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Chapter Four

Plantation Community Dynamics

Introduction

This chapter examines plantation community dynamics and the effect of these on
household labor and the status of women workers. It focuses on two interrelated
institutions: the plantation industry and the rural village community. The chapter begins
with a brief historical background of Indonesian plantations starting in the Dutch
colonial era and covers development as well as changes in labor relations in the industry
and the global economy. The village community’s administrative structure and political
and economic relationships to the plantation, which bear heavily on the supply and
demand of labor, is explained in this context. Specifically, the chapter addresses how
the connection between the socio-economic background of the village and the
prevailing plantation structure and hierarchy have impacted the formation of household
labor and social and gender relations in the area.

This chapter also sheds light on how the plantation as an institution has mediated
and reinforced local and national political, economic, social and cultural influences on
social and gender relations in and outside of the workplace. More importantly, the
chapter provides a rational basis for the critical study of the vulnerable position of
women plantation workers in the plantation’s social structure and the risk of violence
faced both in the home and workplace. This is connected to the framework of the study,
which discusses the influence of the plantation as a representation of formal and
informal institutions and social structures on the occurrence of violence.

1. Historical Background of Indonesian Plantations

This section examines the historical establishment and development of plantations
in Indonesia through to the present as represented by Kaligua plantation.

1.1. Defining Plantation

Many scholars define the plantation as a total institution. Goffman (1961:xiii)
defined the total institution as “a place of residence and work where a large number of
like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an appreciable period of
time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of life”. One of the central
features of its totality is the breakdown of barriers between the three spheres of life:
sleep, work and play. The totalistic features of an institution include the following:

= all aspects of life are conducted in the same place and under a single authority

» there are explicit formal rules and hierarchy

» each activity is carried out in the company of a large group
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= all activities are tightly scheduled
= all activities serve the ultimate goals of the institution.

Several scholars have identified the socio-economic characteristics of plantations
with total institutions. Best (1968 in Reddock and Jain 1998:4-5) defines the traditional
plantation as a total economic institution in which the entire existence of the workforce
is incorporated into the process of production and reproduction. Jones (1968:154)
defines it as

“... an economic unit producing agricultural commodities (field crops or horticultural

products, but not livestock) for sale and employing a relatively large number of unskilled

laborers whose activities are closely supervised.... It differs from other kinds of farms in the
way in which the factors of production, primarily management and labor, are combined.”

These features of plantations are relevant to Kaligua’s economy. However, the
‘totality’ has to be clarified. Hoefte (1987:10) argues that under slavery ‘totality’ is
defined as a closed resource system marked by the absence of employment alternatives.
When the movement of labor is no longer restricted after emancipation -or never is
really restricted at all in other plantation economies, the ‘totality’ refers to the plantation
alone, as a self-contained unit.

The ‘total’ characteristics of the plantation as a social and economic system are
thus a crucial issue that must be incorporated in any analysis of the system. The totality
of the system must be understood within the context of the country’s economic, social
and political structure and its relations to the rest of the world (Rote 1986:1). Indeed,
Bhowmik (1981:15) argues that attempts to define the plantation system must include
social and production relations as important characteristics that spring forth from the
plantation system and the changing possibilities of these relations within the context of
the wider social system, the influence of working class organizations and the role of the
state. ‘Totality’, thus, at first applies to the plantation economy while later it refers only
to the internal plantation structure (Hoefte 1987:10). The way in which these features of
the total institution are encapsulated in the Kaligua plantation will become apparent in
the description of the relationship between the plantation and the village community
(see the discussion in section 4.6.3).

1.2. Women and the Plantation Hierarchy

However it is defined; the basic structural characteristic of the plantation is in the
strong hierarchical organizational system that involves a small number of management
at the top and a large number of laborers at the bottom. The most prominent feature of
the strict hierarchy of plantations throughout history has been the persistent poverty of
plantation workers, who seldom if ever benefit from growth in production (Beckford
1972). As far as women plantation workers are concerned, these conditions support
their hardships.

