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I 

EARLY MODERN PRISONS AND THE DYE TRADE 

1RE FATE OF CONVICf RASPING AS PROOF FOR 1RE 
INSUFFICIENCY OF 1RE ECONOMIC APPROACH TO PRISON HISTORY 

by 

Pieter Spierenburg 

1. Introduction 

This article deals with an aspect of prison history which, though often commented 
upon, has seldom been investigated in detail. I Because early modem carceral 
institutions relied heavily on forced labour, their presumed economic function is 
considered by many historians to be the main explanatory factor for their emer
gence and rise to prominence. This hypothesis is discussed here with special 
reference to the prisons of the Dutch Republic (particularly the towns in Holland), 
and the Holy Roman Empire (particularly the city-states of Hamburg and 
Bremen). It was in these areas of Europe that the 'classic' model of the prison 
with forced labour (tuchthuis, Zuchthaus) was most fully developed. 

The subject of early modem imprisonment is interesting for various reasons. 
First, a study of the carceral system that developed in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries clearly shows that the shift in the penal system from public 
to more 'private' sanctions was already well under way before 1800. Second, the 
paternalistic setting of early modem prison-workhouses makes these institutions 
part of family history. The inmates were seen primarily as persons who had broken 
away from the disciplining bonds of the family. The penal character of prison
workhouses did not preclude their being run as a sort of complex households. I 
have discussed these theses at length elsewhere, so I will not repeat them here? 
Presently, I use the thesis of the penal purposes and the household character of 
seventeenth and eighteenth-century prisons as a starting point for taking issue with 
the economic approach to prison history. 
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That approach is based on the idea that the spread of prison-workhouses was 
due primarily to the material profits they produced, whether to their owners or to 
a more widely conceived community. I use the term 'economic approach' in a 
specific sense here. It is obvious that every human activity, whether punishing 
offenders or sailing to the Indies, has an economic aspect to it. A modern 
economist defines his or her subject in terms of the management of scarce 
resources and their application to various ends, including the maintenance of 
non-profit organizations. Historians, on the other hand, often adhere to a less 
inclusive terminology. When I speak of economic motives or economic consider
ations in connection with imprisonment, I am referring to a supposed prevalence 
of the expectation of material gains over other useful purposes which contem
poraries might have attributed to the institutions in question. 

The thesis that prison labour was meant to 'bring a very specific economic 
profit ' was defended in a learned but strongly polemical tract by Max Adler in 
1924.3 Georg Rusche elaborated a comparable type of argument in a more 
scholarly fashion. The influence of the bourgeoisie, which increased in the later 
Middle Ages and the sixteenth century led to a renewed interest in the potential 
value of manpower, he argues. One result was the idea that people withholding 
their labour power from the market, beggars and thieves for example, might be 
forced to become profitable. This idea was associated with the rise of mercantil
ism. Especially in the seventeenth century, the authorities were concerned about 
the coincidence of a scarcity of labour with widespread local poverty and a low 
level of production. If the marginal poor were forced to work, they hoped, 
production would increase and poverty would diminish. This caused the spread 
of prison-workhouses in that century, according to Rusche.4 However, his em
pirical base is relatively small. He refers to only two German theorists who 
actually advocated employment of the marginal poor, which they did, moreover, 
in the second half of the eighteenth century. By that time, prisons had evolved 
into penal institutions and the poor were employed in new types of estab
lishments.5 Rusche's argument implies that prison-workhouses generated finan
cial profits for their exploiters. He raises the question himself and, although he is 
not really sure, he claims that many institutions produced profits in hard cash. If 
nothing else, the expectation of profits is supposed to have been a decisive motive 
for the founding fathers. More or less as a subsidiary matter, Rusche argues that 
the training which unskilled workers received inside was a major contribution to 
the rise of capitalist production.6 

Although the study of economic history has greatly progressed since Rusche 
put forward his thesis , the problem of the profitability of prisons has not yet been 
solved satisfactorily. However, recent historians generally reject the idea that 
prison-workhouses produced profits in hard cash. Income never exceeded expen
ditures; it was the other way around most of the time. That conclusion emerges 
inescapably from a detailed study of the financial administration of various 
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institutions.? A reason for this lack of profits lay in the difficulty of selling the 
products of forced labour. Potential buyers were convinced of their inferior 
quality, and various sales-promoting expedients failed to work. The resulting 
deficits had to be made up by special taxes or outright subsidies from the public 
treasury. Finally, it is hard to demonstrate an indirect value of early modern 
prisons for the economy, either in the form of training unskilled workers or 
disciplining the labour force in the interest of capitalist production. 

The fact still remains that the oldest Continental prison, the Amsterdam rasp
house, opened in 1596, was successfully run for more than two centuries without 
ever needing any support from the public treasury. Was rasping dye-wood an 
exception to the usual pattern? If so, this raises a problem. Although rasping was 
never the main prison trade from a quantitative viewpoint, it was often the most 
conspicuous element in the forced labour program. Towns throughout the Repub
lic and Germany imitated Amsterdam in this, considering rasping as the most 
suitable job for serious offenders. If at least the rasping sector of the prison 
business was economically viable, this might be an important factor explaining 
the magistrates' enthusiasm. The remainder of this article will deal with that 
question. In order to reach a proper answer, we must start with a brief overview 
of all trades practised in early modern prison-workhouses. 

2. The trades 

In the earliest years of its existence the first Continental prison did not yet have a 
rasping program. Jan Laurensz Spiegel, one of the founding fathers, had even 
suggested a wide variety of trades, but the majority of his colleagues realized they 
had to be more practical. In January 1598 a master was hired to instruct the inmates 
in the fabrication of trijp (mock-velvet, mainly used to cover chairs).8 He stayed 
for only a brief period, but the episode put prison labour on the road towards the 
textile business. Until the 1660s weaving wool and bombazine continued to be 
practised in Amsterdam alongside rasping, which was introduced shortly before 
1600.9 Next to the rasphouse, Amsterdam had two other prison-workhouses. The 
inmates of the female institution were solely occupied with spinning until about 
1700, when the decline of linen weaving in the city caused a drop in the demand 
for the raw material. In the eighteenth century only a few women in the Amster
dam spinhouse actually spun; most were sewing linen. 10 In the town ' s workhouse 
cloth trades were prominent. The inmates were weaving coarse linen and canvas, 
in addition to beating hemp and knitting nets. In the seventeenth century spinning, 
too, was done there. J J 

The fabrication of cloth, often in combination with rasping, was also prominent 
in other towns in Holland and the Hanse region. The frrst was relatively light work 
compared to the second, so that a program which included both jobs made it 



