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Summary 

This dissertation is the result of my journey in search of the footsteps left behind by the 

Chinese in the Indies-Dutch literature. It is divided in five main chapters. In the first 

chapter I introduce the topic, the second chapter explains the basic theory I use to 

analyze the result of the research, while the third chapter deals with the history of the 

Chinese in the Archipelago of Indonesia. The fourth chapter is the most important, 

because in it I explain what is stated in the subtitle of this book: the image of the 

Chinese in Indies-Dutch literary prose from 1880 to 1950. In the fifth and last chapter I 

clarify my analysis and give my conclusion. In the paragraphs below I will give an 

overview of each chapter.  

In the first chapter I explain the reason of my research. I became interested in 

researching the image of the Chinese after what is usually referred to as the May riots in 

1998, one of the darkest pages of the history of modern Indonesia. The wish for 

reformation that not only triggered the incidents but was also a result of them caused the 

Indonesian public to experience a freedom of press and openness of discussion never 

experienced before. People also asked why the May riots happened. Kwik Kian Gie, a 

renowned economist, said that the conflicts between the Indonesians of Chinese descent 

and the native Indonesians were an inheritance of the Dutch colonial time. I wondered if 

that was really true. When I started to read literature about the Chinese during colonial 

time, I stumbled upon a very intriguing sentence: ‘Without the Chinese there would 

have been lot we would lack, yet we detested those dog-eaters’. The sentence was 

quoted by J.A.A. van Doorn in his book De laatste eeuw van Indië. Ontwikkeling en 

ondergang van een koloniaal project (The last century of the Indies. Development and 

downfall of a colonial project, 1996). It was not Van Doorn’s statement, but that of 

W.A. van Rees, a former officer with the KNIL (the Indies-Dutch Army), who had 

frequently fought against Chinese, among others when the KNIL destroyed the gold 

kongsis in West-Borneo. Van Rees was also once on duty in Semarang, my city of birth. 

He wrote down his experiences as a military in a number of books, among others 

Novellen; levenssschetsen en krijgstafereelen. Herinneringen uit de loopbaan van een 

Indisch Officier (Memoirs of an Indies officer), published in 1881. It was this book that 

showed his intriguing statement.  

Van Rees’ statement about the Chinese caused me to make up my mind: in my effort to 

find the past, I would do research on the Indies-Dutch literature. This literature has 

always been looked down upon by literature historians and critics, because they thought 

it was not of the same level with the Dutch literature. Rob Nieuwenhuys, who was the 

first to write an anthology of the Indies-Dutch literature, admitted that this literature is 

very different from Dutch literature, because it is rather difficult to place it in the well-

known genres of novel, drama and poetry. It gradually moves into a memoir, a dairy, a 

letter, a brochure or pamflet. Many researchers of the Indies-Dutch literature agree that 

it is a development from travelogues, which in turn developed from ‘the letter to the 

folks back home’. Nieuwenhuys’ definition of Indies-Dutch literature is the following: 

‘Prose and poetry written by Dutch writers about Indonesia, from the first years of the 

Company to this date’, Company meaning the Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie. 
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Although it has often been met with criticism, his definition is until today the one that is 

accepted by almost all researchers on Indies-Dutch literature. 

For the analysis of the image of the Chinese in Indies-Dutch literature, I chose to limit 

my corpus to the period from 1880 to 1950. One decennium after Multatuli wrote Max 

Havelaar (1860), which not only was a very popular work but also changed the way the 

Dutch ruled the Netherlands-Indies, a great number of Dutch writers began to write 

about the colony. From 1880, the number of works in which Chinese were given a role 

increased. Although in 1945 Indonesia had proclaimed its sovereignty, the Dutch still 

hoped to govern the Netherlands-Indies, with all ethnic groups living together in 

harmony under the rule of the Dutch. Between 1945 and 1950 a large number of writers 

created Indies-Dutch literature texts, although there were not many who gave the 

Chinese a role. Between 1880 and 1900, the number of literary prose telling about the 

Chinese was relatively high. They gave a stereotypical view of the Chinese, who were 

given a negative image.  

Stereotypes do not come about in a vacuum, but are formed in the context of 

contempary history. The first step towards stereotyping is categorisation, which 

develops into prejudgment. When we categorize, we put things and people that we see in 

different boxes. This makes it easier for us to absorb very quickly what we see without 

having to question or interview. Categorisation is a normal way to look at the world and 

is not necessarily positive of negative by itself, but it could cause negative prejudgment. 

According to Rupert Brown, a social psychologist, all prejudgments are negative. 

Stereotyping occurs when we put a prejudgment on somebody just because he is a 

member of the group about which we have that certain prejudgment. 

Stereotypes are overgeneralisations that are more based on opinions, prejudgments and 

incorrect information than on facts. Since the time we are very young, we hear and 

accept a large number of stereotypes from our caregivers and teachers, and we 

remember most of them. We carry these stereotypes as our cultural baggage. Generally, 

these stereotypes are rigid and not easy to change.   