Plantation labor has invariably included women but never in advantageous
positions, not even in tea and coffee plantations, which are labor-intensive and
dominated by women workers. Instead, they are exploited and underprivileged as a
result of labor patterns and gender relations within the context of industrial and
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community subsystems (Jain 1970). A number of women have managed to become
mandor in several tea plantations in Java, but they still have no direct power over
managerial decision-making (Grijns 1992). Focusing on this, Reddock and Jain
(1998:4) define a plantation as “by definition a class structured system of organization,
strongly hierarchical and male dominated in nature”. The nature of the plantation
community as a strongly hierarchical male-dominated social system is a major impetus
for this research. The following sections deal with the root causes of disadvantaged
women plantation workers related to the growth and development of the plantation
industry and its relations with laborers.

1.3. Colonial Plantations

In contemporary third world countries, most plantations were instituted during
colonialism and brought about socio-economic structures that continue to exercise
considerable influence even today. The birth of plantations in the nineteenth century
was part of colonial agricultural expansion, which was marked by a change in local
agricultural economies from rural subsistence to export oriented agriculture. In
Indonesia, the plantation economy was developed in phases. It originated in pre-
colonial traditional agricultural garden systems, was then dominated by Dutch colonial
plantations, and is now dictated by Indonesian government regulations (see Kartodirdjo
and Suryo 1991).

A notable phase in the history of Indonesian plantations was at the end of the

forced cultivation period or tanam paksa (cultuurstelsel) by the Dutch colonial
government, marked by the launch of agrarian law reforms in 1870. In these laws, non-
Indonesians —read Dutch and other Europeans- were given the right to lease abandoned
state land for 75 years and private land for 5-20 years (Mubyarto 1992). Following this
shift in policy, there was a marked increase in the number of private plantations as well
as the variety of crops under production. During the plantation boom years, in addition
to rice and other conventional agricultural crops like cassava and corn, crops such as
sugarcane, tobacco. rubber, palm oil, coffee, and tea were popular and intensively
grown commodities. These commodities were introduced mostly to Sumatra and Java.
Tea was introduced mainly to the highlands of Priangan, now West Java, and to several
highland areas in Central Java, East Java and Sumatra. The change from cultuurstelsel
to the private plantation system was part of the transformation of Dutch colonial
policies from conservatism to liberalism, which challenged the state’s economic
domination and provided expanded opportunities for private companies (Mubyarto
1992).

Since Indonesia gained independence, fluctuations in the development of
plantations have been related to both national and international political and economic
changes. In the late 1950s, the Indonesian government launched a policy of
nationalization of foreign plantations in Indonesia.
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2. Indonesian Tea Plantations

Tea is a derivative of camellia sinensis, a species that originated in China. Tea
drinking has been a social habit for more than 1,000 years and spread over the country
with the involvement of the Portuguese and Dutch in trade in the second half of the
seventeenth century (Forrest 1985). Available data on the history of tea plantations and
industry in Indonesia provides little information on the subject (see Silitonga 1989).
Although Chinese tea was introduced to the Dutch East Indies sometime before 1700, it
was only more than a century later that tea became an industrial crop. This started with
the introduction of Japanese tea in 1826 and was followed two years later by the first
tea produced by Jacobson, a tea expert. Following this initiative, tea seeds from China
and Japan were distributed to several parts of Java, marking the growth of tea
cultivation and production. Forrest (1985) argues that the colonization of the Chinese
and Japanese seeds in Java and Sumatra were related to the need of Dutch East Indies
producers to find a lower grade version of Chinese tea as a response to the importation
of Assam tea by John Peet, a British tea man. The first Indonesian produced tea was
exported to Amsterdam in 1835. But, it was only after 1878, when Assam tea was
introduced to Europe, that tea plantations in the Dutch East Indies began to be fully
developed. Tea was systematically cultivated in 1902 and production peaked in 1940
before the Japanese occupation in 1942, covering 200,000 hectares in Indonesia
(Wibowo 2000:17).

2.1. The Effects of Indonesian History on Tea Plantations

The development of Indonesian tea production has been deeply affected by the
country’s political history. During the Japanese occupation, plantation tea gardens were
abandoned or destroyed and replanted with food-crops for war supplies. In Kaligua, a
Japanese defense tunnel from the occupation can still be found in the center of the tea
gardens. After Indonesian independence in 1945, efforts to rebuild the gardens and their
infrastructure were hindered by local socio-political conflict and economic crisis. The
yearly tea plantation report in 1952 noted that 15 plantations, including Kaligua, had
closed due to the fall of world tea prices, a blight of tea fungus, or regional political
instability (Kementrian Pertanian Djawatan Perkebunan 1953). Some older informants
also recalled that during occupation by the Islamic separatist army (Darul
Islam/Tentara Islam Indonesia, or DUTII) in the early 1950s, the plantation bushes
were used as part of the DI/TII defense base.