4 SPIERENBURG 

possible to differentiate between stronger and weaker inmates or serious and less 
serious offenders. In Haarlem, for example, the raspers were considered the most 
infamous group of inmates. Women and minor offenders were busy spinning, 
weaving or sewing. After the 1730s prison production concentrated on cloth such 
as linen and 'ribbons' .12 In Leiden there is no information on the labour program 
of the fIrst tuchthuis. When the second was opened in the 1660s, rasping was 
introduced, but in the course of the eighteenth century, textile trades came to 
dominate. 13 In the combined prison and madhouse opened at Delft in 1677, rasping 
seems to have been practised for a very brief period only.14 During the eighteenth 
century the labour program centred around cloth fabrication, which was explicitly 
mentioned in advertisements for a new indoor father (work-boss/manager). The 
Hanseatic towns followed the example of Amsterdam in the early years with a 
combination of rasping as heavy job and cloth trades as the lighter work. In 
Bremen the production of rass (or Rasch), a light woollen material, was prominent 
in the seventeenth century. Bombazine weaving and rasping brazil wood came 
second, as the offIcials explained in 1669.15 During the eighteenth century the 
production of rass and bombazine continued, supplemented by that of stockings 
in the fIrst half of the century and blankets in the second half. In 1702 the 
magistrates told their Minden colleagues, who requested to have a tailor im
prisoned at Bremen, that the man in question could not practise his trade there. 
On a list of inmates in 1782 the job assigned to each was recorded. Most were 
making blankets or spinning rass yarn; others were spinning yarn for stockings; 
just one inmate each was occupied with knitting, picking wool, beating hemp and 
rasping. The earliest description of the Hamburg Zuchthaus as well as its 1622 
ordinance explain that some inmates were rasping brazil wood, while others 
produced bombazine, mock-velvet, linen or wool. In 1638 the merchant Heinrich 
Sops had a claim on the prisonhouse of 100 Lubeck marks for the delivery of 
Femambuco wood, for which he was compensated by a reduction in the price of 
the finished product. Between 1645 and 1654 Harmen Sieberingk had a contract 
as bombazine master. At the end of the seventeenth century the production of 
canvas succeeded that of bombazine as the most prominent cloth trade. In the 
eighteenth century, in addition to canvas, stockings and blankets were fabricated, 
as they were in Bremen, while rasping continued at least until l750. The spin
house, opened at Hamburg in 1669, always concentrated on cloth production, 
usually wool. 

Various cloth industries are the most frequently mentioned trades in the lit
erature on other prisons. In the Dutch Republic they included, besides those 
already referred to, knitting and repairing clothes, spooling silk, carding and 
dyeing wool, hackling, twining, fulling and picking oakum. Non-textile trades 
included beating tuff, repairing shoes and sorting out coffee beans. In the German 
countries cloth production, usually in combination with rasping, is mentioned for 
the zuchthauser at Danzig, Spandau, Konigsberg, Munchen and Numberg in the 
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seventeenth century. In the eighteenth century there was more variety. In Mi.inster 
and Paderborn, for example, canvas was made, while marble work was performed 
in Bayreuth. A wide array of trades was recorded for the Prussian zuchthauser in 
the second half of the eighteenth century. Next to cloth production and, in some 
cases, rasping, these included moulding sausages, stamping gunpowder, tailoring 
and shoemaking.16 A particularly unhealthy job was performed at Niirnberg, 
where one of the Zuchthaus wards was set up as a glass-polishing workshop in 
the second half of the eighteenth century. It was notoriously difficult to get free 
workers to do this. The cheap method of dry polishing caused the fine glass-dust 
to be breathed into the lungs of the prisoners, many of whom died as a result. 

It is understandable that cloth production occupied the first place, from a 
quantitative viewpoint, among the labour programs of Dutch and German prisons. 
Jan de Vries calls the textile industry the largest and most widespread in the 
'traditional' economy. In the early modern period this industry was organized on 
a commercial and entrepreneurial basis, but that observation does not conflict with 
my criticism of the economic interpretation of the rise of imprisonment. Cloth 
production in prison-workhouses remained separate from the economic main
stream in two important respects. First, prisons were almost always located in 
towns, while in the putting-out system labour was usually performed in the 
countryside. The earliest attempts at concentration of production in the form of 
proto-industry were made in rural areas too. Institutional labour, to be sure, 
contributed to this concentration in the second half of the eighteenth century, but 
large almshouses and voluntary workhouses were involved rather than prisons. 
The urban pseudo-households were unable to compete with the cheap work force 
of rural real households. The second major deviation from the mainstream 
consisted in the near-absence of references to cotton among prison labour pro
grams. The only frequent mention of cotton was with reference to the mixed 
product bombazine.17 Cotton was the booming new product in Europe in the 
course of the eighteenth century, especially in England but also on the Continent. 
In Britain it was to become the substratum of the rise of the factory system.18 Thus, 
where the textile industry at large was setting out on the road towards innovation 
and growth, prison cloth production remained largely tied to the economic system 
of past centuries. 

3. Rasping: why and how 

In the remainder of this article I will concentrate on rasping. As a form of forced 
labour rasping was invented by the Dutch, and they were imitated in several 
countries, whose citizens all went to see Dutch prisons. Nowadays the Nether
lands is still known in certain circles for windmills and tulips, which were there 
in the seventeenth century as well. Tulips do not seem to have had a special 
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relationship with prisons, but windmills had. I will demonstrate that the two were 
competitors. 

Although cloth production was more common, rasping was the job most closely 
associated with prisons. The original considerations which prompted its adoption 
were both penal and practical. Rasping was hard work, much heavier than the 
fabrication of cloth, so that it met the need for a form of forced labour which was 
punishment by itself. Whether it was also unhealthy because of the dust, as the 
glass polishing in Ntirnberg was, is hard to say. This aspect is not discussed in the 
available sources. A practical consideration was that it involved unskilled labour; 
anyone, if strong enough, could perform it. Moreover, almost no equipment was 
needed: just a saw and a bench to lay the wood logs on. Finally, it required little 
movement, so that the workers' feet might be chained. 

Such are the factors that caused the success of rasping. To the extent that 
Amsterdam was considered a model in Europe, imitation most often took the form 
of adopting rasping as at least one of the activities of the labour program. Well 
into the eighteenth century, authorities and administrators expressed their faith in 
rasping. I noted above that a number of Dutch and German towns imposed this 
job on their prisoners from the beginning. That was also the case in Antwerp in 
the first half of the seventeenth century. In Danzig a new ward for serious 
delinquents was annexed to the Zuchthaus in 1691 . The convicts were set the task 
of rasping, which was said to be the most appropriate task for them. The satirical 
tale of St. Raspinus, which became very popular in the Holy Roman Empire, could 
never have achieved its popularity without the self-evident association of im
prisonment with rasping wood. Still, in 1732, the managers of the newly built 
Zuchthaus at Celle wished to contract a raspmaster from Holland, as their 
colleagues at Cassel had done. They considered rasping the most suitable job for 
prisoners, but, since they could not find a Dutch master, the project was discon
tinued. Officials at Bremen, who planned to reorganize the rasping system in 
1749, again looked towards Holland. 19 To conclude, rasping wood was the most 
conspicuous and notorious prison activity. Its economic status is an indication of 
the economic position of early modern prisons generally. If we should find this 
job to be unprofitable from the market point of view too, then the prison system 
as a whole must definitely be considered a non-commercial enterprise. 