In order to analyze my findings, I make use of theories from the field of social 

psychology, imagology and orientalism. From the theories of social psychology, I 

borrow the concepts of ingroup and outgroup. An ingroup is a group that we belong to 

or that we want to belong to, while an outgroup is a group that we do not belong to or 

that we do not want to belong to. Ingroups and outgroups can form spontaneously, but 

sometimes they are forced upon us. A soccer team is a group that is formed deliberately 

and becomes the ingroup for both players and supporters, while other teams and their 

supporters are outgroups. But patients waiting for the doctor also form an ingroup, so do 

people waiting together for a bus (especially when the bus is late). Belonging to an 

ingroup brings about ingroupfavoritism and outgroup discrimination. We say bad things 

about an outgroup not in the first place because we hate the outgroup, but because we 

want to show our loyalty towards our own ingroup. An ethnic group forms a convenient 

and distinct ingroup and outgroup because of the similarities and differences that are 

immediately obvious: not only physical but also in their habits and customs.  
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Imagology is the critical analysis of national stereotypes in literature and other forms of 

cultural works. In imagology, an image is a representation or reputation of someone, a 

group (ethnic or not), or a nation. An image is a mental silhouette (not a complete 

picture but a caricature) of somebody else, whom we have in mind. We have opinions 

and judgments of ourselves, our ingroup and our culture, as well as of other groups and 

cultures. These opinions do not reflect reality, they create their own reality. They are 

especially apparent in literary texts. The subjectivity and rethoric in literary fiction 

makes it a valuable source for the analysis of images. 

A text is a representation of a truth. But a representation can deceive. We can only 

capture part of the empirical truth in a text. Moreover, one truth is different from the 

other. But from the moment the representation is put in a text, the incomplete 

representation represents a whole. Literary texts limit the complexity of the individual 

characteristics to a small number of characteristics, which in the whole of the concepts 

of race, ethnicity and nation emerge in the form of stereotypes. At the moment we 

consume these stereotypes and  in combination with our tendency to judge, 

prejudgments come to be. These prejudgments a priori contain incomplete information, 

and rationalize and support the stereotypes that we already possess. 

According to Joep Leerssen, imagologist, an image is the representation or reputation of 

a person, a group (ethnic or not) or a nation. Imagologists study texts to analyze 

representations. The classical literary genres are considered suitable to study image. 

However, ‘serious’ literature tends to hide national clichés or stereotypical characters 

under the cloak of irony. On the other hand, in Indies-Dutch literature, which is 

considered a deviation from the classical genres, the writers give a very clear picture of 

the bad character of the antagonists and the colonial society. Because in almost every 

literary text the writer gives his or her opinion of the groups that constitute the multi-

ethnic society in the colony and compares them one with the other, this literature is 

especially suitable for the study of ethnic images. Critics were not happy with the 

sensuality of the characters in the texts, but readers loved it. That explains why not only 

the books but also the stereotypes that go with them were easily absorbed and spread.    

Because stereotypes do not come about in a vacuum but in the context of contemporary 

history, the third chapter is about the history of the Chinese in the Indonesian 

Archipelago from the pre-VOC period until Indonesia’s independence. In the fourth 

chapter I introduce a selection of the texts that I used to find out how they reflect the 

image of the Chinese. This chapter is divided into six sub-chapters in accordance with 

the functions that the Chinese had in the mentioned period. These functions were not 

only chosen because of their importance at that time, but also because they are still 

important in the characterization of the Chinese today. They show the Chinese as 

golddiggers in West-Borneo and workers in the tin mines in Bangka, Belitung and 

Singkep, as kelontong merchants, shopowners and craftsmen, as Chinese officers and 

revenue farmers, as coolies on the large tobacco and rubber plantations in Sumatra, as 

victims and survivors of the massacre of the Chinese in Batavia in 1740, while the last 

sub-chapter deals with the Chinese women and the native and Indo-European women 

who became the partners of the Chinese males.   



Summary 

444 

How is the image of the Chinese in Indies-Dutch literature? From what I gathered, the 

images develop according to the change of times and especially according to the 

position of the Dutch, and on the other side, the position of the etnic Chinese and the 

Natives, the Javanese in particular. In the last two decades of the nineteenth century, the 

image of the Chinese was the most negative.  Their image was that of bloodsuckers of 

the Javanese people – when a Javanese was not able to pay back the money he owed, the 

Chinese would not only gradually take possession of his furniture, fruit trees, fields and 

house, but also of his daughters. This image is usually thrusted upon the Chinese in 