It was expected that the nationalization process in 1958-1959 would improve the
plantation industry, but the lack of skills and expertise among Indonesian managers and
producers were serious constraints. Moreover, the period of 1960-1967 was marked by
national political conflict, which was then followed by the ban of the Indonesian
Communist Party (Partai Komunis Indonesia or PKI) in 1965. This ban also included
the abolition of the plantation’s labor union (Sarikat buruh perkebunan, or Sarbupri), a
prominent labor organization that was suspected of having political affiliations with
PKI. Finally, in 1967 the government set up the Committee of 17 (Panitia 17) to create
new strategies for plantation development (Mubyarto 1992)
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Currently, Indonesian plantations are divided into three categories, namely state-
owned plantations, privately owned companies, and smallholder farms. Some state-
owned plantations were Furopean, mainly Dutch, owned plantations when
nationalization took place. In addition to private companies run by local merchants,
several other companies have been more recently established and make up the second
category. The last category consists of individual or family-run enterprises, which
account for the largest area of cultivation.

The tea plantation industry has grown rapidly since the establishment of the
Research Institute for Tea and Quinine (Pusat Penelitian Teh dan Kina or PPTK,
formerly Badan Penelitian Teh dan Kina) in Bogor in 1973. In addition, the
establishment of the Indonesian Tea Association (4sosisi Teh Indonesia) in 1974 and
the tea auction run by the Joint Marketing Office (Kantor Pemasaran Bersama, or
KPB) in 1981 strengthened production and marketing of Indonesian tea (Wibowo
2000:18). However, as a world-trade commodity, for more than three decades the tea
industry in Indonesia has experienced instability related to fluctuations in world tea
market prices. A slight profitable period occurred in 1997 after the first shock of the
Indonesian economic crisis hit marked by a fall in the rupiah that eventually increased
the price of exported products. The boom, however, was over by 1999 and was
followed by acute national economic instability, the fall of world tea prices, and
demands for increases in wages.

2.2. Global Tea Production

Currently, tea ranks fifth after oil palm, rubber, coffee, and cacao in Indonesian
export. Tea is a reliable export commodity and at the same time is also used as a raw
material for drink consumption in the country (Forrest 1985). Issues related to crops and
world trade that affect internal plantation growth and development can be seen in the
following. The tea production area in Indonesia increased from 125,349 hectares with a
total production of 76,020 tons in 1967 to 160,529 hectares and 161,629 tons in 1997.
(Dirjen Perkebunan Statistik Perkebunan 1995 and Pusat Penelitian Teh dan Kina
Gambung 1999).

Indonesia ranks fourth in total tea planting area and fifth in the production of tea,
after China, India, Sri Lanka and Kenya. A closer look at the total tea area since 1992,
however, shows that global tea land has been stagnant at approximately 2.4 million
hectares with a total production of 2.67 million tons per year (Ruru 2000:12-13).
Despite this trend, Indonesian tea plantations are relatively important in both national
and international markets. Indonesian tea consumption per capita increased from 511
grams per capita per year in 1990 to 689.20 grams in 1996 (Pusat Penelitian Teh dan
Kina Gambung 1999). Tea cultivation smallholders and private companies mainly
fulfill Indonesia’s tea consumption needs, while state-owned plantations are export
oriented. Indonesia’s position in the global tea trade relies on black tea, which is
produced mainly by state-owned companies, of which Kaligua plantation is a part.

Despite fluctuations in market prices and production, from economic and
employment perspectives, tea plantations play a significant role in Indonesia’s labor
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economy'. Employing 1.5 to 2 workers per hectare, tea plantations are labor intensive in
nature. The majority of laborers are women working as tea pickers, approximately 60-
75 percent of the total labor force. This calls for more serious attention to be paid to the
lives of the (women) laborers who are the majority and are at the bottom of the labor
structure.