The economic history of rasping is actually that of the production of colouring 
materials. That this history has remained largely unwritten may be related to the 
association of rasping with carceral institutions. In fact, a study of early modern 
imprisonment sheds more light on the economic history of dye production than 
vice versa. This sector was also associated indirectly with the other major prison 
business, since it was mainly cloth which was impregnated with the tincture 
produced from rasped wood. What follows is an attempt to piece together an 
outline of the history of the rasping business, based on prison sources and a few 
scraps of literature. 
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Originally, dyeing and painting were just two different techniques for producing 
splendour. Before the Renaissance, painters did not have the status of creative 
artists, and well into the fIfteenth century, pictures were mainly valued for the 
quality of their colours. There was no basic difference between the splendour of 
a dress represented on a piece which hung in a room and that of one actually 
worn.20 Painters as well as dyers produced their colouring material themselves 
and both groups did so within an artisanal context. This is apparent from Carolus 
Battus's 'secret book of arts'. Battus (ca. 1540 - ca. 1617) used older texts in 
several languages as his sources and thus presented a compilation of traditional 
knowledge. His book included such subjects as the preparation of medicines and 
forecasting the weather, which, incidentally, was also important for making dye, 
because this had to be done on a bright day. Battus'srecipefor preparing dye from 
rasped wood unambiguously raises the image of an individual master who has 
procured a small quantity of the raw material. Additional techniques were the 
preparation of red ink and mixing red with other stuff to give it a brownish 
colour.21 

Wood powder was never the only source of colouring material. Other vegetable 
stuff and minerals were its main competitors before the period of chemical 
industry. But redwood was important as a raw material as early as the twelfth 
century, when its use was flrst recorded in Spain. It produced a brighter colour 
than that which could be derived from roots. This' glow of fire' , braza in Spanish, 
gave its name to the active element (brasiline) and its origin: brazil trees. These 
trees did not grow in Europe, which explains why redwood dye remained a luxury 
article throughout the medieval period. Only the less important yellowwood, or 
fiset wood, grew in the Mediterranean area and in Hungary. Colouring clothes, 
with vegetable or mineral matter, was a subsidiary activity of the textile industry 
in the Middle Ages . In Holland, however, there was a tendency towards 
specialization between weavers and dyers, culminating in a conflict between the 
two groups. By the sixteenth century, the latter had won this struggle. The dyers 
formed a separate guild and obtained a monopol yon the colouring of cloth. 22 They 
were still working in an artisanal fashion. When they used redwood, they chopped 
it into pieces as small as possible, put them into a cistern and exposed the solution 
to the air. After a few weeks the cloth could be put into the cistern too. 

In the sixteenth century, two factors facilitated the production of dye from wood 
on a larger scale. The first lay on the supply side and it was a consequence of the 
voyage of Columbus. Massive forests of redwood trees grew in the New World, 
in particular along the coast which was named after them: Brazil. In addition, a 
new raw material, bluewood or Campeche wood, was discovered in Mexico. The 
quantities shipped to Europe now greatly increased, illustrated by the foundation 
of the town of Campeche as a port for the export of this commodity. The second 
factor was an improvement in the production process itself. The quality of the end 
product, dyed cloth, as well as the quantity that could be handled at one time, 
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depended on the fmeness of the particles prepared for oxidation. It was discovered 
that grating the logs with a many-bladed saw produced much better results than 
chopping them. That was the origin of rasping. The problem now became one of 
manpower. If the production of coloured cloth was to be increased, the dyers could 
no longer make the raw product themselves. It would take too much time and 
effort: rasping was very hard work and very labour-intensive. There are no 
references to free workers being hired to perform the job, so it is likely that the 
foundation of the Amsterdam tuchthuis, at the end of the sixteenth century, came 
as a deus ex machina for the dyers. They themselves may have suggested having 
prisoners do rasping; among the founding fathers only Spiegel referred (in 
passing) to such work. The earliest reference I found to an inmate being assigned 
to rasping was dated 9 October 1597. For as long as it was performed, rasping 
continued to be a job exclusively for convicts. 

This sounds like a success story for prisons. Their appearance on the scene paved 
the way for the mass production of coloured cloth, so it seems. Of course demand 
would have to increase, too. In the sixteenth century practically everyone wore 
black clothes and black dye was produced from mineral sources (although yellow 
fiset wood was sometimes added for variation). Demand for vegetable colouring 
matter, especially that made from the newly discovered bluewood, increased 
when fashions changed in the course of the seventeenth century. This increased 
demand made possible the proliferation of rasping programs in prisons. The 
economic modernity of this enterprise is also attested by its operation outside the 
guild system. The first dyers exploiting convict labour must have been free 
entrepreneurs; at least, the official guilds originally refused to go along. It is a 
commonplace of economic history that capitalist mass manufacturing often 
results in products which are cheaper but of lesser quality than those made in an 
artisanal fashion . Characteristically, the guilds aimed their protests at the inferior 
quality and sometimes they managed to obtain legal prohibitions. This happened 
in the colouring sector too; the use of bluewood, for example, was prohibited in 
England in 1577. In Leiden the ass ayers of the dyer's guild established in 1621 
that a certain Abraham la Orange prepared his cloth with the forbidden materials 
blue wood and 'Spanish green' . At that time, Leiden was the foremost textile town 
of the Netherlands and the guild was apparently successful in defending its 
monopoly and ancient production techniques. An ordinance of 1649, following 
upon repeated complaints about the quality of coloured cloth, imposed further 
restrictions. It prohibited the use of blue wood and even brazil wood. The guild 
had its own bailiff, charged with the detection of persons contravening these 
provisions. In 1655 he and his assistants forced the door of the cellar of Hendrik 
Lommen's widow, because they noted a red vapour escaping from it. A veritable 
struggle ensued, centering around a packet with red powder. This ended up in the 
canal; the bailiff tried to catch it with a stick and the widow ' s daughter jumped 
into the canal and tore it apart. The widow and her daughter, who could not be 
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condemned for using prohibited materials, were fined for resistance. The sharp
ness of the conflict illustrates the guild's determination to defend artisanal 
production methods. But its struggle was doomed. The Leiden dyers had to give 
up resistance in the 1660s, when the town itself introduced convict rasping. 

