour of the Soetardjo petition. This moderate request of Volksraad member 

Soetardjo called on the Dutch colonial authorities to create a road map to autonomy for the 

Indies within a Dutch commonwealth system. The PI justified this departure from the demand 
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for unconditional independence by arguing that it wanted to reflect the desires of the 

Indonesian national movement as a whole.734 The association wanted full equality between 

Indonesia and the Netherlands “within the borders of the constitution”, because a rupture of 

the ties, in the context of a fascist quest for colonial territories, was not in the interest of 

either people.735 This political stance also made it possible to renew relations with the SDAP 

and the NVV, and with the Chinese Indonesian Chung Hwa Hui. As Harry Poeze 

characterised this shift: “In less than a year the PI replaced its radical leftist position for a 

position that was more moderate than the mainstream of nationalism in Indonesia itself.”736 

 These political manoeuvres reflect the turbulence of the immediate pre-war years, but 

cannot conceal the fact that the PI operated from an extremely marginal position. Despite 

changes in course, the Centrale Inlichtingendienst continued to regard the PI as a communist 

and subversive organisation that was trying to “camouflage” its political character.737 The 

Minister of Justice refused to remove the PI from the list of forbidden organisations for civil 

servants, and thus for students it remained dangerous to be associated with this group. 

Furthermore, several other non-political student organisations appeared in the second half of 

the 1930s that made use of the vacuum left behind by the PI and the weakness of the latter 

organisation in enforcing an organisational monopoly on the Indonesian student community. 

At the end of 1935, the Studentenvereeniging ter Bevordering der Indonesische Kunst 

(‘Student Association for the Advancement of Indonesian Art’, SVIK) was established as a 

cultural association that organised musical performances and lectures about culture and art, 

followed in 1936 by the Roekoen Peladjar Indonesia (‘Union/Pillar of Indonesian Students’, 

ROEPI) that functioned as an explicitly a-political social club. Moreover, a few smaller 

organisations were founded on the basis of religion or study discipline.738 Finally, at the end 

of 1936, an Indonesian community centre ‘Clubhuis Indonesia’ was established in Leiden 
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with donations from the Dutch Indies. It provided a meeting space for many of the Indonesian 

organisations, but also facilitated a library, a student restaurant, and a printing press.739  

   

International engagements after November 1931 

In other words, although the history of the PI did not end in 1932, it lost its prominent 

position in the Indonesian political landscape, and its central status for Indonesian students in 

the Netherlands. Likewise, on the European stage, the PI could no longer occupy the 

symbolic position of the advanced post of the Indonesian national movement in Europe. 

Instead, it was embedded into communist networks and campaigns, and did not attempt to 

claim autonomous political space as it had done before in the LAI. 

As described in the previous chapter, in May 1931 Hatta was replaced in the 

Executive Committee of the LAI by Abdulmadjid Djojoadhiningrat, whose political profile 

fitted the desired loyal political line of the organisation. The meeting was supposed to signal 

a new beginning for the LAI.740 However, a rapidly deteriorating political climate in 

Germany – the unofficial home base of the organisation – and a lack of support from the 

Comintern made a successful restart impossible. In December 1931, the German 

Schutzpolizei raided and ransacked the offices of the International Secretariat of the LAI in 

Berlin, and arrested 16 of its employees and members. In September 1932, they did the same 

with the offices of the IAH, making it overtly clear that Berlin was no longer a safe haven for 

the international communist movement. When Hitler assumed power in January 1933, he 

prohibited the KPD, IAH and the LAI within a few weeks.741 With a long history of internal 

political quarrels, the LAI was unable to decide from where, and in what way operations 

could be continued. Although, as Frederick Petterson demonstrated, remnants of the LAI 

continued to function until 1937, it could no longer provide a platform for the renewed 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia. 

 Instead, the PI profited from new antiwar and antifascist campaigns in the communist 

orbit from the summer of 1932 onwards. From 27 to 29 August 1932, a large international 

congress was organised in Amsterdam against the pending threat of a new world war, as a 

reaction to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in the fall of 1931. Prominent organisers of 

the LAI were involved in this new initiative, such as Rolland, Barbusse, Duchêne and above 

all Münzenberg, but this time the Comintern assumed a more direct and active role in 
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preparing the conference and monitoring its proceedings. In June 1933, the Amsterdam 

antiwar initiative – which also attracted non-communist actors – joined forces with the 

organisers of a more univocally communist antifascist congress at the Salle Pleyel in Paris.742 

This new ‘International Committee against War and Fascism’, or ‘Amsterdam-Pleyel 

movement’, can be regarded as the onset of the communist antiwar movement in Western 

Europe in the 1930s.743 It was at the root of establishing several sub-organisations and 

campaigns aimed at uniting, for instance, student associations (‘Rassemblement Mondial des 

Étudiants pour la Paix, la Liberté et la Culture’, RME) and women’s organisations 

(‘Rassemblement Mondial des Femmes Contre la Guerre et le Fascisme’), and to coordinate 

escape routes for German communists and antifascists. For the PI, these initiatives provided 

the possibility to continue its foreign work. 

Between 1932 and 1939, the PI participated in several international meetings, but its 

role was limited to giving speeches and making a symbolic appearance for Indonesia. The 

first such involvement was the Amsterdam antiwar conference itself, in August 1932. This 

conference took place in the RAI conference centre and attracted almost 2200 people from 27 

countries. Because of its Dutch location, the Indonesians were present with no less than 11 

people. This was a large group: despite the fact that the event had been organised as a 

reaction to the Japanese invasion in Manchuria, there were only a handful colonial delegates. 

On behalf of the PI, Achmad Soebardjo spoke under the pseudonym of Asis. Reportedly, 

before Soebardjo started, Dutch CPH members took a position on both sides of the podium 

and shouted “Indonesia free from Holland, now, now, now!”.744 The content of Soebardjo’s 

speech is unknown. It is uncertain if his message made an impression on the audience at all, 

because, as a British secret service officer reported, the acoustics made most of the 

contributions inaudible.745 

  Other events included a communist women’s congress in August 1934 in Paris. This 

meeting, the Rassemblement Mondial des Femmes Contre la Guerre et le Fascisme was one 

of the offshoots of the Amsterdam-Pleyel movement, and it was coordinated by the IAH and 

the Comintern. Not surprisingly, its main slogans were “War to the Imperialist War!”, “Fight 
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Fascism!”, and “Fight for Worldwide Soviet Power!”746 The female PI members Artinah 

Samsoedin and Siti Soendari represented Indonesia. The latter, “slight but energetic”, spoke 

about the suppression of women under colonialism in the Dutch Indies and advocated the 

worldwide struggle of women against colonialism.747  

Similar anti-imperialist messages were conveyed at RME meetings, which were 

organised twice in Brussels and twice in Paris, and attracted a dozen Indonesian students 

each.748 They radiated the spirit of the United Front against Fascism, and tried to reach out to 

non-communist organisations as well. It is for the same reason that the Indonesian 

delegations, especially the last two in Paris, no longer exclusively consisted of PI members. 

The ROEPI, the CHH, as well as a joint Indonesisch Vredes Bureau (‘Indonesian Peace 

Bureau’) sent representatives as well. Nevertheless, the PI asserted itself as the most radical 

of the organisations. According to a report of the Préfecture de Police in Paris, for example, 

the PI chair Parlindoengan Loebis said at an RME meeting in August 1937: “Peace is 

threatened by the fascist states and so-called democratic states as the Netherlands, which are 

as much exploiters as all the rest; there is but one solution – Revolution!”749 Statements like 

this were an extra reason for the Dutch authorities to distrust the moderate attitude of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia after 1935. 

These meetings, which were sometimes larger than the 1927 Brussels Kongress gegen 

Imperialismus, merit elaborate historiographic attention as they were the prelude of 

communist antifascist resistance during the Second World War. The political atmosphere in 

which the PI was active in the second half of the 1930s helps to explain the remarkable 

engagement of 60 to 110 Indonesian students in the resistance against German occupation, in 

which some of them would perish.750 However, in a study about the praxis of solidarity and 

the making of Indonesian nationalism on a European stage the above-mentioned international 
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events are less interesting. Not only had the PI itself abandoned nationalism as an ideology, 

but they also operated in a much more uniform ideological environment, in which they were 

often the only colonial representatives, and in which the political supervision of the 

organisers was much closer. While the League against Imperialism in its initial years can be 

characterised as a ‘sympathising organisation’ that left considerable political space for 

alternative movements, the later communist platforms provided fewer possibilities for 

political manoeuvring. Finally, meetings like these hardly reverberated in the Dutch Indies, 

where the communist movement had never recovered from the state repression of 1926 and 

1927. The PI was no longer the uniquely positioned organisation between Europe and the 

Dutch Indies that it had been. 
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Conclusion 

 

In this study, I have tried to reposition the Indonesian movement for national independence in 

an international context of anticolonial movements. Traditionally, the history of Indonesian 

politics, and the emergence of various oppositional parties and movements in the late colonial 

period, have been described with an ‘internal’ focus on the Indonesian political landscape 

itself, or with an ‘imperial’ focus on the problematic relation between Indonesian 

organisations and the Dutch colonial authorities. Both approaches have been indispensable to 

a thorough understanding of the dynamics within the Indonesian national movement, but they 

ignore the postition of Indonesia and the empire within the wider world.  

By way of contrast, this study demonstrates that Indonesian political movements did 

not emerge in isolation, and derived much of their inspiration and legitimacy from the 

international stage. Following recent insights in historiography on anticolonialism and 

nationalism, and trends in Indonesian studies to transgress the state as a central frame of 

research, I shifted the focus to the international engagements of Indonesian nationalists. To 

make this workable, a specific organisation on a particular stage is examined – the Indonesian 

student organisation Perhimpoenan Indonesia in the capitals of Western Europe – to see how 

an international world view, an internationalist strategy, and transnational encounters 

materialised in practice. As such, this dissertation is a political study, which deals with 

tensions between expressed unity and concealed diversity within composite political 

alliances. 