3. The Plantation and Neighboring Villages

This section explains the relationship between the plantation industry and the
village community. The plantation exists as a total economic institution, which has led
to political and economic relationships between the plantation, the state (as represented
by rural village administration), and the community. In particular, issues on authority
and control over plantation workers and their respective households are closely related
to both historical and current conditions of plantation workers and work.

3.1. Village vs. Plantation: Findingé Balance of Power

Rote (1986:3) argues that the plantation and the rural village have long been
engaged in a balance of power that is biased to some extent to the detriment of the
latter. He states that to understand the nature and effects of the plantation system, one
has to answer “the question of the nature of interaction between the pre-existing
indigenous socio-economic structures and the politico-economic systems that were
superimposed in the process of colonial economic and political expansion”.

In his arguments against dual economic theorists, Rote (1986:9) argues that the
near-absence of linkages between the sectors and the backwardness of the rural village
is not caused by traditional values. Rather, circumstances create barriers to social
change at the village level, which are exacerbated by the presence of the plantations and
the colonial state. This is considerably worsened as tea plantation profits are rarely
reinv ested in social infrastructure, in the intensification of production, or in traditional
scetors. but instead are taken out of the area. Also, as the tea is not processed on site,
this further excludes the possibility of employment and financial gain for local
residents.

In favor of Pandansari village, however, economic and political advantages can be
obsened. Being a social and economic enclave, the plantation only occasionally
benetits local people in the form of casual employment or consumer demand. From the
people’s point of view, however, the study found many older informants who still
remember the prosperity of the Kaligua plantation in its early days before the Japanese
occupation in 1942. At that time, the plantation provided a considerably good life. They
recalled worse conditions during the Japanese occupation and the political conflict
following independence that allowed them to compare the situations in favor of Dutch

1 The recent market situation for Indonesian tea has not been conducive as can be seen from the
decrease of export volume and market sales (Ruru 2000:12). The Indonesian market decreased
significantly from 11.9% in 1992 to 5.8% in 1997. Auction prices in the 1990s were at the same
levels as those of Sri Lanka and India but recently these have decreased by 20-30%. In 1997,
Indonesian tea sold at 1.65 US$/kg compared to Sri Lanka and India at $1.94 and $1.88
respectively. In August 1999 the prices of tea in these two countries were 70-100% higher than the
auction price in Jakarta (0.95 US$/kg).
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rule. They also mentioned the development of smallholding plantation crops for the
villagers in the early 1980s as a positive development when through the local office of
plantation affairs the govemnment introduced the plantation service unit (Unit Pelayanan
Perkebunan, or UPP) and guidance on tea production (bimbingan masal teh, or Bimas)
in cooperation with the plantation’.

Plantations have political advantages as they exert a certain degree of control over
government policy and administration in rural villages. To secure plantations as
national enterprises, related to the international trade market, rural villages are forced to
meet the need for supportive political systems to enable plantation interests, mostly in
the supply of cheap labor, and to avoid potentially serious conflicts between the
plantation management and labor force. Therefore, both must maintain the relationship
between the plantation and the rural village.

Certain circumstances at Kaligua plantation need careful consideration. The
administrator, the head of the plantation, is changed at least once every two to four
years. The new administrator must attempt to continue the stable relationships made by
his predecessors. These efforts involve practical issues related to the courteousness of
the person in daily social interactions as well as his ability to meet the needs of the
plantation management. The visit of the newly appointed administrator to the house of
the village heads and the invitations of these village heads and other village staff to
plantation ceremonies and festivals are some of the ways in which respect is shown.
Village heads can easily compare administrators based on their attitudes as well as their
managerial decisions related to village interests, such as monetary or in-kind
contributions for village activities’. The role of the administrator and other management
staff are critical in creating stable and smooth relationships with the rural village
authorities.

3.2. The Effect of Residential Patterns on the Plantation Community

In general, the village community refers both to the people who live in nearby
villages and those who live in areas that belong to the plantation. Basically the
plantation community is beholden to two authorities: the village administration and the
plantation management (see Chapter Three). As village residents plantation workers
live within the context of the rural village and are subject to government authority. In
the Indonesian government bureaucracy, the village is the smallest unit and consists of
several other smaller units of social groupings called dusun and dukuh (hamlets). A
village head runs the village with the help of hamlet leaders and other village staff.
When asked where they live, however, most people respond with their hamlet rather
than their village, showing the tendency of the people to most strongly identify with

2 These programs went along with government programs on plantation agriculture through the
creation of UPP (by local plantation affairs offices) and PIR (Perkebunan Inti Rakyat or Nucleus
Smallholder Estate program) in the 1980s. In these two programs the state plantations trained and
developed services and production means covering land preparation, planting, maintenance,
processing and marketing.