In Leiden the traditional system persisted longer simply because of the domin
ance of the old textile trades, which were in league with the dyers' guild. 
Elsewhere the guild system had already been superseded. Colouring cloth had 
become a traffic industry, unconnected with weaving. A 1670 inventory reveals 
that Amsterdam entrepreneurs dyed cloth imported from England, Ireland, Scot
land, a few German territories and the Republic's Generality Lands.23 More 
important, perhaps, is that the trade in dye powder also became an independent 
branch. The records often refer to dealers whose business it was to buy wood logs, 
have them rasped in prison and sell the powder. Had the archives of the Amster
dam rasphouse been preserved, they would probably have disclosed more about 
this trade. A few Haarlem documents, referring to a conflict over payments, may 
be taken as an illustration instead. In 1610 thirty bales of rasped Campeche wood, 
weighing over 6,000 pounds, had been delivered to Willem Wier, a merchant of 
the Scottish nation at Veere. Two years later a Haarlem merchant, acting as 
intermediary for the tuchthuis regents, was refused payment. The conflict dragged 
on until 1615, involving stadhouder Maurice and the Court of Holland. Finally, 
Wier paid the regents 52 Flemish pounds. This case shows that the trade in 
convict-produced dye from wood was international as early as the 161Os. Inciden
tally, the wood involved in this case was the much-criticized blue wood. Brazil 
logs, the use of which was also prohibited at Leiden, were rasped in prisons 
everywhere. It may be noted, finally, that enterprising merchants attempted to 
grow bluewood trees in Indonesia, but this project failed. 

4. Men and machines 

That is not the whole story. The apparent economic modernity ofrasping rested 
on a non-economic base. To illustrate this, I have to go back to the late sixteenth 
century. On 30 January 1589, a half year before the decision was taken to found 
the Amsterdam tuchthuis, Albert de Veer, a citizen of that town, obtained a patent 
from the Estates-General of Holland for a machine he had invented. It concerned 
'a certain instrument, driven by a horse going round, with which it is possible to 
break all kind of wood, brazil and other, in a better way than with the means used 
heretofore'. This invention was probably not successful, because we do not hear 
of the use of horsepower again. Other technicians tried other means, though. In 
1601 two men were granted a patent on a machine for 'breaking and milling' all 
sorts of dyewood and driven 'by wind power or otherwise'. A third patent in this 
series was requested two years later by Frederick L'Herrnite, a resident of 
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Amsterdam. He had invented a multi-purpose mill for the preparation of dyewood 
and other products. In this case, the Estates-General granted a patent, on the 
condition that the instrument not be used to prepare dyewood in Holland.24 In 
other words, the rasping method was already obsolete from the very moment when 
it was introduced in prisons. 

At first, the construction of such mills was not just a threat but also an advantage 
to the rasphouse. The work of convicts left a residue of chips, which could now 
be dealt with mechanically. But the threat was obvious, too. An ordinance of 
January 1599 prohibited rasping in the city by anyone other than its prisoners.25 

One Pieter Jansz thereupon erected a mill in the Zaan region, just outside 
Amsterdam' s jurisdiction. In April 1602 the regents concluded an agreement with 
this miller, who promised to handle only chips and fIset wood, which were unfit 
for the convict labour program. Probably, Pieter Jansz yielded only because he 
knew that the matter was being discussed at the provincial level. Two weeks later 
the Estates of Holland granted the Amsterdam tuchthuis a monopoly on the 
production of dye powder throughout Holland. Since there are no indications that 
rasping on a large scale was ever done by free workers, it is clear that this privilege 
was directed against the new technique of milling wood. The text explicitly 
referred to the agreement with Pieter Jansz and immediately went on to express 
the fear that others would compete with the prisonhouse in a similar manner as 
he had done before the agreement. The Estates of Holland granted the monopoly 
because they shared the Amsterdam magistrates' view that without a supply of 
work for the inmates the house could not subsist. That the Estates-General shared 
this view can be inferred from the clause they attached to Frederick L'Hermite's 
patent a year later. The desirability of maintaining a penal institution justified the 
discouragement of technological innovation. The only exception in the privilege 
was the clause that any other town in Holland wishing to erect a tuchthuis was 
allowed to have its prisoners rasp as much wood as was needed within that 
particular town. The Estates of Friesland and Groningen granted similar monop
olies to their provincial tuchthuizen in 1663 and 1669, respectively. 

Amsterdam ' s privilege was probably encroached upon from the start. In 1646 
it was admitted that rasped and milled wood had been imported from outside the 
city, and new fines were set on this . The ordinance was re-issued, in almost 
identical words, in 1657 and 1660. Local authorities in the Zaan region did not 
bother about Amsterdam ' s privilege. They permitted one Adriaan Gerritsz to erect 
a mill for the preparation of dye wood in 1643. Meanwhile Pieter Jansz and his 
successors had continued to interact with the rasphouse, milling the chips left over 
there. However, in 1656 the Amsterdam magistrates unilaterally terminated the 
agreement and authorized the regents to build their own mill within the town's 
jurisdiction. The Zaan millers continued their operations for a time, claiming that 
the privilege of 1602 allowed them to do so. Towards the end of the 1660s they 
seem to have been bought off?6 
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In the 1660s and 1670s competition came from another direction. In 1660 
Leiden followed Amsterdam's example in combining convict rasping with the 
processing of harder pieces by a mill. The same thing was done somewhat later 
in Rotterdam. The result was a protracted conflict between these two cities and 
Amsterdam?? Amsterdam's representatives in the provincial Estates argued 
against authorization of Leiden's mill, even pretending that their own was to be 
dismantled again. The provincial authorities indeed denied Leiden a privilege, but 
this did not prevent Leiden from continuing its project. In November 1662 the 
Amsterdam magistrates twice complained about it, whereupon their colleagues 
retorted that a dye wood mill operated in the Zaan region too. Leiden then changed 
its strategy and contracted clandestinely with a private miller. He pretended to 
have only house-painters as his clients, when in fact he processed the chips left 
over from prison and packed the product into sacks 'not resembling ordinary 
dye-powder sacks' . This was found out by two Amsterdam undercover agents 
who had successfully offered some brazil wood to be milled in December 1664. 
Apparently, their superiors failed to put a stop to these activities and even had to 
tolerate their appearance in Rotterdam around 1670. The Leiden and Rotterdam 
millers maintained that the clause in the 1602 privilege about rasping in towns 
with a tuchthuis entitled the latter to keep a mill too. Subsequently, Amsterdam 
claimed that the millers did not work for the prisons at all, but that Leiden and 
Rotterdam were using this pretext to condone an encroachment on the monopoly 
by private entrepreneurs. During a surprise visit to the Rotterdam prison in 
January 1672, agents found only two inmates rasping. The conflict continued for 
some years. Its resolution is not recorded, but Amsterdam apparently had to give 
in. A 1677 document reveals that the Leiden mill was freely serving the prison 
and the town's cloth dyers, now broken away from guild restrictions. 