From around 1922 onwards, the year in which a new board put the Indonesian student 

association – then still called Indische Vereeniging – on an explicitly nationalist and 

oppositional course, the international stage became more and more relevant as a platform for 

inspiration, propaganda and cooperation. The transformation of its journal from Hindia 

Poetra to Indonesia Merdeka translated into a greater awareness of foreign political struggles 

of colonised peoples against their oppressors. A manifesto at the end of 1925 directed ‘to the 

Indonesian nation’ urged political parties in the Dutch Indies to put aside their differences 

and to build a united front against Dutch colonialism. To support its plea the journal wrote: 

“Look at Egypt, look at Morocco, look at Syria! [Look at the] indomitable and unbreakable 

will of the nation. Look at China, which doesn’t allow foreigners to humiliate her”.751 
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The international stage was important for three reasons. First of all it was a major 

source of inspiration for the Indonesian students. While the political situation in the Dutch 

Indies at times seemed to be disheartening and desperate, the successes of Sun Yat-sen in 

China, the movement of Gandhi in British India or the struggle of Abd el-Krim against the 

Spanish and French in Northern Morocco, were stimulating sources of pride, confidence and 

legitimacy. It seemed that the Indonesians were part of a movement for democratisation and 

self-determination that pushed boundaries worldwide. The international context gave them a 

reason to criticise the Dutch colonial authorities because they perceived themselves to be 

complying with an irreversible historic tendency towards liberation. Political and personal 

sacrifices made by Indonesians against the Dutch were more bearable against the backdrop of 

those made by colonised peoples around the world. 

Secondly, the students felt the need to counter Dutch government propaganda about 

peace and tranquillity in the archipelago under the blessings of Dutch rule. In their view, the 

Indonesian political parties failed to make themselves heard on the international stage, and 

consequently the many issues and problems in Indonesia remained unknown to the outside 

world. Among foreign audiences, the general impression prevailed that the Indonesian 

colonial subjects were content with the current political system. As Mohammad Hatta wrote 

in ‘Our foreign propaganda’ – the article with which this study began: “In so far as foreign 

attention is focused on Indonesia, this is the result of the propaganda of our rivals”. 752 In 

order to counter this propaganda the students had to make their opposition manifest to the 

outside world, and officially announce the existence and emergence of a growing and militant 

nationalist movement in Indonesia. One way of doing this was by introducing and 

popularising the term ‘Indonesia’ at international events, as a substitute for the Dutch 

imposed name of ‘the Indies’. It not only served to distinguish the Indonesians from their 

brethren in ‘British India’, but also to express the desire to be free. “To be able to determine 

its own faith, a people has to show the outside world that it possesses the serious desire to be 

independent. A people that misses this quality is doomed to be suppressed forever”, Hatta 

said.753  

A third reason to expand the field of action of the Indonesians to the international 

field was the awareness that the European capitals harboured many anticolonial activists and 

representatives of powerful anticolonial movements. In combination with the realisation that 

the Perhimpoenan Indonesia was politically isolated in the Netherlands – too radical for some 
                                                           
752 Hatta, “Onze buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 4.5-6 (October-November 1926): 67-72. 
753 Hatta, “Onze buitenlandse propaganda,” Indonesia Merdeka 4.5-6 (October-November 1926): 67-72. 



235 
 

and too elitist and bourgeois for others – this led to a conscious policy of the Indonesian 

students to send people to Paris, Brussels and Berlin to establish contacts with various 

political movements, and to build an Asian and anticolonial front against imperialism. 

While the international stage as a source of inspiration essentially presupposed a 

global historical consciousness, with a predominant focus on an imagined community of 

colonised but rebellious people in Asia and Africa, the latter two reasons translated into 

extending activities to the European imperial capitals, as gateways to the wider world. As the 

students were well aware, they were uniquely positioned in Europe to establish contacts with 

other anticolonial activists and to represent the Indonesian movement abroad. In Indonesia 

Merdeka, we could read: “[T]he Asian students in Europe need to establish that [Asian] unity, 

because in the European capitals it is possible to meet each other and to find common ground. 

Also because these Asian students will later become leaders of their suppressed peoples.”754 

It is very symbolic that this article was not written by an Indonesian student, but by the Indian 

journalist Kavalam Madhava Panikkar, with whom the PI collaborated in Paris and Bierville. 

 

The long road to political integration 

The dissertation is structured around the experiences of a few individuals of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia in a foreign environment. The applied micro-historical approach 

makes it possible to examine the complex reality of movement building, and to get beyond 

superficial suggestions of contact and collaboration, and propagandistic claims of unity and 

solidarity.  

It appears that the character of transnational cooperation differed from context to 

context. After an introductory chapter in which the reader is introduced to the Indonesian 

student community in the Netherlands, the second chapter follows the activities of Samuel 

Ratu Langie in Zürich. Although his journey to the Swiss city, from 1917 to 1919 predated 

the nationalist turn of the Indonesian association in 1922, it was important because later 

students would refer to Ratu Langie’s work, and especially the establishment of the Société 

des Étudiants Asiatiques in 1917, as a stimulating example of international politics. The 

chapter has a few functions. It discusses the ideological relation between regionalism, 

nationalism, and internationalism, and argues that nationalism was not only reacting with 

regionalism, but also emerged in relation to internationalism. Ratu Langie shows that the first 

two identifications did not necessarily contradict each other. As a life-long advocate of the 
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Minahasan cause, he referred to the importance of an independent ‘Indonesia’ in an 

international context of students coming from all over the Asian continent. Furthermore, I use 

the Ratu Langie case to explore two other identifications that became relevant on the 

international stage: a vaguely defined ‘New Asiatic’ identity that wanted to bring Asian 

cultural and Western technological elements in equilibrium, as well as a student identity that 

was based on the experience that colonial students in Europe were perfectly positioned to 

make common cause. As became clear from the quote of Panikkar, the Asian students 

expected to play an important role in the future politics of their respective countries. 

Nevertheless, the Indonesian engagements within the SDEA came to a premature end when 

Ratu Langie returned home. He had failed to firmly root his foreign activities in the Indische 

Vereeniging, and to build enduring contacts for the association, which was in a state of 

inactivity during the First World War. 

 The contrast with Mononutu’s journey to Paris, from the summer of 1925 until the 

summer of 1927 is interesting. In chapter three is described how his appointment as an 

informal ‘ambassador’ was carefully prepared and facilitated by the Perhimpoenan Indonesia. 

In a letter to a fellow student, Mononutu wrote that he aimed to reach out to Indian 

nationalists, communist activists around the journal Le Paria, and editors of the large 

communist daily L’Humanité, to make them aware of the Indonesian struggle.755 It gives an 

insight into the persons who Mononutu considered to be useful contacts for the association. 

In the end, it seems that he had to adjust his initial plans to the realities of the already existing 

Parisian anticolonial scene. He indeed established relations but not in the circles he 

envisioned. Instead, Mononutu seemed to have fruitful contacts in culturalist and orientalist 

Asian academic circles, and smaller semi-political organisations such as the Association pour 

l’Étude des Civilisations Orientales. This organisation, which would form the bedrock of the 

Asian bloc of Mohammad Hatta in Bierville in 1926, was of a very mixed political 

composition, comprising anti-Bolshevik Francophiles, as well as orientalist students and 

anticolonial nationalists. Although the students regarded their engagements in Paris and 

Bierville as the positive results of their integration in the anticolonial networks in Paris, it 

seems that the Asian anticolonial unity they displayed was much more performative than 

actually grounded in a common political agenda with other Asian activists. The fact that the 

Indonesians were represented and recognised on the international stage was more important 

than actual political results. 
                                                           
755 NL-HaNA, Koloniën / Kabinet-Geheim Archief, 1901-1940, 2.10.36.51, inv. nr. 301, 9 August 1927 G13, 
Cb. 
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 The rocky road to integration in European anticolonial networks is also evident in 

chapter four, where the breakthrough of the Indonesian students on the international stage is 

examined. Although it is tempting to interpret the presence and prominence of the Indonesian 

students at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels in February 1927 as the outcome of 

international work of the students themselves – the impression you get from reading 

Indonesia Merdeka – it is important to recognise that it was primarily related to the recent 

communist revolts in Java and Sumatra between November 1926 and January 1927, and to 

the confusion on the side of the Comintern about the state of the PKI. To make this clear, this 

chapter follows a circumstantial approach and not only follows Mohammad Hatta, but also 

describes the activities of the communist exile Semaoen. It was clear by the time of the 

Brussels Kongress gegen Imperialismus that the failure of the revolts was due to chaotic 

preparations of the communist PKI, and that the communist movement was being destroyed 

by the Dutch colonial authorities. But the Indonesian students did not mention this at the 

Kongress gegen Imperialismus, and presented the revolt as a national reaction of an 

impoverished population against Dutch exploitation and repression. Again, there was a 

difference in the propaganda of solidarity and unity of the anticolonial movement, and a 

reality which was much more diverse and confusing.  

In relation to this, chapter four follows the characterisation of Fredrik Petersson of the 

League against Imperialism as a sympathising organisation, which not only implied, at least 

cosmetically, a certain distance from Moscow and the Comintern, but also left space for 

alternative political tendencies to organise and to pursue their own interests.756 Hatta and his 

fellow PI students used the Kongress gegen Imperialismus to actually build connections with 

anticolonial Asian factions, and to initiate the establishment of a new Asian bloc within the 

movement to strengthen the colonised voice within the larger European left. This initiative 

was fruitless, but combined with their nationalist speech, it demonstrates that the participation 

of the PI in the LAI was motivated by an autonomous nationalist agenda and an independent 

estimation of the benefits of involvement. This conclusion goes against the grain of more 

traditional studies to the European left and anticolonialism on a European stage. Too often, 

the autonomous interests of colonial delegations to engage in larger structures such as the 

LAI are ignored, or simply equated with sympathy for the Soviet Union.757 The Indonesians 

show otherwise.  

                                                           
756 Petersson, We are neither Visionaries, nor Utopian Dreamers, 47-50 and 109. 
757 For example: Saville, “Bridgeman,” 40-44; Dreyfus, “La Ligue contre l’Impérialisme,” 49-72; Haikal, “Willi 
Münzenberg und die ‘Liga gegen Imperialismus’”; Dugrand and Laurent, Willi Münzenberg. 
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Chapter five and six describe different aspects of the aftermath of the Kongress gegen 

Imperialismus in Brussels, and the Indonesian involvement with the League against 

Imperialism. Chapter five demonstrates that the Indonesians students were not alone in 

extending their work beyond the Dutch borders, with the Dutch authorities following in their 

wake. When the police raided the homes of Indonesian students, as a reaction to their 

involvement in the League against Imperialism, they also sent a police inspector to Paris to 

monitor Indonesian activists there. This was a severe setback to the relative freedom of the 

students in Paris, and many of them returned to the Netherlands or the Dutch Indies. One 

student, Achmad Soebardjo, chose to move to Berlin and to manage the PI from a distance as 

long as it remained under repression of the authorities in the Netherlands. He was facilitated 

by communist organisers around the League against Imperialism, which implicitly also set 

the PI on a communist course. Among other things, his hosts, Willi Münzenberg and 

Virendranath Chattopadhyaya, provided him with a ticket to the celebrations of the tenth 

anniversary of the Russian Revolution in Moscow. 