3 There was recently a case of a member of the plantation’s management staff who supported a
village head candidate through personally approaching plantation laborers. He did this indirect
campaigning after closely examining the prospects of each candidate.
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their hamlet (Koentjaraningrat 1961:10). This also shows that people still associate
themselves with traditional unities before state-defined ones*.

But, as plantation workers, villagers also belong to the plantation’s social system
and are subject to its distinct rules and regulations. Those who live on the plantation
grounds identify more with the authority of the plantation’s social institutions than with
the village authority. This is because by living in accommodation provided by the
employer, the management can exercise direct control over laborers both during and
after work hours. In fact, it is through such intentional settlement patterns that the strict
management structure and exercise of authority and control over plantation laborers can
be achieved (Jain 1970:236-237). Further, this creates paternalism in the plantation
system. Laborers living on the plantation only refer to village authorities for practical
matters such as procuring official papers needed to seek employment as well as land,
marriage, divorce, and birth certificates. Despite several changes to internal plantation
management policies and external administrative matters related to state bureaucracy,
laborers successfully maintain a sense of belonging to the plantation.

Workers who live outside the plantation tend to have a greater sense of belonging
to the two overlapping social institutions. Laborers living outside the plantation are
engaged in village-organized activities such as gotong-royong (mutual cooperation
projects), arisan (regular social gatherings at which money can be won), neighborhood
security, health and sanitation, and sports. At the same time they also join in plantation
social welfare activities such as the worker’s cooperative, health provisions, and the
worker’s association.

While the two groups of laborers are divided by residential patterns, they are
unified by their social status in the plantation’s social structure, in which they occupy
the bottom rung in the hierarchical order. Therefore both villagers and plantation
inhabitants have the same relationship to the plantation. As will be elaborated further
on, the extent to which the industrial organizations influence their labor lives such as in
the division of labor within the family, control over family resources, the pattern of
authority in the family, rules of residence and forms of marriage reflects the degree of
control and authority of the plantation (Reddock and Jain 1998).

It can also be found that both types of households are trapped in the same work
across generations. As the plantation is far from other choices of economic activities,
laborers are dependent on the plantation for their livelihood. As Mintz (1998:xii-xiii)
put it, the past colonial status has hindered the ability of the local people (migrant and
non-migrant) to advance economically. Following the experiences of their parents and
grandparents, dependency on plantation work is reproduced through successive
generations as well as in the families of migrant newcomers. Whether a person was
bomn into it or was introduced into it as an immigrant, she or he found it difficult to
escape from the closed world of the estate because serious limitations were placed upon
an estate coolie’s spatial movements and occupational mobility.

4 Self-categorization plays an important role in creating group identity -affecting workers’ solidarity
and social security. This will be further elaborated in Chapter Seven.
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Plantation workers are similarly hindered and kept immobile by inferior schools,
inferior medical facilities, bad labor conditions and the absence of alternative
employment. Consequently, plantation workers are most likely to come from
households that have historically worked on the plantation. This is true for Kaligua
plantation.

4. Kaligua Plantation’

A detailed history of the company is outside the scope of the study, but the
Handboek en cultuur-en handelsondernemingen in Nederlandsc-Indie (de Bussy n.d.)
mentions four erfpacht (concession or leasing) holders namely G. Goring, De Jong, H
Kok, and E.G.T. Gerlach who developed Kaligua plantation. Based on their erfpacht
rights dated October 1882 they started quinine cultivation in 1889, which was then
followed by tea planting in 1895/1896. At that time De Jong was appointed
administrator. The ownership and management of the plantation changed over time and
in 1959 Cultuuronderneming Kaligoea was one of several plantations listed in state
documents for nationalization. The owner of the company at that time was listed as Fa.
John Peet and co. (Ismet 1970)°.