The severity of the conflict resulted from Amsterdam 's defensive position. If 
the mills were simply catering to a demand which the rasphouse could not meet, 
the city might have waived its objections. Quite to the contrary, it is clear that 
already by the middle of the seventeenth century rasped wood would have been 
unable to compete in a free market with milled wood. Mechanical production was 
not only cheaper, the end product was of superior quality. In the 1677 document 
the Leiden dyers made no secret of their preferences. Their method was to boil 
the powder, packed in permeable sacks, in large kettles together with the cloth to 
be coloured. Rasped wood had to boil for a longer time than mechanically 
prepared wood and it contained splinters which might damage the cloth. No 
wonder, then , that dye wood mills continued to be built. At least three, one of them 
called Charles Stuart, were in operation in the Zaan region during the period 
1671-1690. For the prison historian, the difficulty is that the records usually refer 
to these mills simply as preparing colouring matter, which could also mean the 
milling of minerals. Indeed, the way of evading the prohibitions of the 1602 
privilege seems to have been to state officially that only minerals were milled, 
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while in fact wood was being processed clandestinely all along. The Gekroonde 
Visser, built by the dye-trading house Vis around 1725, was situated in a meadow, 
a few miles from the road. When the rasphouse agents came to inspect it, they had 
to take a little boat from Zaandam; they could be seen from afar, so that any 
compromising materials could be removed in time.28 Windmill counts in the Zaan 
region in 1731, 1795 and 1801 list twenty, nineteen and twenty-four, respectively, 
as dye-mills. 29 Despite the silence imposed by clandestinity, notarial acts and 
related sources contain references proving that a number of them also processed 
wood. A ledger of the Vis house, covering the years 1767-1772, referred to several 
Amsterdam merchants who traded with the rasphouse and also had wood milled 
in the Zaan region.30 

These developments explain why a number of prisons stopped the rasping 
program around 1700. Although it was still considered the most suitable job for 
serious offenders, it was no longer economically feasible. Haarlem attempted to 
hold out for a while within the context of a small-town economy. In the 1670s 
two merchants, Isaak Spillebout and Pieter Setten, delivered the logs and sold the 
powder, but they quit at the end of the decade because many dyers delayed 
payments for three or four years. Thereafter the regents dealt with the dyers 
directly. A series of agreements between the two parties have been preserved, 
covering the years 1685-1712. They confirm the deteriorating economic position 
of convict rasping. At first, the regents did the purchasing. They bought logs on 
the Amsterdam market, selecting quantities and colours according to the dyers' 
needs. The latter promised to use nothing but rasped wood from the Haarlem 
prison. A 1693 ordinance forbade boatmen arriving from Amsterdam, Leiden or 
Rotterdam to import dye without notifying the prison's indoor father. In 1700 the 
regents had to admit the miller Simon Lepel as a third party. His contract has not 
been preserved, but it was referred to in an agreement of 1706, in which another 
dyewood miller, Pieter Bonte, was allowed to work for some private merchants. 
No wonder that the regents complained about a lack of work for the inmates in 
1711, although they blamed it on the large number of criminal prisoners. The 
dyers were offered a lower price for the rasped product, but to no avail. A year 
later it was admitted that the dyers preferred milled wood, and the regents decided 
to leave them free to choose the source. That sealed the fate of convict rasping in 
Haarlem. In other towns, too, rasping was stopped or reduced to insignificance. 
In eighteenth-century Rotterdam prisoners merely chopped wood, which was then 
processed mechanically. 

Amsterdam held out for a longer time. A new agreement between the rasphouse 
and a group of dye traders was concluded in 1736. Its proclaimed purpose was 
the redress of a declining business. Its main provision obliged the institution's 
mill to produce just as much milled wood as the inmates produced rasped wood, 
whereupon the two were mixed. This mixture was said to be of a fine quality. The 
rasphouse was now heavily dependent on the goodwill of the Amsterdam mer-
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chants, as ever more mills were built. In addition, the centre of production shifted. 
The eighteenth century witnessed a growth of cloth dyeing as a traffic industry, 
but this branch concentrated in Rotterdam. Consequently, the trade in the wood 
needed for it tended to concentrate there as well. In September 1760 Amsterdam 
merchants complained that a group of Rotterdam entrepreneurs, who used to deal 
with the rasphouse, now had their logs milled in their home town, or in Leiden or 
Haarlem. It was feared that the entire business would disappear from Amsterdam. 
Complaints were also repeatedly made about the quality of the rasphouse's 
deliveries. The prisoners, who had to produce a fixed weight, cheated by mixing 
their output with sand, dust or water.3

! 

A series of documents from the 1760s illustrate the difficult position of Amster
dam dye traders, torn between a legal obligation to have their material prepared 
in the rasphouse and the temptation to make use of the proliferation of mills 
producing a superior milled dye wood. 32 The traders either exported their com
modity or sold it to cloth-dyers, hat-makers and calico-printers at home. The 
rasphouse failed to meet their demands, they claimed, because of a lack of 
prisoners. But they did not mean that there were constantly too few inmates to 
ensure a steady rate of production. The crucial point was that short-term demands 
of large quantities could not be met immediately, while millers were able to meet 
such demands. The ships carrying goods to be exported had to be loaded at once, 
shortly before the winter season. In November 1760 several ships had sailed off 
without the wood powder demanded from Amsterdam merchants. In that very 
season mills were operating at full speed because of the heavy winds. This 
situation caused a further deterioration in the position of Amsterdam traders 
vis-a-vis their clients. In 1766 a number of foreign orders were said to have been 
deflected to Rotterdam, Bremen or Hamburg. As a remedy, the traders suggested 
that the rasphouse keep an enormous stock, from which deliveries to clients could 
be made at any time. The stock would have to be produced by a greater output 
from the prisoners as well as from the institution's mill, since bales were still filled 
on a 50/50 basis . The regents supported this proposal in arequest to the magistrates 
to change their sentencing policy. They suggested that strong persons who used 
to be committed to the workhouse and whose offences, they claimed, were no less 
than those of ordinary criminals, henceforth be condemned to the rasphouse. 
There is no indication that the court adopted this suggestion; the objection would 
undoubtedly have been raised that if this were done, penal considerations would 
be subordinated to economic ones. The court, which was always very keen on 
judging delinquents by its own criteria, would certainly not have tolerated that. 
In addition , once sufficient stock had been produced, the number of inmates would 
have had to be reduced again. There was simply no way to satisfy the merchants. 
Thus, in the end, the legal obligation for residents of Amsterdam to have dyewood 
prepared in the rasphouse contributed to a shift of the dye trade to other places. 
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After the middle of the eighteenth century the Amsterdam rasphouse, once a 
model for the entire Continent, was the only prison which stuck to rasping as its 
main business. Everywhere else rasping had been discontinued or relegated to 
secondary importance. Even in Amsterdam, what previously had been secondary 
activities were gaining in prominence. Except in peak demand periods, there were 
too many inmates for the work that needed to be done. The younger ones had 
always chopped wood, but, originally, there had been few other subsidiary tasks. 
In the 1760s, on the other hand, besides the wood-choppers, we hear of two or 
three prisoners who assisted with weighing, one or two who gathered chips, two 
who assisted with serving meals, two who supervised the choppers and two or 
more who swept the courtyard. Finally, there was a kettle-scourer and a cobbler. 
In 1776 only ten or twelve inmates out of 54 were actually rasping; in 1783 almost 
no one was reported to be rasping. Convict rasping disappeared entirely from the 
Dutch scene when Amsterdam closed its fIrst prison at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century.33 Milling dye wood, on the other hand, remained a 'ProfItable 
business during the larger part of that century. 