Chapter six, finally, reintroduces the Dutch political landscape, and asks how the 

foreign and ‘domestic’ Dutch policy of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia interacted. While the 

association had been politically isolated before 1927, the students gained new political 

contacts with Dutch leftist political parties and individuals via their international work in the 

League against Imperialism. Moreover, the international involvement and subsequent Dutch 

repression also put the students of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia on the map in the Dutch 

Indies. The PI was even appointed as the official representative in Europe by some 

Indonesian organisations, such as the PNI, PPPKI and SKBI. The students were, again, keen 

to protect their own political interests vis-à-vis other political forces in the Netherlands and 

Europe, but they found it difficult to cope with a diminished political space on the 

international stage. After all, this stage provided much of their legitimacy as an organisation. 

In the end, their dependence on the international LAI proved to be fatal for the Indonesian 

nationalist students, both in Europe and in the Netherlands. 

 

 

Negotiating space behind the banner of unity 

Together, the chapters show that the Indonesian students were constantly negotiating their 

space amidst other Dutch, leftist or anticolonial political forces in Europe. They illustrate the 

difficulties of small pressure groups to find their place amidst dominant political movements 
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on the international stage. Two variables co-determined the character of Indonesian 

nationalist politics in interwar Europe.  

First of all, there was a gradual shift in the course of the 1920s in the degree to which 

the Indonesians managed to create their own political network and determine their own 

political fate. Throughout the period, the students wrote proudly in Indonesia Merdeka that 

their transnational engagements were the result of conscious efforts of Indonesians 

themselves, a fact often repeated in later scholarship. This may have been largely the case 

with Ratu Langie, who went to Zürich and established the Société des Étudiants Asiatiques 

on his own initiative. But from Paris 1925 to Brussels 1927, Berlin 1928, and Frankfurt 1929, 

the political position of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia was increasingly co-determined by 

dynamics within pre-existing political networks. Although the Indonesians continuously 

protected their own political agenda, their success depended to a large extent upon larger 

political forces and the power relations between them. Examples are developments in the 

PCF, the feud between the Second and the Third International, the antagonism between 

nationalists and communists in China, and repressive actions by the Dutch authorities in Java, 

in Leiden and in Paris. The eventual result was that the shape of the Indonesian political 

networks was as much coincidental as intentional. For this reason, the accounts of the 

Indonesian students themselves cannot simply be followed, as they framed everything in a 

positive spirit. Instead, we have to combine a micro-historical analysis of the praxis of 

solidarity, with a broader awareness of developments in adjacent political networks and 

groups. 

 A second variable was the extent to which propaganda about unity and solidarity 

corresponded with real political unity within movements. Inconsistencies between external 

displays of unity and internal divisions are not uncommon in larger and composite political 

movements. A strategic political alliance around one shared issue, such as the struggle 

against colonial oppression, does not necessitate agreement on other topics, for example 

around questions of ownership in the economic sphere or cultural rights of minorities. It is 

striking, however, that with the Indonesians these differences of opinion included crucial 

ideological issues. While Mononutu, for instance, urged to expel Noto Soeroto from the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia, because the latter had not conformed to the principle of immediate 

and absolute independence and stressed the importance of Dutch colonial guidance, he 

happily cooperated with the Indochinese student Duong Van Giao in Paris, who held similar 

opinions in the Indochinese context. Similarly, Hatta did not intervene at the pacifist 

conference in Bierville when he heard Panikkar praising “[t]he spirit of Asia [which] is 
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essentially pacifist” and “the great doctrine of Ahimsa, or non-violence, of which Mahatma 

Gandhi is the Apostle”. But in an editorial remark a few weeks later he contended that: 

“Superficial readings of Gandhi have put too much emphasis on passivity, which in essence 

is only a provisional policy, and they overlook the fact that when Gandhi considers that the 

time has come he does not reject violence as well.”758 Towards the international League 

against Imperialism, finally, the PI students adopted a more flexible attitude than to the 

national LAI-NL. While Hatta abandoned the LAI-NL twice because of dissatisfaction with 

the dominance of Dutch political parties, he had to be forcefully expelled from the LAI and 

the PI before he turned away from international politics. Representation and connection were 

what mattered to the Indonesian nationalists on the European stage, and ideological 

orthodoxy was less important. 

 The inconsistencies between the rhetoric of unity and the reality of difference raise 

the question of whether the Indonesians really found a political home in Europe, or if their 

cooperation in the broader anticolonial left remained a marriage of convenience under the 

veil of unity. The fact that international cooperation and Indonesian nationalist presence on 

the European stage largely ended with the expulsion of non-communists from the League 

against Imperialism reveals that they had not succeeded in building lasting and autonomous 

political networks. In some cases, personal contacts between Indonesians and foreign 

anticolonial activists seemed to have survived the 1930s and 1940s, for instance Ratu 

Langie’s relations with Filipino politicians.759 But structural collaboration in an Asian bloc 

did not occur until after the Second World War under fundamentally new circumstances. 

 The fragility of the non-communist anticolonial network, and the ultimate collapse of 

transnational engagements of Indonesian students in the Netherlands connects to Frederick 

Cooper’s remarks against the conception of globalisation as an ever increasing and 

irreversible trend.760 On first sight, one can clearly distinguish an intensification of political 

interactions across national and ideological borders in the course of the 1920s. In Europe, the 

Indonesian students fundamentally ‘globalised’ their self-perception as they began to 

interpret their own struggle in the context of similar struggles elsewhere. Making use of the 

structures of empire, they expanded their network, first to small communities in Zürich and 

Paris, and later to large anticolonial movements and European political parties. Thus, they 

                                                           
758 Hatta, “Manifest of the Asiatic Delegation at the Bierville Congress for Peace,” in Verspreide Geschriften, 
ed. Mononutu et al., 154-157; K.M. Panikkar, “The National Movement in India,” Indonesia Merdeka 4.1 
(February 1926): 7. 
759 Van Klinken, Minorities, Modernity and the Emerging Nation, 106. 
760 Cooper, Colonialism in Question, 91-112. 
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became part of an extremely mobile cosmopolitan elite that transcended the borders of states, 

empires and ideological powers. The Indonesian engagements abroad not only resulted in 

contacts with various political streams in Paris, Berlin and elsewhere, but also increased their 

esteem in the Netherlands and the Dutch Indies. For various reasons, the SDAP and the CPH 

became more receptive to the Indonesian students after the latter had proven their relevance 

on the international stage. Also in the Dutch Indies, the popularity of people like Hatta and 

Pamontjak rocketed after their performances in Brussels and the subsequent crackdown of the 

Dutch authorities. 

However, the story of Indonesian politics in Europe can equally be told in a much 

more negative tone. In a colonial environment of structural underdevelopment, students were 

forced to travel to the Netherlands to fully exercise the political rights that they desired in the 

Dutch Indies. Disturbing surveillance and political isolation forced them to shift part of their 

activities from the Dutch stage to other European countries, where they could organise in 

relative anonymity and freedom. Initially, the transnational engagements of the students 

resulted in stimulating encounters and prestigious conferences where they could present their 

national claims to an international audience, but Dutch cross-border repression and leftist 

polarisation destroyed this political space as well. After the students returned to the Dutch 

Indies, an uncertain political career was the only alternative to governmental positions that 

were barred to ‘radicals’ and ‘revolutionaries’. In other words, empire stimulated movement 

and transnational exchange in some ways, while it obstructed them in others. ‘Globalisation’ 

as a term obscures the many obstacles the students encountered during their trip to Europe, 

and does not account for the diminution of political freedom that they experienced after 1926.  

 

A lasting source of inspiration and legitimacy 

Finally, it is important to question the longer term impact of the European experiences on the 

students as well as on the anticolonial movement at large. First of all, the transnational 

activities and global imageries were not the exclusive preserve of nationalists, 

anticolonialists, or European students. This study hopes to give an impetus to reinterpret 

‘internal’ histories of other political and social groups in the Dutch Indies as well, rather than 

an argument that the foreign experience of the nationalists set them apart from other 

Indonesian political groups. The fact that Indonesian students in the Netherlands were 

internationally active cannot be the sole explanation for the fact that many of them would 

occupy high political positions in postcolonial Indonesia.  
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Nevertheless, this does not alter the fact that the international experience of the 

Indonesian students was a transformative experience, both for themselves and for the 

anticolonial movement at large. The protagonists of this study returned to the Dutch Indies, 

not as students who had been isolated from politics in the Dutch Indies for years, but as 

experienced activists, who had been active in the forefront of anticolonial politics on the 

international stage and who knew the language of international politics. Also the fact that 

Hatta and the others had had the chance to meet renowned leaders of the anticolonial world 

provided them with authority and legitimacy once they returned home. Furthermore, the 

importance of foreign news in journals such as IM and of contacts with large anticolonial 

movements should be sought in the moral support for the Indonesian struggle that these 

students gained and built on. Although anticolonial opposition in the Netherlands Indies was 

largely suppressed after the early 1930s, the encounters with nationalist movements from 

other parts of the world, and their presence at highly symbolic events such as the Kongress 

gegen Imperialismus, made former students and Indonesians in general aware of a reality 

beyond that of everyday politics in the Dutch Indies. 

Conversely, another fundamental result of the foreign activities of the Indonesian 

students was a display to the world of a substantial body of educated Indonesians who desired 

independence, had a coherent ideology and – as they claimed – commanded a mass following 

in their fatherland. The very presence of critical Indonesians in Europe, who were even 

prosecuted for their political beliefs, made it impossible for the Dutch authorities to maintain 

that the Dutch colonial approach was more benevolent than other colonial regimes. Long 

before actual sovereignty was transferred to an independent Indonesian state, its self-

proclaimed representatives reported themselves on the international stage. Later, the former 

PI students could fall back on a shared set of references with other politicians and movements 

abroad.  

This became evident already less than two weeks after the Indonesian Proklamasi of 

independence in August 1945. Mohammad Hatta – now the vice-president of the Indonesian 

Republic – called upon his “old comrades wherever they may be” to revive the spirit of unity 

among the colonised peoples of the world.761 In a public message he referred back to the days 

when he was a student in the Netherlands and met fellow activists at the pacifist congress in 

Bierville, and at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels. “[D]uring all these years, I 

have treasured their memory in my heart, and I now look forward to getting in touch with 
                                                           
761 Hatta, “A personal message to my old comrades wherever they may be,” in Verspreide Geschriften, ed. 
Mononutu et al., 314. 
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them once more.”762 A decade later, president Soekarno, in his speech at the opening of the 

Asian–African Conference in Bandung on 18 April 1955, also recalled the spirit of the 

Brussels.  
 