4.1. Plantation Hierarchy

Plantations have always been arranged in a system of strict social and spatial
segregation (Jain 1970, Bhowmik 1981, Kurian 1982). Social life and relationships
within plantations are shaped to a large degree by the conditions of their origin more
than a century ago. A number of employee categories make up the hierarchical order
and consist mostly of management staff, supporting staff, and laborers that can then be
broken down into more detailed categories.

Kaligua plantation, as has been mentioned before, is part of a state-owned
plantation conglomerate headquartered in the province’s capital city, Semarang. Beyond
the plantation lies a hierarchical order involving administrators; headquarter staff, the
board of directors, and the board of commissioners that is responsible to the Ministry of
Agriculture’. Discussion of this top layer of the organization is beyond the scope of the
study and, in fact, is mostly irrelevant in the day-to-day lives of plantation workers. As
one of the companies in the plantation conglomerate, Kaligua independently organizes
its employee structure. At the top is the administrator. He (the administrator is always
male) is assisted by four plantation-wide supervisors as middle-managers (sinder)®.
These are the top management staff and act as decision-makers over the daily operation
of the plantation. Field coordinators of plantation divisions and their supporting staff
make up the following layers. All of these employees -small in number- are responsible

5 The information contained in this section is derived from informant interviews unless there is a
specific citation stating otherwise.

6 Forrest (1985) mentions that John Peet was a British tea man who promoted the importation of
Assam seed from 1830 to 1878.

7  The department to which state-owned plantations belong changes depending on the structure of the
cabinet.

8 These are derived from the Dutch word administrateur widely used to address plantation heads in
the past and sinder (attendant) posmoned at the head of an afdeling (division). Administrator has
since been abbreviated to ADM and is now commonly used to address the administrator preceded
by Bapak or Pak (Mister).
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for the plantation’s managerial and administrative tasks. Below these are the majority of
workers who form the lowest rung on the hierarchal ladder and who perform production
work in the garden and the processing factory as well as maintenance of the
infrastructure.

The relationship between the workers on the one side and the plantation on the
other can be observed through the attitudes of each both on and off work. Following the
hierarchical order of plantation management, casual workers positioned at the bottom of
the hierarchy have no direct access to upper level management, particularly to the
administrator and his staff. As explained in Chapter Three, the majority of these
workers are organized in groups overseen by a mandor. These men act as mediators
between the management and the workers (Grijns 1992 and details in Chapter Seven).
In their daily encounters both on and off-work they behave in a way reminiscent of past
relationships between masters and coolies.

4.2. Labor Loyalty

As it is located in a remote area in highland Java, at least until the end of the 1960s
the plantation represented a relatively closed total economic community that can still be
traced at present. Geographic conditions tied people to plantation life. Kaligua stretches
over 400 hectares in the valley of Slamet volcano at an altitude of 1,000-1,500 meters
above sea level. It is an area whose isolation trapped people; ‘once they get there, there
will be no point of return’. Any attempts to give up work and leave the place would
have to be considered strongly. Despite the recent availability of other sources of
livelihood, most generations of plantation workers still engage in plantation work. One
underlying reason of this choice is their belief that plantation work belongs to their
ancestors, the parents and grandparents who are culturally upheld with great respect.
From the political-economic perspective of the plantation management, however, it has
been historically proved that the connection of the people to the plantation was part of a
systematic mechanism to secure the supply of labor dating from the plantation’s early
establishment. The labor conditions and the placement of workers at the lowest level of
the labor hierarchy have structurally proved conducive to the creation of labor loyalty
and economic dependence.

In addition, cultural-based efforts were made to raise appreciation of plantation life.
This was done through the mystification of Dutch pioneer De Jong’s tomb, the use of
the term mbah (grandfather) before his name and the creation of stories about the
generosity of the man and the family. The saint myth of the pioneer was presumably
intended to be a parable, which might be entitled ‘the tying of the people’ (Jain
1970:125-127). In addition, mystification of objects located all over the tea gardens,
such as Candi Ronggeng, Candi Budha, Tuk Bening, and the factory building and its
equipment have significantly attached people to the plantation®.

9 Candi Ronggeng is believed to be the place where a ronggeng (traditional dance) was performed
during the inauguration of the plantation, Candi Budha is a monument built to honor village
descendants although it is unclear why this place is named after Budha, Tuk Bening is the main
spring used for the factory and houses. People believe the spirits possess these places and they feel
obliged to maintain them.














