Java, most of them having a good position in the Chinese officer system that was created 

by the Dutch. Already in the period of J.P. Coen there was a Chinese captain, who later 

was assisted by a number of secretaries. The officers had to collect the taxes from their 

fellow Chinese and take care of the ‘peace and order’ in their cities. In the next 

developments, the highest ranked officer was the Major. The officers were in charge of 

the Kong Koan (the Chinese Council) and were assisted by a number of wijkmeester, 

who were in charge of a smaller area. Officers were very rich, and the richest of them 

could become opium revenue farmers. Revenue farming in opium could result in 

extraordinary wealth. Revenue farming was a very handy way for the colonial 

government to obtain money and it was used for all kinds of products and services. The 

government did not have enough manpower to do the job, while in their opinion the 

indigenous inhabitants were always short of money. The Chinese, on the other hand, had 

the capital and the necessary network. Predictably, the farmers did the utmost to get as 

much profit as they could. And although there were only a small number of Chinese 

who were rich enough to pay the farm, the whole outgroup of the Chinese got blamed 

and was as negatively stereotyped as the Chinese farmers. Gradually, however, the 

colonial government was able to fund the opium trade with their own capital. The 

Chinese revenue farmers were not needed any longer. Many of them went bancrupt. The 

native inhabitants meanwhile, who suffered immensely from the Cultuurstelsel (Culture 

System) had to be ‘lifted up’, which means that they had to be protected against the 

Chinese. This course became to be known as the Ethical Policy and became the colonial 

policy after 1900.  

This period also became the start of another development towards liberal economy. Vast 

areas of Sumatra were opened for whoever wanted to develop them. Multinational 

companies took the chance to set up rubber and tobacco plantations in Deli. A great 

number of workers was needed. Because the local inhabitants refused to work on the 

plantations and the Javanese were considered too slow and too weak to do the work, 

thousands of Chinese were imported from Malacca, Singapore and later on from 

mainland China. The plantations werd ruled by a management that was based on racial 

discrimination and violence. Every day the workers, Chinese as well as Javanese (who 

first came in Sumatra as convicts but later came ‘voluntarily’) were tortured as 

punishment for the smallest ‘mistakes’. These acts are reported in official documents, 

but were hidden by the colonial government. In the Indies-Dutch literature, only a small 

number of writers were courageous enough to reveal this. One of them is Dé-lilah (pen 

name of L. van Renesse), who wrote the novel Hans Tongka’s carrière in 1898. This 

novel, almost 600 pages long, is also very interesting because of the description of two 

Chinese nyai (a nyai is a housekeeper who also tends to the sexual needs of her toean), 
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who are portraited positively. Other writers wrote ‘Deli-roman’ until after 1950, but 

most of these novels were published between 1930 and 1940.  

To analyze my findings, I return to the theory of ingroup and outgroup. Ingroup is 

everything that the outgroup is not and vice versa. All characteristics that are ascribed to 

the outgroup are characteristics that we do not want. Our judgement of the ingroup, 

called auto-image, is the opposite of our judgement of the outgroup, called hetero-

image. In imagology there is the antagonism between North and South, strong and weak, 

central and peripheral. For our goal, the antagonism between strong and weak is useful. 

According to my analysis, each moment during the colonial time there were three 

groups that were dominant in their existence (this is also reflected in the order of the 

society at that time), which are the group of the Europeans, small but influential, the 

group of the native Indonesians, very large but weak according to the Dutch, and the 

group of the Chinese, which were used as mediators by the Dutch. According to the 

theory of imagology, a strong outgroup is represented as bad and cruel. This happened 

to the group of the Chinese. On the other hand, the native Indonesians (Javanese in 

particular) were considered weak, and in the eyes of the Dutch they were an outgroup 

who had to be supported, but they must still obey the Dutch ingroup (I am looking at the 

ingroups and outgroups from the side of the Dutch authors). After 1900, the outgroup of 

the Chinese weakened and their image became more positive, while the native 

Indonesians strengthened their identity and became stronger, so that they did not have to 

be protected any longer. The positive image of the Chinese is evident in a number of 

novels, e.g. Fa: de roman van een Chinese in het oude Batavia (Fa, the novel about a 

Chinese woman in Old Batavia) by Simon Franke, which tells about a Chinese woman 

named Fa, who survives the massacre of the Chinese in Batavia in 1740, and stories 

about Chinese plantation coolies in Sumatra. In these stories the Chinese are described 

as extremely hard-working, while the ex-coolies are grateful to the people who have 

given them a chance for a better life.  

In general, my conclusion is that the image of the Chinese in Indies-Dutch literature in 

the period between 1880 and 1950 was greatly influenced by the historical context at the 

time the novel was written and on the other hand was defined by the physical closeness 

of the Chinese with the native inhabitants of the archipelago. The Chinese on the island 

of Java, who were in close contact with the Javanese were represented much more 

negatively than the Chinese on Sumatra, who as coolies lived separated from their 

Javanese and Sundanese colleagues. But even in those circumstances, when it so 

happens that there is close contact, the Chinese are always described as richer and 

stronger. In that case he is ‘killed’ by the writer. Examples are the novel Koelie (1932) 

by Madelon Székely-Lulofs and the short story 'De carrière van Chaw A. Hjong' (1937) 

by László Székely. The image of the Chinese on Java is very negative, especially if they 

are merchants. The Chinese women, except the pawnbrokers, are positively described: 

they are beautiful, energetic and pro-active. 