For me, this hall [in Bandung] is filled not only by the leaders of the nations of Asia and Africa; it also 

contains within its walls the undying, the indomitable, the invincible spirit of those who went before us. 

[…] I recall in this connection the Conference of the ‘League against Imperialism and Colonialism’ 

which was held in Brussels almost thirty years ago. At that Conference many distinguished Delegates 

who are present here today met each other and found new strength in their fight for independence.763  

 

These quotes aptly illustrate the fact that the international engagements of the Indonesian 

students in the interwar era continued to play an important role in the self-image of 

Indonesian nationalists. They were a lasting source of inspiration and legitimacy for the 

political generations to follow. 

                                                           
762 Hatta, “A personal message to my old comrades wherever they may be,” in Verspreide Geschriften, ed. 
Mononutu et al., 314. 
763 Kahin, The Asian-African Conference, 39-40. 
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Appendix 

Original source texts 

 

Introduction 

[8] 

“Als we actief deelnemen aan het Internationale Democratische Congres te Bierville, dan is 

het niet, omdat wij tot de realisatie van een universele vrede de (voor een algemene 

toepassing o.i. niet afdoende) werkwijze der Westerse Democraten onderschrijven en 

daardoor afbreuk zouden doen aan ons revolutionnair beginsel, momenteel gebaseerd of 

machtstegenstellingen. Neen! Onze aanwezigheid te Bierville heeft slechts deze grond, dat 

wij deze gelegenheid benutten willen om de Westerse democraten aan te tonen het 

onverbrekelijke verband tussen elk humanitair principe en de revolutionnaire strijd voor een 

nationale onafhankelijkheid”. 

 

Chapter 1 

[106] 

“Al dadelijk dient voorop te worden gesteld, dat Hindia Poetra geen politiek strijdorgaan zal 

wezen. […] Ons blad wenscht een algemeen Indisch karakter te hebben, waaronder men 

verstaan moet, dat wij onze kolommen openstellen voor de behandeling van allerhande 

onderwerpen, welke voor Indië en het Indische volk van eenig nut kunnen zijn. Bijdragen 

over onderwijs, kunst en wetenschappen […], handel, politiek enz., kortom alles wat de 

harmonische ontwikkeling van het Indische volk bevorderen kan […].” 

 

[118] 

“Jusqu’à la fin de la guerre mondiale le peuple indonésien croyait en effet à l’esprit 

démocratique de l’Occident. […] Le droit des peoples à disposer d’eux-mêmes qu’annonçait 

M. Wilson a suscité des espérances. Aussi le people indonésien croyait que la promesse de 

Novembre 1918 allait être réalisée par le gouvernement hollandaise [...]. Cette fameuse 

promesse contenait un programme de réformes politiques. Loin d’avoir accompli ce qu’on 

avait promis solennellement, on a créé un nouveau régime colonial d’une tendance 

extrêmement réactionnaire.” 
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[140] 

“[...] [W]at betreft Uw vraag, wie alzoo onder Indonesiers zijn te verstaan, deel ik U mede, 

dat hij het word Indonesiers in zijn zuiversten zin opvatten: dus alleen oorspronkelijke 

bewoners van Indonesie, die nu door den overheerscher met den term ‘inlanders’ worden 

aangeduid. De Indo’s kunnen wij onmogelijk tot onze rasgenooten rekenen. Als zoodanig 

kunnen zij niet toetreden tot de Perhimpoenan Indonesia.” 

 

[143] 

“Frères des colonies, il est indispensable que vous vous rendiez compte qu’il n’est pour vous 

aucun salut possible en dehors de la conquête du pouvoir politique en Europe par les masses 

laborieuses.” 

 

[149] 

“Ik kon deze edele patriotten eigenlijk allang in hun marsch niet bijbeenen, maar ik bleef er15 

jaar lang lid van en betaalde trouw mijn contributie, omdat ik deze vereeniging heb helpen 

oprichten, er driemaal voorzitter van ben geweest en omdat ik ze bleef beschouwen als een 

algemeene vereeniging van Indonesiërs. […] Ik nam dus afscheid van de ‘Indon. Ver.’ Met 

‘bloedend hart’.” 

 

Chapter 2 

[159] 

“Mahasiswa-mahasiswa Indonesia di negeri Belanda yang datang dari berbagai suku seperti: 

Jawa, Sunda, Minangkabau, Tapanuli, Minahasa, Ambon, Timor, merasa bahwa mereka 

semuanya berasal dari rumpun Melayu, yang kini senasib dalam keadaan terjajah, tetapi di 

Nederland mereka menghirup kebebasan itu sebagaimana warga negara Belanda lainnya. Di 

Belanda mereka merasakan bahwa mereka adalah warga bangsa Indonesia yang bebas dan 

merdeka tanpa terikat oleh ketentuan perundangan kolonial yang berlaku di Tanah Air.” 

 

[179] 

“De B.O. stelde tot eisch aan haar leden de Javaansche nationaliteit; de S.I. gaat verder, 

neemt zijne grenzen ruimer, en vergt van haar leden dat zij Mohammedanen zijn. En waar de 

S.I. voor de Mohammedaansche bevolking strijdt, komt zij al dadelijk in botsing met de niet-

Mohammedaansche, wier belangen soms in lijnrechte tegenstelling zijn met die der 

eerstgenoemden; en krijgen wij de situatie: Islam tegen niet-Islam.” 
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[197] 

“Ik stel genoeg vertrouwen in deze studentengeneratie, om met hoop de toekomst in te gaan, 

om vast te gelooven dat ook eenmaal in een zeer nabije toekomst de eenheidsgedachte over 

ons tropenvaderland zal heerschen. Ja waarlijk, eens zal, zich stuttend op de groenende 

eilanden van Indonesië, uit de blauwe wateren van de Stillen en den Indische Oceaan oprijzen 

het machtige bouwwerk onzer Nationale Eenheid. Het zal getuigen van den heiligen wil van 

ons, Indonesiërs, om ons te handhaven in de rij der volkeren van Oost-Azië.” 

 

[198] 

“Niet als Minahasser, wat ik door geboorte ben, zal ik spreken, ook niet als Indonesiër, maar 

ik zal spreken als Aziaat. Want het onderwerp [over het bestaan van een Aziatische identiteit] 

laat zich alleen benaderen indien men zich plaatst op een algemeen Aziatisch standpunt, over 

de onderlinge verschillen heenstapt en naar voren brengt ‘the feeling, that there is something 

that is common to us all’, zooals de Koreaan [en SDEA bestuurslid] Kwan Yong Lee het in 

zijn propaganda circulaire uitdrukte.” 

 

[226] 

“Dalam perjalanan di luar Negeri Belanda, apa itu perjalanan di Paris, di Berlin atau di 

London, orang-orang Eropa yang menjumpai kami di cafe atau restoran, menganggap kami 

pada umumnya sebagai orang Cina atau Jepang. Jika ada yang bertanya, apa tuan dari 

Tiongkok, saya merasa tersinggung untuk menjawabnya, karena kebanggaan nasional saya 

melarang mengatakan, bahwa saya datang dari Hindia Belanda. Oleh sebab itu saya jawab 

saja: ‘Saya datang dari Jawa’ dan mereka mengatakan lagi: ‘Oh, kopi Jawa,’ atau ‘Oh, gula 

Jawa’. Pada saat demikian saya ingat kepada teman saya, seorang India, waktu saya berjalan-

jalan dengan dia di Oxford Street di London. Teman saya minta api untuk sigaretnya kepada 

orang Inggris yang sedang lewat dan orang Inggris tersebut bertanya dengan baik kepadanya 

‘Tuan datang dari British India?’ Teman saya menjawab: ‘Tidak tuan, saya datang dari 

Indian-India.’ Itu adalah cetusan spontan dari perasaan nasionalisme India. Ia menimbulkan 

pada saya pikiran yang sungguh-sungguh mengenai ide yang sama untuk memberi nama lain 

daripada Hindia Belanda kepada tanah air.” 

 

[228] 

“De bom is gebarsten. Lang reeds heeft de lont gesmeuld. In de harten der z.g. van oncultuur 

bevangenen ontwaakt de blankenhaat, die jaren gesluimerd heeft. Ginds in Marokko. Ginds 
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dreunt het kanongebulder. Met menschenbloed bezoedelde bajonetten flikkeren fel in het 

maanlicht. [...] Ginds in Cairo. Ginds bengelen vurige nationalisten aan den strop. […] Ginds 

in China drongen moordende Engelsche kogels in de lichamen van Chineesche studenten. 

Daar laait nu de Vreemdelingenhaat, die lang verkropt is. De proloog van het drama is in 

vollen gang. Het zelfde toneel bijna als in Marokko. [...] Ginds in Damas[cus] organiseerde 

de Haute Commissaire een massacre op de bevolking; in Beyrouth werden de mitrailleurs 

gericht op de massa. [...] En ginds in Indonesia? In ons Vaderland? ‘Onhoorbaar groeit (er) 

de padi.’” 

 

[259] 

“Belangrijk is in den laatsten tijd het streven der Indonesiërs hier te lande naar internationale, 

liever gezegd, intra-aziatische orienteering […]. Reeds een negental jaren geleden werd door 

dr. Ratulangi te Zürich de ‘Société Asiatique des Étudiants’ opgericht, die echter wellicht 

door absoluut gemis aan persoonlijke aanraking niet aan de verwachtingen heeft beantwoord. 

Mogen de vrij veelvuldige ontmoetingen van den laatsten tijd een hechteren grondslag 

vormen voor een eventueelen nieuwen Bond van Aziatische studenten.” 

 

Chapter 3 

[273] 

“J’ai été diner au restaurant chinois Rue du Sommerard avec un camarade Vo Van Toan; ce 

restaurant est en passes de devenir un restaurant nègre car les annamites et chinois ne le 

fréquentent plus, du fait que les noirs y sont trop nombreux et les étudiants annamites font 

une campagne pour empêcher leurs camarades de s’y rendre sous prétexte que les annamites 

ne sont plus là entre eux. Tous se rendent maintenant […] chez Pascal, Rue des Ecole.” 