In the Holy Roman Empire and Denmark the story was slightly different. An 
attempt was made to save rasping as convict labour by combining it with 
mechanical processing. The origins of this method are revealed in a Bremen 
document of 1749. A Hamburg engineer had invented a treadmill for the prepara
tion of dye wood. Apparently, he failed to interest the authorities in his home town 
and sent his drawings to Bremen. The idea was that prisoners would walk the 
treadmill, causing a movement in a water reservoir which was the source of energy 
for milling the wood. Based on a recommendation signed by 44 Dutch master 
millbuilders the Bremen council decided to support the project, but it does not 
seem to have been carried out there. Incidentally, the advisors had remarked that 
they were also able to construct a mill for chopping wood, thereby confirming the 
obsoleteness of the methods used in Amsterdam where this was done with an axe. 
According to Wagnitz, such a treadmill was in use in a few German zuchthauser 
around 1790, notably at Magdeburg, where a thriving dye business existed. But 
the treadmill could be operated by only two inmates at a time; there were plans 
to construct another one which could be operated by four. The historical signifIc
ance of this method is that it links the originally productive work of rasping with 
the use of treadmills in nineteenth-century British prisons, which was generally 
denounced as unproductive. It did not give new life to convict rasping, though. In 
the 1790s rasping was reportedly done in six German prisons and in Copenhagen, 
but it was usually imposed on only a few inmates. 34 
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5. The functions of prison labour 

The history of convict rasping definitely proves that the spread of prisons had 
nothing to do with the promotion of a capitalist system of production. Quite the 
contrary, in the seventeenth century imprisonment functioned as a counterforce 
to economic modernization, and this was especially visible in the Dutch Republic. 
In every other respect the Dutch economy was 'a thoroughly commercialized 
economy that had pushed preindustrial technology and organization to its 
limits' .35 One of the hallmarks of this technological innovation was the deve
lopment of industrial windmills, used to saw wood for construction and to prepare 
tobacco and a number of other articles. During the first half of the seventeenth 
century the entire area north of Haarlem and Amsterdam was turned into one great 
windmill park. Within this area, the most important region was the Zaan, the same 
region where the first recorded dyewood miller operated. The rasphouse's privi
lege prevented the dye sector from immediately partaking of this innovative 
development. From an economic viewpoint, Amsterdam's prison represented 
State-supported stagnation. 

Thus, the labour program in prisons can never have been meant as a conscious 
investment in economic development. The function of prison labour in the early 
modern period was twofold. First, it formed part of the regime: an essential 
characteristic of prisons in contrast to jails. The obligation to work served to 
punish the inmates and to ensure order within the institution. Its second function 
was to keep costs within acceptable limits. The striving to avoid excessive 
expenses reflected traditional prudence rather than any mercantilistic policy. 
Preindustrial rural and artisanal families normally expected children to make an 
economic contribution from the age of six or eight onwards. Similarly, the inmates 
of the paternalistic institutions under scrutiny here were expected to contribute to 
their subsistence. Just as families were no proto-capitalist training schools, neither 
were prison-workhouses. The central importance attached to the household model 
disproves the thesis of material profitability. 
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A SMALL VILLAGE IN A CHANGING WORLD 

INTEGRAL HISTORY AT A LOCAL LEVEL 

by 

Pim Kooij and Vincent Sleebe* 

1. The 'Integral History' Project 

In 1987, the Netherlands Foundation for Historical Research initiated a large 
research project, with additional financial support from the universities of Gron
ingen and Utrecht to develop a counter-force against the fragmentation of histori
cal science that has resulted from growing specialization in diverging 
subdisciplines.' It takes its name, 'integral history' or integrale geschiedenis from 
the title of a 1956 lecture by the Dutch historian Jan Romein, in which he warned 
against the disintegration of history.2 

The project intends to reunite a number of diverging research traditions, tracing 
and defining the relations between different societal variables - not by exploring 
these relations one by one, as frequently is done in historical research, but by 
putting together as many variables as possible in a model in the sense of a 
schematic reproduction of reality containing economic, social, cultural, and 
political dimensions. In this way, the project may be seen as an updated and more 
theory-oriented effort to write histoire totale, as the French Ecole des Annales 
has promoted since the founding of its journal in 1929. 

To achieve some level of integration, a restriction in time and space is necessary. 
Therefore the project covers the period 1770-1914. This period spans major 
changes in every social field: 
1. demographic transition, i.e. declining birth and mortality rates; 
2. political change, i.e . political centralization and party formation; 
3. economic transition, i.e. from a mainly agricultural production structure to one 
characterized by industry and services accompanied by the extension of the 
market/economic unification; 
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4. social change, i.e. the emergence of new forms of social inequality related to 
increased social and geographical mobility; 
5. cultural change, i.e. the impact of the Enlightenment; 
6. religious change, i.e . the rise of secession movements within the established 
church and the emancipation of discriminated denominations. 

In order to trace the contents of these transitions and especially to specify their 
interrelations, we focus on regions which at fIrst sight appear rather homogeneous: 
the clay area in the province of Groningen in the north of the Netherlands, 
dominated by the city of Groningen, and the sand area in the southern province 
of North Brabant, situated around the city of ' s-Hertogenbosch (the Meierij van 
Den Bosch).3 

These two regions show clear similarities, being rather peripheral to the national 
economic, political, and cultural epicentre, the large cities in the west, and sharing 
an occupational structure which long remained preponderantly agricultural.4 But 
there are also important differences. In Groningen, farms were rather large; in 
Brabant they were relatively small. Groningen was a Protestant area; in Brabant 
almost every inhabitant was Roman Catholic. 

We expect a comparison of the two regions will make clear which societal 
developments and which interrelations between the transitions were primarily 
region-bound, and which ones had a more universal character. Of course we are 
mostly interested in identifying converging characteristics for use as elements for 
the construction of the model. 