 

[274] 

“Deux étudiants annamites attaquent un garçon d’hôtel 

Deux étudiants Cochinchinois Tran-Than Phung, 18 ans et Tran-Than Thien, 20 ans arrivés 

depuis deux mois à Paris pour y terminer leurs études secondaires, ont quitté le 1er décembre 

l’hôtel où ils habitaient, 19 Rue Cujas, pour habiter 9, Rue Toullier, et avaient oublié deux 

disques de phonographe à l’hôtel qu’ils avaient quitté. Tran-Than Thien étant venu les 

réclamer fut reçu par la fille de la propriétaire qui le pria d’attendre quelques instants. Mais 

l’annamite ne voulant pas attendre injuria la jeune fille, ce qui obligea le garçon de l’hôtel, 

Alphonse Weigel, à intervenir et à le mettre dehors. […] Une lutte s’engagea. Pendant que 



249 
 

Weigel tenait Thien, son camarade Phung qui portait un revolver tira trois coups dont l’un 

blessa le garçon d’hôtel et Thien.” 

 

[331] 

“De groote indruk, dien onze Indonesische kunst op het Parijsche publiek […] heeft gemaakt, 

zal noodwendig hun meerdere belangstelling voor ons land trekken. Hun oogen zullen 

opengaan en zien, dat er ergens in de Pacific een eilandengroep bestaat, Indonesia genaamd, 

wier bevolking gebukt onder vreemde heerschappij om haar vrijheid vecht. Zij zullen tot de 

conclusie komen, dat een volk als het onze met zoo’n hoog ontwikkelde kunstuiting, als die 

zij zelf hebben aanschouwd, onmogelijk bestemd is om ten eeuwigen dage geknecht te zijn 

door vreemde overheerschers, dat zoo’n volk integendeel de kracht zal hebben, om éénmaal 

het vreemde juk af te schudden.” 

 

[350] 

“L'Assemblée,  

Considérant qu'il est du plus grand intérêt pour la France de pratiquer dans [Indochine] une 

politique libérale pour se concilier les sympathies des 20 millions d'indigènes; 

Considérant que malgré [les malentendus regrettables entre protecteurs et protégés], il existe 

parmi l'élite annamite, une fraction sincèrement désireuse de réaliser le rapprochement 

franco-annamite pour le plus grand bien des deux peuples; 

Considérant que les déclarations du nouveau Gouverneur, M. Alexandre Varenne, sont 

conformes aux principes démocratiques; 

Déclarent faire confiance au Gouvernement et attendre ses premiers actes en Indochine.” 

 

[353] 

“Wie bovenstaand artikel van Mr. K.M. Panikkar grondig heeft doordacht, zal in de non-

cooperation without violence van Mahatma Gandhi niet de passiviteit ontdekken, maar den 

grooten revolutionnairen geest, die in dat stelsel schuilt. […] Oppervlakkige beoordeelaars 

van Gandhi hebben te veel gewicht gelegd op de passiviteit, die in wezen slechts als 

voorbereidende actie wordt bedoeld en zien over het hoofd, dat ook Gandhi het geweld niet 

verafschuwt, zoodra hij den tijd daartoe gekomen acht.” 
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[369] 

“[Mijn Vader] eischt daarom dat is mijn excuses ga aanbieden bij Blanda Gila. Mocht ik 

hiertoe niet bereid zijn, dan moet ik terug naar Indonesië, maar het beroerdste is, dat hij zijn 

ontslag vraagt, als ik niet naar zijn raad luister. Hierdoor zullen mijn zusjes en broertje 

armoelijden en het slachtoffer zijn van mijn handelingen. Uit zijn heele schrijven blijkt dat hij 

erger dan een moderaat is. Wat moet ik doen!” 

 

Chapter 4 

[402] 

“1) Slechts een zich éénvoelend Indonesië, onderlinge groepsverschillen ter zijde stellend, 

kan de macht van de overheersching breken. Het gemeenschappelijke doel – de vrijmaking 

van Indonesië – eischt de totstandkoming van een bewuste, op eigen krachten steunende 

nationalistische massa-actie.  

2) De deelname van alle lagen van het Indonesiche Volk in dezen vereenigden 

onafhankelijkheidsstrijd is mede volstrekt noodzakelijke voorwaarde ter bereiking van dat 

doel.  

3)Domineerend en essentieel element in elk koloniaal staatkundig probleem is de 

belangentegenstelling tusschen overheerscher en overheerschte. De tendenz van de politiek 

van den overheerscher naar verdoezeling en maskeering van dit element moet van de zijde 

van den overheerschte worden beantwoord met verscherping en accentueerring van alle 

tegenstellingen.” 

 

[404] 

“Wij zijn hier van oordeel, dat br. D. een verkeerde tactiek heeft gehad, want daardoor 

verwekt hij een teleurstelling van de nationale ‘communisten’, terwijl wij juist er op uit gaan 

om een nationaal blok te vormen met een sterk radicale nationalistische tint én met de 

communisten aan onze zijde. Samenwerking met de communisten doet geen kwaad, 

integendeel versterkt juist de nationale blokvorming, als wij maar onze beginselen niet uit het 

oog verliezen. Zulks is zeer gemakkelijk, wand de Indonesische communisten beoogen in de 

eerste instantie hetzelfde as wij, n.l. Indonesia Merdeka. En het besluit van de communitern 

te Moskou ten vorigen jare verbiedt hen de revolutionnaire nationalisten te bestrijden, ja 

verder zelfs, zij moeten de laatste steunen in hun actie naar de absolute onafhankelijkheid.” 
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[414] 

“[…] [I]k zie in de Indonesische communisten slechts verkapte nationalisten. […] Of zij later 

nog communisten blijven, wanneer wij onze onafhankelijkheid zullen hebben veroverd, valt 

nog te bezien. Maar er is gegronde reden om te betwijfelen. De sociale en economische 

structuur der indonesische samenleving levert geen bodem voor het communisme in 

westerschen zin. Ik heb Semaoen dit indertijd duidelijk gemaakt en hij schijnt dat wel te 

kunnen begrijpen. Ook betwijfel ik of hij in diepste wezen wel een communist is. Hij 

vertrouwt zijn Belanda-partijgenooten niet en schenkt ons zijn volle vertrouwen. Hij geeft 

ons den raad elke samenwerking met de Hollandsche communisten te weigeren. Is dit wel 

communistisch? […] Door samenwerking met hen hebben wij groote kans om hun actie te 

beinvloeden in onze richting.” 

 

[493] 

“Die Holländer machen auf verschiedene Weise in Auslande Propaganda, um Glauben zu 

machen, daß die holländische Kolonisation für Indonesien glückbringend sei. Was ist davon 

Wirklichkeit? Die holländische Herrschaft über Indonesien hatte die Proletarisierung der 

indonesischen Gesellschaft zum Resultat. Die soziale und nationale Struktur ist durch die 

Herrschaft des Großkapitals, das als natürlichen Wächter die Kolonialregierung hat, entartet.” 

 

[495] 

“Es wird nicht notwendig sein, zu sagen, daß sich unter diesen Umständen die nationale 

Bewegung in eine unterirdische Aktion verwandelte. Die Regierung wußte das. 

Bombenwürfe, Ermordung von Komplizen der Regierung waren an der Tagesordnung. Es ist 

die Regierung selbst, die durch ihr despotisches Regime für all verantwortlich ist.” 

 

Chapter 6 

[632] 

“Vroeg of laat zal elk overheerscht volk zijn vrijheid hernemen; dat is de ijzeren wet der 

wereldgeschiedenis. Alleen de omstandigheden, waaronder die vrijheidsbeweging plaats 

vindt, worden mede bepaald door de houding van hen, die de macht in handen hebben. Van 

hen hangt het grootendeels af, of de vrijheidsgeboorte gepaard zal gaan met bloed en tranen, 

of dat het proces zich zal voltrekken langs vreedzamen weg.” 
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[651] 

“[T]erwijl de sociaaldemokraten de werkelijke bevrijding dier Oostersche volken, hun 

ontwikkeling tot zelfbestuur en onafhankelijkheid nastreven, is de kommunistische 

werkzaamheid geen andere dan die Oostersche volken te gebruiken als werktuigen in hun 

eigen Russische politiek. Hoe gewetenloos dat geschiedt, bewijst het uit Moskou aangestookt 

avontuur in Nederlandsch-Indië, waar gerechtvaardigd nationalisme en gerechtvaardigde 

verbittering door Moskou gebruikt werden voor een bloedig oproer, waaruit niets goeds kon 

voortkomen, terwijl de sociaaldemokratie daarna de handen vol heeft om het kwaad dat er 

door gesticht werd te lenigen.” 

 

[653] 

“Op het oogenblik, dat vier leden van de ‘Perhimpoenan Indonesia’ in de gevangenis zitten 

wordt de wereld-organisatie, waarbij zij zijn aangesloten ‘een communistische stichting’ enz. 

genoemd en zij, die er deel van uitmaken ‘marrionetten van Moskou’. De leden van de 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia hebben dit, zonder uitzondering, gevoeld als een aanval in de rug.’ 

 

[683] 

“Pendant l’insurrection et toute la période de répression, les sociale-démocrates hollandais 

(section de la IIe Internationale) ont joué ouvertement le rôle de défenseurs de l’impérialisme 

des Pays-Bas [...]. La tâche essentielle des communistes malais est de reconstruire le parti 

comme organisation absolument indépendant, même au prix de sacrifices très lourds.” 

 

[684] 

“Ik wensch vast te stellen, dat ik de bedoelde overeenkomst teekende, maar dat ik na 

nauwkeurige overweging tot de overtuiging ben gekomen, dat ik door dit te doen een fout heb 

begaan. Ik teekende de overeenkomst onder den dwang van de ontzaglijke terreurregime, dat 

in dien tijd in Indonesie inzette. [...] De gebeurtenissen hebben getoond, dat de Communisten 

in Indonesie, trots de vervolgingen en onderdrukking voortgaan te strijden en dapper te 

strijden. [...] We moeten onder alle omstandigheden op onze onafhankelijkheid blijven staan 

[...].” 

 

[709] 

“Een vloedgolf van fanatisme is van de zijde der sterk vertegenwoordigde communisten 

komen aanzwellen, die alles wat niet communistisch voelt, denkt en handelt, dreigde te 
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verslinden. [...] Reeds te Frankfurt zagen wij, hoe de onverzoenlijken onder de communisten 

alles in het werk zetten om de Liga geheel en al voor Moskou te veroveren. Men is er in 

geslaafd om naar buiten den indruk te wekken, dat de Liga slechts werktuig is van den 

Sovjet-staat in plaats van in de allereerste plaats in dienst van de onderdrukte volken. 

 

[711] 

“De geschiedenis van het laatste decennium heeft toch overduidelijk aangetoond, dat de 

onderdrukte volken wel Moskou voor hun kar willen spannen, maar omgekeerd zich niet 

bereid tonen om door Moskou te worden gebruikt. […] Wat de Perhimpoenan Indonesia 

betreft, haar standpunt bij zulk een geval kan door niemand meer misverstaan worden. Sedert 

meer dan een jaar heeft zij openlijk te kennen gegeven dat zij tactisch en practisch niet 

wenschelijk acht alleen met de communisten de Liga te vormen. […] [W]anneer de huidige 

Liga door haar eigen gewicht in elkaar sort, dan zal het in de toekomst moeilijk vallen om een 

dergelijk verbond van blanken en gekleurden weder te stichten.” 

 

Epilogue 

[728] 

“De reformistische politiek en het hoogst gevaarlijke opportunisme in de burgerlijke, liberale, 

eng-nationalistische gelederen nemen gevaarlijke afmetingen aan. De Partai Bangsa 

Indonesia, de Boedi Oetomo, Pasoendan, en andere klein-burgerlijke partijen van dergelijke 

mentaliteit, waarin […] aspirant kapitalisten en industriëlen, in den dop zelfgenoegzame 

intellectueelen en cultuur-nationalisten, […] heil en onderdak vinden, zijn in wezen de 

revolutionaire actie vijandig. […] Bedoelde organisaties en groeperingen hebben steeds en 

ten allen tijde een belemmerende en verraderlijke rol gespeeld in de massale nationale 

vrijheidsbeweging […] omdat ze direct of indirect belang hebben bij de handhaving van het 

koloniaal gezag en de bestendiging der kapitalistische ‘rust en orde’.” 

 

[729] 

“Wij hebben den heer Hatta gekend als een politikant, die, ofschoon steeds wentelend in het 

reformistische moeras, zoo nu en dan toch eens graag een ‘linksch’ gebaar maakt, om zijn 

door de Perhimpunan Indonesia, voor de werkende massa in Nederland en Indonesia 

ontmaskerde positie, als reformistisch-kleinburgerlijk politicus te bedekken. […] Het 

resultaat van zijn reformistische manipulaties was, dat de nationaal-revolutionaire PI hem uit 
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haar gelederen wegtrapte en hem voor de werkende massa van Nederland en Indonesia in al 

zijn kleinburgerlijk-reformistische naaktheid aan de schandpaal nagelde.” 

 

[732] 

“Van de vereeniging als zoodanig gaat geen kracht meer uit; haar activiteit is sterk geslonken; 

het revolutionnair vuur (wellicht nog smeulend) verspreidt geen licht meer; al is het waar dat 

zij zich aangesloten heeft bij z.g. communistische mantel-organisaties, z.a. die voor cultuur 

ontwikkeling en anti-oorlog en fascisme. Alleen eenige heethoofdigen en onverzoenlijke 

elementen onder de leiders en leden blijven zich mogelijk elders roeren in woord en 

geschrift.” 
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Behind the Banner of Unity: 

Nationalism and Anticolonialism among  

Indonesian Students in Europe, 1917-1931 

 

English summary 

  

This study explores the activities of the Indonesian nationalist student organisation in the 

Netherlands, the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, in the capitals of Europe in the interwar period. 

These activities connect the history of Indonesian nationalism and anticolonialism to the 

history of anticolonial and anti-imperial movements in Europe. The dissertation argues that 

the emergence of large and powerful movements in the Dutch Indies in this period should be 

understood in an international context of anticolonial movements and struggles.  

Traditionally, the history of Indonesian politics in the late colonial period has been 

described with an ‘internal’ focus on the Indonesian political landscape itself, or with an 

‘imperial’ focus on the problematic relationship between Indonesian organisations and the 

Dutch colonial authorities. Similarly, the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in the Netherlands is 

understood as either a peculiar group within the Indonesian political landscape, or within the 

context of Dutch anticolonial politics. In the first perspective, the students interacted from an 

eccentric position with various Indonesian organisations, advocating unity in the movement 

and non-cooperation with the colonial authorities. In the second approach, the Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia is interpreted as part of the Dutch social and political landscape, bringing 

anticolonial opposition to the heart of empire. These approaches pay insufficient attention to 

the fact that the Perhimpoenan Indonesia, and the Indonesian national movement as a whole, 

interacted with a globe-spanning network of activists and movements, against the backdrop 

of dramatic anticolonial events worldwide.  

By exploring the international activities of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia in the period 

between 1917 and 1931, this study examines affective engagements of the students with 

anticolonial movements elsewhere, as well as the conscious attempts to establish personal 

relations with these movements in cities such as Paris, Brussels and Berlin. In their 

publications they wrote about developments in China, Syria and Morocco, and in the capitals 

of Europe they established connections with Chinese nationalists, Indian communists, and 

Vietnamese anticolonial activists. I try to explore these imagined and embodied political 

encounters between Indonesians and other activists, to see how they interacted and how the 
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Indonesian nationalist agenda was influenced and shaped by other anticolonial forces in 

Europe.  

The international stage was important for three reasons. First of all it was a major 

source of inspiration for the Indonesian students. While the situation in the Dutch Indies at 

times seemed to be disheartening and desperate, the successes of Sun Yat-sen in China, the 

movement of Gandhi in British India, and the legendary struggle of Abd el-Krim against the 

Spanish and French in Northern Morocco, made them aware of a reality beyond that of 

everyday politics in the Dutch Indies.  

Secondly, the students felt the need to counter Dutch government propaganda about 

peace and tranquillity in the archipelago under the blessings of Dutch rule. According to 

them, the Indonesian political parties failed to make themselves heard on the international 

stage, and consequently the many issues and problems in Indonesia remained unknown to the 

outside world. In order to counter this propaganda the students had to make their opposition 

manifest to the outside world, and officially announce the existence and emergence of a 

growing and militant nationalist movement in Indonesia.  

A third reason to expand the Indonesian activities to the international stage was the 

awareness that the European capitals harboured many anticolonial activists and 

representatives of powerful anticolonial movements. While the Perhimpoenan Indonesia was 

politically isolated in the Netherlands – too radical for some and too elitist and bourgeois for 

others – it sought connection with others by sending people to Paris, Brussels and Berlin. 

The book is structured around the adventures of a few individuals of the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia in a foreign environment. The applied micro-historical approach 

makes it possible to examine the complex reality of movement building, and to get beyond 

superficial suggestions of contact and collaboration, and propagandistic claims of unity and 

solidarity. It appears that the character of transnational cooperation differed from context to 

context. After an introductory chapter in which the reader is introduced to the community of 

Indonesian students in the Netherlands, the second chapter follows the activities of Samuel 

Ratu Langie in Zürich. His stay in the Swiss city, and especially the establishment of 

the Société des Étudiants Asiatiques, was important for later students as a stimulating 

example of Pan-Asian student unity and international politics.  

In chapter three, I describe Arnold Mononutu’s residence in Paris from 1925 to 1927. 

His appointment as an informal ‘ambassador’ was carefully prepared and facilitated by the 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia. In this chapter, I describe how the Indonesians had to adjust their 

initial plans to the realities of the already existing Parisian anticolonial scene. Partly 
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unintentional, Mononutu grew into cultural and orientalist academic circles, and smaller 

semi-political organisations such as the Association pour l’Étude des Civilisations Orientales. 

He also arranged the introduction of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia at a large pacifist congress 

in Bierville near Paris, in August 1926. 

In chapter four, we examine the breakthrough of the Indonesian students on the 

international stage. It is tempting to interpret the presence and prominence of the Indonesian 

students at the Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussels in February 1927 as the outcome of 

international work of the students themselves: the impression you get from reading their own 

journals and accounts. We should, however, recognise that their presence was primarily 

related to the recent communist revolts in Java and Sumatra between November 1926 and 

January 1927, and to the confusion on the side of the Comintern about the state of the PKI. 

To make this clear, this chapter follows a circumstantial approach, not only describing the 

activities of PI chair Mohammad Hatta, but also of the communist exile Semaoen.  

Chapter five and six describe different aspects of the aftermath of the Kongress gegen 

Imperialismus in Brussels, and the League against Imperialism that was founded during the 

congress. Chapter five demonstrates that the expanding network of the Indonesian students 

was mirrored by an increasing international awareness among the Dutch authorities. When 

the police raided the homes of Indonesian students, as a reaction to their involvement in the 

League against Imperialism, they also sent a police inspector to Paris to monitor Indonesian 

activists there. This was a severe setback to the relative freedom of the students in Paris, and 

many of them returned to the Netherlands or the Dutch Indies. One student, Achmad 

Soebardjo, chose to move to Berlin and to manage the PI from a distance as long as it was 

under repression of the authorities in the Netherlands. 

Chapter six, finally, reintroduces the Dutch political landscape, and asks how the 

foreign and ‘domestic’ Dutch policy of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia interacted. While the 

association had been politically isolated before 1927, the students gained new contacts with 

Dutch leftist parties and individuals via their international work in the League against 

Imperialism. Moreover, the international involvement and subsequent Dutch repression also 

put the students of the Perhimpoenan Indonesia on the map in the Dutch Indies. 

Together, the chapters show that the Indonesian students were constantly negotiating 

their space amidst other Dutch, leftist or anticolonial political forces in Europe. They 

illustrate the difficulties of small pressure groups to find their place amidst dominant 

movements on the international stage. The international experience of the Indonesian students 

was a transformative experience for themselves, as well as for the anticolonial movement at 
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large. The described individuals returned to the Dutch Indies, not as students who had been 

isolated from politics in the Dutch Indies for years, but as experienced activists, who had 

been active in the forefront of anticolonial politics on the international stage, and who knew 

the language of international politics. Also the fact that Hatta and the others had had the 

chance to meet renowned leaders of the anticolonial world, provided them with authority and 

legitimacy once they returned home. The international engagements of the Indonesian 

students in the interwar era continued to play an important role in the self-image of 

Indonesian nationalists, and was a lasting source of inspiration and legitimacy for the political 

generations to follow. 
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Achter het Spandoek van Eenheid 

Nationalisme en Antikolonialisme  

onder Indonesische Studenten in Europa, 1917-1931 

 

Dutch summary 

  

Dit proefschrift beschrijft de activiteiten van de Indonesische nationalistische 

studentenvereniging in Nederland, de Perhimpoenan Indonesia, in de hoofdsteden van Europa 

in het interbellum. Deze activiteiten zijn interessant omdat ze de verbinding vormen tussen de 

geschiedenis van het Indonesische nationalisme en antikolonialisme en de geschiedenis van 

antikoloniale en anti-imperialistische bewegingen in Europa en daarbuiten. Uitgangspunt van 

dit proefschrift is dat we de opkomst van grote politieke bewegingen in Nederlands-Indië 

moeten begrijpen in een internationale context van antikoloniale bewegingen en strijd. 