The research programme consists of four main areas: 
1. Cohort analysis: From 1810 on, with intervals of 20 years, birth cohorts are 
taken from the parish registers and used to reconstruct families. This enables us 
to analyze demographic behaviour, social mobility, migration, and the function
ing of the labour market. This also offers some information on literacy, because 
the signatures on the original certifIcates are taken into account. 5 

2. Structural analysis: For fIxed years, a complete survey of the population is being 
derived from the population registers, in order to reconstruct the occupational 
structure, and, combined with financial and other data, the social structure. 
3. Analysis of municipal accounts: A computerized data base of these accounts 
has been created, allowing us the possibility to reconstruct the occupations of the 
municipal administration over a period of 150 years. These reflect the major 
changes in the local community as far as money was concerned. The minutes of 
the Municipal Council are used to obtain additional information. Moreover, the 
appendices of the municipal accounts, which in some archives escaped destruc
tion, offer valuable data on wages and prices, enabling us to reconstruct the 
standard of living. 
4. Analysis of regional newspapers: This line of research collects information on 
events and opinions in the political, social, cultural, and economic domains 
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unavailable in other archives. The analysis of advertisements and announcements 
is included. 

In addition to these main areas, individual graduate students are preparing 
doctoral dissertations on specific subjects, including production and the labour 
market, trade and transport, industrialization, education, health care, group and 
party formation, social control and criminality, the impact of the Roman Catholic 
church, and urbanization. 

All researchers make use of the same analytical scheme (Figure 1). It is a rather 
rough one, in fact saying no more than that everything is related to everything. 
Still, it draws attention to two important points. The first one refers to influences 
coming from outside the region. Of course, the transitions mentioned above were 
mainly 'imported', so external influences have to be taken into account.6 

Figure 1. Relationship determining the quality oj life 

o l,ltlillde world in£luem::e5 influence.!! 

outside world influence + migration 

exchange 

Source: G. Trienekens, 'Theoretische en methodologische aspecten van de lokale 
en regionale geschiedenis' in F. van Besouw et.al., Balans en perspectiej (Gro
ningen 1987) 167-189. 
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Inspired by American and French psychological theories, the central, mental 
dimension of the scheme, has been condensed into the categories 'perception' and 
'satisfaction'. Perception includes world views, expectations, standards and 
values, related to - among other things - birth and social class. Satisfaction 
refers to the way in which reality is conceived, which can be studied on an 
individual level: for instance, one's satisfaction will be low, if one had the 
expectation to raise a big family, if all one's children die young. But our interest 
mainly concerns discrepancies between perceptions and satisfactions at the group 
level. In the case of convergence, signs of acquiescence will become manifest. 
However, when there is a large gap between perception and satisfaction, signs of 
discontent may emerge such as disturbances, intolerance, criminality and political 
unrest. Therefore, the relationship between perception and satisfaction offers an 
indication of the quality of life. 

In this way, our anachronistic reconstruction of 'historical reality' is related to 
time-bound (public) opinions. The content analysis of newspapers, municipal 
regulations, legal archives, and church documents offers promising opportunities 
in this direction. 

At both universities involved, two teams consisting of ten researchers each are 
engaged in the project. They are supported by students and, in the case of Brabant, 
by groups of volunteers collecting and computerizing data for the cohort analyses 
and the analysis of municipal accounts. Because even this enormous effort is not 
sufficient to investigate every aspect with the same intensity and depth, for each 
region a selection has been made of ten communities: the regional capital, three 
or four lower-ranked service centres and five or six small villages. The analyses 
mentioned above are performed for these twenty communities. 

The project consists of three stages: 
1. research at the level of individual communities; 
2. a clustering of the results obtained at the local level, combined with additional 
research, into a synthesis at a regional level; 
3. a comparison of the two regions. 

In Groningen the first stage is almost complete. For one village, Hoogkerk, all 
research has been done, making it possible to present its tale, in order to give an 
impression of how integration at the local level will take shape. Of course, we 
cannot tell you the whole story in this article. We have written more than 300 
pages on Hoogkerk.7 Here we will mainly pay attention to the interrelations 
between the different domains mentioned above. 

2. An open society dominated by farmers 

Hoogkerk was a small municipality west of the city of Groningen. It consisted of 
the parishes Hoogkerk, Leegkerk and Dorkwerd, of which Hoogkerk, situated 
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along the important Hoendiep canal, was the largest. In 1795 the community had 
572 inhabitants. In 1850 there were 1045 inhabitants. After 1860 growth accel
erated, with a further upswing after 1895. Between that year and 1910 population 
almost doubled, from 1630 to 3095 inhabitants. This in-migration was caused by 
industrialization, as will be mentioned below. 

The municipality's proximity to the city of Groningen, the regional capital, had 
two important effects. In the first place, stock farming became more and more 
important, mainly as a result of growing demand from the city. This specialization 
was also caused by the conditions of the soil, which was very well suited for this 
sort of agriculture. In 1815, 75% of Hoogkerk's agricultural area was meadow
land, compared to 63% in the rest of the province. During the nineteenth century, 
in the province of Groningen as a whole, animal husbandry was supplanted by 
arable farming, while in Hoogkerk the opposite occurred. In 1900, 90% of 
Hoogkerk's farmland was used for animal husbandry. For the province as a whole 
this was about 40%. 

The second effect, industrialization, was promoted mainly by entrepreneurs 
from the neighbouring city. Beginning in 1895 a number offactories was founded 
for the manufacturing of cattle-fodder, fertilizers, vegetable oil, and paint. By 
Groningen standards they were rather big with 50-100 employees. The largest 
was a beet sugar factory founded in 1896 by Jan Evert Scholten, the largest 
industrialist in the north of the Netherlands. Some of these factories were situated 
in the east of the municipality, near the border with Groningen. 

Both developments reinforced each other via the labour market. Animal 
husbandr, was less labour-intensive, and during the agrarian depression, lasting 
from about 1880 until 1895, farmers kept their children at home for a longer 
period, as is shown by the structure analysis and the cohort analysis. Therefore 
the average number of labourers living on each farm fell from 1.6 in 1850 to 0.5 
in 1900. The resulting abundant supply of labour for the industry was augmented 
by declining mortality and a lower average age of first marriage for women, which 
fell from 28.5 for women born in 1810 and 1830 to 24.5 for those born in 1870. 
This neutralized the fall of the birth rate caused by the acceptance of birth control 
by some groups. 

The transition from agriculture to industry did not pass smoothly. Employment 
in agriculture stagnated around 1860. However, at that time the other sectors could 
more or less intercept the rise of the labour force (Table 1). But between 1870 and 
1875 and during the agrarian depression out-migration surpassed in-migration. 8 
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Table 1. The occupational structure of Hoogkerk (% men 16 and older) 

1770 1814 1850 1870 1890 1910 

Agriculture 75 70 67 55 48 19 
Industry 9 13 17 24 31 45 
Services 11 12 10 16 17 25 
No occupation 5 5 6 5 4 11 

Total 160 227 345 449 509 941 

Sources: Calculated by Geurt Collenteur and Richard Paping from the register of 
population 1850-1910; 1815 census; and the 1814 register of conscripted army. 
For 1770 an extrapolation was made based on the index of population growth and 
incidental information in the municipal archives of Hoogkerk. 