Tot dusverre is de Indonesische laat-koloniale politieke geschiedenis voornamelijk 

beschreven met een naar binnen gekeerde blik op het Indonesische politieke landschap zelf, 

of met een nadruk op de problematische verhouding tussen Indonesische organisaties en de 

Nederlandse koloniale autoriteiten. Evenzo is de Perhimpoenan Indonesia begrepen als ofwel 

een eigenaardige groep binnen het Indonesische politieke landschap, ofwel een onderdeel van 

de antikoloniale beweging in Nederland. In de eerste benadering verhielden de studenten zich 

vanuit hun excentrische positie tot diverse Indonesische organisaties en personen, en pleitten 

ze voor eenheid in de beweging en non-coöperatie ten aanzien van de koloniale autoriteiten. 

In de tweede benadering wordt de Perhimpoenan Indonesia gezien als een Nederlandse 

organisatie die in het hart van het koloniale rijk antikoloniale oppositie voerde. Beide 

benaderingen besteden onvoldoende aandacht aan het feit dat de Perhimpoenan Indonesia, en 

de Indonesische nationale beweging in het algemeen, verbonden was met een transnationaal 

netwerk van activisten en bewegingen, en politiek voerde tegen de achtergrond van grootse 

antikoloniale ontwikkelingen elders in de wereld. 

Met de internationale activiteiten van de Perhimpoenan Indonesia tussen 1917 en 

1931, belicht dit proefschrift zowel de gevoelsmatige verbondenheid van de studenten met 

antikoloniale bewegingen elders, als hun bewuste pogingen om persoonlijke relaties met deze 

bewegingen aan te knopen in steden als Parijs, Brussel en Berlijn. Zo schreven ze regelmatig 

over ontwikkelingen in China, Syrië en Marokko, en legden ze contact met Chinese 

nationalisten, Indiase communisten en Vietnamese antikoloniale activisten die op dat moment 

ook in Europa verbleven. Door deze verbeelde en verwezenlijkte politieke ontmoetingen 
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tussen Indonesiërs en andere activisten te beschrijven, laat ik zien hoe ze elkaar wederzijds 

beïnvloedden, en hoe de Indonesische nationalistische politieke agenda werd gevormd door 

antikoloniale krachten elders in Europa en de wereld.  

Het internationale toneel was belangrijk om drie redenen. Allereerst was het een 

belangrijke bron van inspiratie. Terwijl de politieke situatie in Nederlands-Indië van tijd tot 

tijd wanhopig en uitzichtloos leek, maakten de successen van Sun Yat-sen in China, de 

beweging van Gandhi in Brits-Indië, en de legendarische strijd van Abd el-Krim el Khattabi 

tegen de Spanjaarden en Fransen in Noord-Marokko de Indonesiërs bewust van een 

werkelijkheid buiten die van alledag in Nederlands-Indië. 

Daarnaast voelden de studenten de behoefte om de propaganda van de Nederlandse 

overheid over vrede en stabiliteit in de Indonesische archipel onschadelijk te maken. Volgens 

hen slaagden de Indonesische politieke partijen er onvoldoende in zichzelf kenbaar te maken 

op het internationale toneel, en bleven vele misdaden en problemen in Indonesië 

onbesproken. De Indonesische studenten wilden de Nederlandse propaganda weerleggen, en 

wereldkundig maken dat er een groeiende en militante nationalistische beweging bestond in 

Nederlands-Indië. 

Een derde reden voor de studenten om hun activiteiten naar het internationale toneel 

uit te breiden was het feit dat vele antikoloniale activisten en bewegingen in Europa actief 

waren. Terwijl de Perhimpoenan Indonesia in Nederland politiek geïsoleerd was – te radicaal 

voor sommigen, en te elitair en burgerlijk voor anderen – vond ze binding met anderen door 

‘ambassadeurs’ uit te zenden naar Parijs, Brussel en Berlijn. 

Dit proefschrift is opgezet rond de ervaringen van een aantal leden van de 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia in een buitenlandse omgeving. Door een micro-historische 

benadering te gebruiken is het mogelijk de complexe realiteit van politiek werk inzichtelijk te 

maken, en verder te gaan dan oppervlakkige suggesties van contact en samenwerking en 

propagandistische claims van eenheid en solidariteit. De vorm waarin transnationale 

samenwerking gestalte kreeg verschilde van geval tot geval. Na een introducerend hoofdstuk, 

waarin de lezer kennis maakt met de Indonesische studentengemeenschap in Nederland, volgt 

een tweede hoofdstuk, waarin de activiteiten van Samuel Ratu Langie in Zürich centraal 

staan. Latere generaties studenten zagen zijn verblijf in de Zwitserse stad, en vooral de 

oprichting van de Société des Étudiants Asiatiques, als een stimulerend voorbeeld van Pan-

Aziatische studenteneenheid en succesvolle internationale politiek. 

In hoofdstuk drie, wordt Arnold Mononutu beschreven die van 1925 tot 1927 in Parijs 

verbleef. Zijn aanstelling als informele ‘ambassadeur’ van Indonesië was zorgvuldig 
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voorbereid en gefaciliteerd door de Perhimpoenan Indonesia. Uit dit hoofdstuk blijkt dat de 

Indonesiërs hun aanvankelijke plannen moesten aanpassen aan de realiteit van reeds 

bestaande Parijse antikoloniale netwerken. Deels onbedoeld belandde Mononutu in culturele 

en oriëntalistische academische kringen, en kleine semipolitieke organisaties als de 

Association pour l’Étude des Civilisations Orientales. Ook maakte hij de aanwezigheid van 

de Perhimpoenan Indonesia op een groot pacifistische congres in Bierville nabij Parijs 

mogelijk in augustus 1926. 

In het vierde hoofdstuk bestuderen we de doorbraak van de Indonesische studenten op 

het internationale toneel. Het is verleidelijk om de aanwezigheid en het belang van de 

Indonesische studenten op het Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussel in februari 1927 als 

het resultaat te zien van hun eigen internationale inspanningen – het beeld dat naar voren 

komt uit hun eigen artikelen en verslagen. Hun aanwezigheid stond evenwel in belangrijke 

mate in verband met een recente communistische revolte op Java en Sumatra tussen 

november 1926 en januari 1927, en met de verwarring bij de Comintern over de staat van de 

Indonesische Communistische Partij. Om dit duidelijk te maken volgt dit hoofdstuk niet 

alleen de activiteiten van PI-voorzitter Mohammad Hatta, maar ook die van de verbannen 

communist Semaoen, van hoge functionarissen in de Comintern en van de Duitse communist 

Willi Münzenberg.  

Hoofdstukken vijf en zes beschrijven verschillende aspecten van de nasleep van het 

Kongress gegen Imperialismus in Brussel, en de Liga tegen Imperialisme die op dit congres 

werd opgericht. Hoofdstuk vijf laat zien hoe het uitbreidende politieke netwerk van de 

Indonesische studenten leidde tot een groeiend internationaal bewustzijn bij de Nederlandse 

autoriteiten. Toen de politie een inval deed in de huizen van Indonesische studenten als een 

reactie op hun betrokkenheid bij de Liga tegen Imperialisme, zond ze ook een politie 

inspecteur naar Parijs om de Indonesische studenten aldaar te vervolgen. Dit was een 

belangrijke beperking van de relatieve vrijheid die de studenten tot dan toe in Parijs hadden 

genoten, en velen van hen keerden naar Nederland of Nederland-Indië terug. Eén student, 

Achmad Soebardjo, besloot echter naar Berlijn te verhuizen en slaagde erin de PI van een 

afstand te besturen terwijl de organisatie in Nederland zelf werd vervolgd. 

Hoofdstuk zes, tenslotte, brengt ons terug naar het Nederlandse politieke landschap, 

en vraagt zich af hoe de ‘binnenlandse’ en buitenlandse politiek van de Perhimpoenan 

Indonesia zich tot elkaar verhielden. Terwijl de PI vóór 1927 politiek geïsoleerd was, legde 

ze nieuwe contacten met Nederlandse linkse partijen en individuen via haar internationale 

werk in de Liga tegen Imperialisme. Bovendien zetten de internationale activiteiten en de 
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daaropvolgende Nederlandse repressie de studenten in de PI ook in Nederlands-Indië op de 

kaart. 

Samen laten de hoofdstukken zien dat de Indonesische studenten voortdurend hun 

plaats tussen andere Nederlandse, linkse or antikoloniale politieke krachten in Europa 

moesten bevechten. Ze beschrijven de moeilijkheden van een kleine pressiegroep als die van 

de Indonesiërs om een plaats veilig te stellen tussen dominante politieke stromen op het 

internationaal toneel. Niet alleen voor henzelf, maar ook voor de Indonesische antikoloniale 

beweging in zijn geheel waren de internationale activiteiten van de Indonesische studenten 

van vormend belang. Hoewel de studenten lange tijd geïsoleerd hadden geleefd van de 

Nederlands-Indische politiek, keerden ze terug als ervaren activisten die actief waren geweest 

in de voorste gelederen van antikoloniale politiek, en die de taal van internationale politiek 

hadden leren spreken. Ook het feit dat ze gerenommeerde  personen hadden ontmoet, 

verschafte hen autoriteit en legitimiteit toen ze eenmaal in Nederlands-Indië terugkeerden. De 

verbinding met de internationale antikoloniale beweging in het interbellum bleef een 

belangrijke rol spelen in het zelfbeeld van Indonesische nationalisten, en was een blijvende 

bron van inspiratie en legitimiteit voor toekomende politieke generaties. 
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Di Balik Bendera Persatuan 

Nasionalisme dan Anti Kolonialisme di Kalangan  

Pelajar Indonesia di Eropa, 1917-1931 

 

Indonesian summary 

 

Disertasi ini menelusuri aktivitas organisasi pelajar nasionalis Indonesia di Belanda, 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia, di pusat-pusat pemerintahan Eropa pada masa peperangan. 

Aktivitas-aktivitas ini menghubungkan sejarah politik nasionalisme Indonesia dan anti 

kolonialisme pada sejarah anti kolonial dan pergerakan anti-imperial di Eropa. Disertasi ini 

membuktikan bahwa timbulnya pergerakan politik yang kuat dan luas di Hindia Belanda pada 

periode ini harus dipahami dalam konteks internasional pergerakan dan perjuangan anti 

kolonial. 

Biasanya, sejarah politik Indonesia di penghujung masa kolonial digambarkan dengan 

fokus ‘internalis’ pada lanskap politik Indonesia sendiri, atau dengan fokus ‘imperial’ terkait 

permasalahan hubungan antara organisasi-organisasi Indonesia dengan otoritas kolonial 

Belanda. Sama halnya, Perhimpoenan Indonesia di Belanda dianggap sebagai kelompok unik 

dengan lanskap politik Indonesia, ataupun di dalam konteks politik anti kolonial Belanda. 

Pada sudut pandang pertama, para pelajar berinteraksi dari posisi yang eksentrik dengan 

berbagai macam organisasi politik Indonesia, mendorong persatuan dalam pergerakan dan 

non-kooperasi dengan otoritas kolonial. Pada pendekatan kedua, Perhimpoenan Indonesia 

diinterpretasikan sebagai bagian dari lanskap sosial dan politik Belanda, membawa oposisi 

anti kolonial ke jantung kerajaan. Pendekatan ini tidak memberi cukup perhatian pada fakta 

bahwa Perhimpoenan Indonesia, dan pergerakan nasional Indonesia secara keseluruhan, 

berinteraksi dengan jaringan aktivis dan pergerakan yang tersebar di seluruh dunia, 

dilatarbelakangi oleh peristiwa-peristiwa dramatis anti kolonial di seluruh dunia. 

Dengan menelusuri aktivitas internasional Perhimpoenan Indonesia pada periode 

tahun 1917 sampai tahun 1931, disertasi ini meneliti keterlibatan afektif pelajar dengan 

pergerakan anti kolonial ditempat-tempat lain, serta usaha yang sadar untuk membangun 

hubungan pribadi dengan pergerakan-pergerakan di kota-kota seperti Paris, Brussels, dan 

Berlin. Seperti yang akan kita lihat, bersamaan dengan munculnya kecondongan nasionalis di 

kalangan orang Indonesia di Belanda, mereka mulai berhubungan dengan dunia diluar batas-

batas kerajaan Belanda. Di dalam publikasinya mereka menulis tentang perkembangan di 

Cina, Suriah, dan Moroko, dan di pusat-pusat pemerintahan Eropa mereka membangun 
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hubungan dengan aktivis-aktivis nasionalis Cina, komunis India, dan anti kolonial Vietnam. 

Saya mencoba menelusuri pertemuan politik imajiner dan ‘riil’ antara orang Indonesia 

dengan aktivis-aktivis politik lain, melihat bagaimana mereka berinteraksi dan bagaimana 

agenda politik nasionalis Indonesia dipengaruhi dan dibentuk oleh kekuatan anti kolonial lain 

di Eropa. 

 Kancah internasional berperan penting untuk tiga alasan. Pertama-tama inilah sumber 

inspirasi utama bagi para pelajar Indonesia. Sementara situasi politik di Hindia Belanda pada 

waktu tampak mematahkan semangat dan menyedihkan, kesuksesan Sun Yat-sen di Cina, 

pergerakan Gandhi di India Britania atau perjuangan legendaris Abd el-Krim melawan 

Spanyol dan Perancis di Utara Moroko, membuat mereka sadar akan realitas yang melampaui 

politik sehari-hari di Hindia Belanda. 

Yang kedua, para pelajar merasa perlu untuk menandingi propaganda pemerintah 

Belanda tentang ketenangan dan kedamaian di nusantara di bawah restu kekuasaan Belanda. 

Menurut pengamatan mereka, partai-partai politik Indonesia gagal membuat diri mereka 

terdengar di kancah internasional, dan sebagai konsekuensinya banyak pesoalan dan 

permasalahan di Indonesia tetap saja tidak diketahu di dunia luar. Dalam rangka menangkis 

propaganda ini pelajar-pelajar harus menunjukkan oposisi mereka secara nyata ke dunia luar, 

dan secara resmi mengumumkan eksistensi dan kemunculan pergerakan nasionalis di 

Indonesia yang sedang membesar dan militan. 

Alasan ketiga memperluas aktivitas Indonesia ke kancah Internasional adalah 

kesadaran bahwa kota-kota besar Eropa menjadi tempat bersandar banyak aktivis anti 

kolonial dan perwakilan pergerakan anti kolonial yang kuat. Ditambah kenyataan bahwa 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia terisolasi secara politik di Belanda – terlalu radikal bagi sebagian 

orang dan terlalu elitis dan borjuis bagi yang lain –membuat para pelajar Indonesia 

mengirimkan orang ke Paris, Brussels, dan Berlin sebagai satu kebijakan yang sadar. 

Susunan disertasi ini seputar petualangan beberapa individu Perhimpoernan Indonesia 

di lingkungan asing. Penerapan pendekatan sejarah mikro memungkinannya memeriksa 

kenyataan pembangunan gerakan yang kompleks, guna melampaui usulan-usulan dangkal 

hubungan dan kolaborasi, serta klaim persatuan dan kesatuan yang propagandistik. Dari situ 

tampak bahwa karakter kerjasama lintas nasional berbeda dari konteks ke konteks. Setelah 

bab pengantar yang memperkenalkan pembaca pada komunitas para pelajar Indonesia di 

Belanda, bab kedua mengikuti aktivitas Samuel Ratu Langie di Zurich. Tinggalnya ia di salah 

satu kota di Swiss, dan terutama pendirian Société des Étudiants Asiatiques, sangat penting 
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bagi para pelajar setelahnya sebagai contoh yang mendorong semangat persatuan pelajar Pan-

Asian dan politik internasional. 

Pada bab tiga, saya menggambarkan kediaman Arnold Mononutu di Paris dari tahun 

1925-1927. Penunjukkannya sebagai ‘duta’ informal sudah dipersiapkan dengan sangat hati-

hati dan difasilitasi oleh Perhimpoenan Indonesia. Pada bab ini, saya ,menggambarkan 

bagaimana orang-orang Indonesia harus menyesuaikan rencana awal mereka pada realitas 

iklim anti kolonial orang Paris saat itu. Tidak benar-benar disengaja Mononutu tumbuh ke 

dalam lingkungan akademis yang orientalis dan kulturalis, dan organisasi semi politik yang 

lebih kecil seperti Association por l’Étude des Civilisations Orientales. Dia juga mengatur 

perkenalan Perhimpoenan Indonesia pada kongres besar pencinta damai di Bierville dekat 

Paris, pada Agustus 1926. 

Pada bab empat, kami memeriksa terobosan pelajar-pelajar Indonesia di kancah 

internasional. Kami mencoba menafsirkan kehadiran dan keulungan para pelajar Indonesia 

pada Kongres gegen Imperialismus di Brusssels pada bulan Februari tahun 1927 sebagai hasil 

kerja internasional para perlajar itu sendiri: impresi yang didapatkan setelah membaca 

laporan dan jurnal mereka sendiri. Kita harus, bagaimanapun juga, mengakui bahwa 

kehadiran mereka sangat berhubungan dengan pemberontakan komunis yang baru saja terjadi 

di Jawa dan Sumatra antara bulan November 1926 dan Januari 1927, dan kebingungan di 

pihak Komintern terkait situasi PKI. Untuk lebih jelasnya, bab ini menggunakan pendekatan 

tidak langsung, tidak hanya menggambarkan aktivitas Mohammad Hatta selaku ketua PI, 

melainkan juga komunis yang diasingkan yaitu Semaoen. 

Bab lima dan enam menggambarkan beragam aspek akibat Kongres gegen 

Imperialismus di Brussels, dan Liga perlawanan Imperialisme yang dibentuk di kongres. Bab 

lima menunjukkan bahwa perluasan jaringan dari para pelajar Indonesia dicerminkan dengan 

peningkatan kesadaran internasional di kalangan otoritas Belanda. Ketika polisi menggeledah 

rumah-rumah para pelajar Indonesia, sebagai reaksi atas keterlibatan mereka di Liga 

perlawanan Imperialisme, mereka juga mengirim seorang inspektur polisi ke Paris untuk 

memantau aktivis Indonesia di sana. Ini adalah kemunduran telak bagi kebebasan relatif para 

pelajar di Paris, dan banyak dari mereka dikembalikan ke Belanda atau Hindia Belanda. 

Salah satu pelajar, Ahmad Soebarjo, memilih pindah ke Berlin dan mengurusi PI dari 

kejauhan selama berada di bawah represi otoritas Belanda.  

Bab enam, akhirnya memperkenalkan kembali lanskap politik Belanda, dan 

mempertanyakan bagaimana kebijakan dalam dan luar negeri Belanda terhadap 

Perhimpoenan Indonesia saling berkaitan. Sementara asosiasi tersebut telah terisolasi secara 
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politik sebelum tahun 1927, para pelajar mendapat kontak politik baru dengan individu dan 

partai politik sayap kiri Belanda melalui kerja internasional mereka di Liga perlawanan 

Imperialisme. Selain itu, keterlibatan internasional dan represi Belanda selanjutnya 

menempatkan pelajar-pelajar Perhimpoenan Indonesia di dalam peta di Hindia Belanda. 

Bersama-sama, bab tersebut menunjukkan bahwa pelajar Indonesia terus menerus 

menegosiasikan ruang mereka di tengah-tengah orang-orang Belanda lainnya, sayap kiri atau 

kekuatan anti kolonial di Eropa. Mereka menggambarkan sulitnya kelompok penekan kecil 

menemukan tempat di tengah-tengah pergerakan politik dominan di kancah internasional. 

Pengalaman internasional para pelajar Indonesia adalah pengalaman yang mengubah diri 

mereka, sama halnya bagi pergerakan anti kolonial di dunia luar. Mereka menggambarkan 

individu yang dikembalikan ke Hindia Belanda, tidak sebagai pelajar yang terisolasi dari 

politik di Hindia Belanda selama bertahun-tahun, tapi sebagai aktivis berpengalaman, yang 

telah aktif di barisan terdepan politik anti kolonial di tingkat internasional, dan tahu bahasa 

politik internasional. Ada pula fakta bahwa Hatta dan yang lainnya pasti mempunyai 

kesempatan bertemu dengan pemimpin terkenal di dunia anti kolonial, memberi mereka 

otoritas dan legitimasi setelah kembali ke tanah air. Keterlibatan internasional para pelajar 

Indonesia pada masa peperangan terus berperan penting bagi citra diri para nasionalis 

Indonesia, dan menjadi sumber inspirasi dan legitimasi yang berumur panjang bagi generasi 

politik selanjutnya. 

 

(Translated by Ruri Widaningsih) 
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