Note: Women are not included because the registers offer little information on the 
occupations of women. 

Migration also meant substitution. There was out-migration of agricultural la
bourers while craftsmen and artisans moved in. The diversification ofHoogkerk's 
occupational structure was mainly caused by in-migrants. For the greater part they 
came from the neighbouring municipalities, though highly skilled people came 
from further afield. Most came from the eastern parts of the province of Gron
ingen. In 1910, of 659 household heads, only 20 were born outside the northern 
Netherlands. Most of these had specialized jobs at the beet sugar factory. 

Migration illustrates the relations the village had with the outside world. These 
relations can be noticed in every domain. In the field of economics there was 
production for the market as early as the eighteenth century, which intensified in 
the nineteenth. Dairy produce was transported to the Groningen market as was 
the grain surplus. Cattle were shipped to Holland, generally also via the city of 
Groningen. Therefore already in the first half of the nineteenth century, traces of 
the old moral economy, characterized by a complex of rules and values regulating 
economic activities and social obligations, were hard to find, substituted as they 
were by more commercialized relations.9 Hoogkerk farmers profited from the 
intensification of Groningen's trade relations with other Dutch cities within the 
urban network which was expanding during the second half of the nineteenth 
century.1O The location of large industries in the village was a direct result of 
greater opportunities offered by the extension of the market, since these were 
founded by people from outside the village, some of whom did not even live there. 

When we take a look at demographic developments, it becomes more and more 
difficult to find families where both parents were born in the village itself. 
Already in 1850 only fifteen families out of 207 were so constructed. In 1850, 
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35% of the Hoogkerk household heads had been born in the municipality. By 
1910, this percentage was halved. Still this did not mean that Hoogkerk became 
a 'cosmopolitan' village. As is mentioned above, most immigrants came from the 
neighbourhood. But they reinforced a certain aspect of modernization: the sub
stitution of the extended family by the nuclear family. Already in 1850, the first 
year for which exact data from the population register are available, 59% of the 
households had a nuclear character. In 1910 this was 79%. The ideal-typical 
extended family with three generations and servants living together, was hard to 
find. In 1850, only 5% of the Hoogkerk households included three generations. 
Most of the extended households consisted of parents with their children and 
servants. In 1850 this was the case in 65% of households of farmers and 48% of 
employers in industry. By 1910this was 37% for agriculture and 35% for industry, 
and the three generation household almost had disappeared. In-living relatives 
mostly were of the same generation of the household heads. Also in the case of 
Hoogkerk, the nuclear family was the standard before industrialization tookplace. l1 

Unfortunately cohort analyses did not produce clear information regarding the 
extent to which birth control and other modern aspects of demographic behaviour 
were imported from outside. The proportion of families with both parents and 
children born in the village was too small to permit us to draw conclusions. 12 

However, we did discover that farmers , who accounted for the largest proportion 
of autochthons, did not show the highest average age at marriage. (This in turn 

was found among traditional craftsmen.) The 1850 cohort formed an exception 
with the average age at marriage of farmers rising to the same level as in the 
beginning of the nineteenth century: 31.3. The European marriage pattern was 
apparently still existent at that time. 

In politics, relations were dictated from outside. The transformation of a federal 
republic into the Kingdom of the Netherlands was clearly felt at the local level. 
The local Government was confronted by a growing number of regulations and 
decisions taken at The Hague, the centre of the national Government. For the 
greater part they did not like this. During the French occupation, 1795-1813, they 
had removed the local 'jonker' a nobleman who had the prerogative of appoint
ments and some judicial powers. Local government then came into the hands of 
a group of rich farmers, who during the second half of the eighteenth century had 
gathered a number of semi-official jobs such as wedman for the lower jurisdiction, 
member of the polder board and officer of the militia.13 Jurisdiction, however, 
remained centralized according to the French model. 

Between the local and the central Government a second level of administration 
was created, the province, not as a successor of the semi-independent province of 
the ancien regime, but as an extension of the central Government. The governor, 
later called the King's Commissioner, the highest regional administrator, had to 
act as ' the eyes and ears of the King' . If he did not do so, he risked being fired. 
On the provincial level, the governor acted as a viceroy (and a very interfering 
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one). Around 1820, when he paid his yearly inspection visit, the contents of the 
municipal treasury had to be placed on the table to be counted by him. Almost all 
measures taken by the local Government needed approval by the governor or his 
provincial aldermen. 

However, at the local level, the rich farmers tried to make as much room as 
possible for policy of their own. They nominated their own candidates for 
municipal jobs. Even the mayor was usually controlled by the farmers. At the 
beginning of the century the mayor, Martinus Brouwers, was even one of them. 
He was reprimanded by the governor for discussing political issues with his fellow 
farmers instead of the governor himself. Between 1834 and 1850 the governor 
nominated noblemen from outside whom he could trust. But they did not stay 
long. In 1865 D. Smid became mayor, staying for forty years. He was a former 
teacher who had to pay tribute to the farmers in order to get additional jobs from 
the Municipal Council thus increasing his income. His salary as a mayor was only 
375 guilders per year (in 1875). The aldermen also were dependent of the farmers 
for re-election. 

The municipal accounts clearly show the preoccupations of the rich farmers who 
dominated the municipal council. They promoted the interests of farmers as a 
group, not at the individual level. Therefore most of the expenses which were not 
earmarked in advance served to improve the economic infrastructure in such a 
way that the farmers got better access to the market. They also tried to minimize 
the obligations imposed by the central Government regarding education and relief 
for the poor. 

Even when the proportion of farmers in the whole population fell, they went on 
dominating politics. They remained a filter to the outside world, not only in 
politics, but also, in the domains of culture (see below) and economics. Only firms 
which could get the farmers' approval were admitted in the municipality. When 
in 1888 Willem Albert Scholten, the father of the above-mentioned Jan Evert, 
tried to establish a potato flour factory in Hoogkerk, this was refused because of 
the pollution it would cause. But the main reason seems to have been that the 
Hoogkerk farmers did not grow potatoes. 

This acting as a filter to the outside world seems to contradict the openness of 
the village suggested in the first part of this paragraph. Still, this was no sign of a 
traditional Gemeinschaft resisting transformation into a Gesellschaft. The Ge
meinschaft had already disappeared for the greater part before the nineteenth 
century, when the peasants turned into farmers. The leading group did not change 
much in size, but did alter in composition. There was a lot of in-migration and 
out-migration of farmers: out-migration, for instance, in the direction of parts of 
the province where they could enlarge their farms by reclamation. It was mainly 
in the second half of the century that it became a rule to keep farms within the 
family. Before that time many farmers had other perceptions, related to a more 
erratic demographic pattern. It was by no means certain that children would 
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survive their parents, so the farm was also seen as a provision for old age. Wealthy 
newcomers had to conform to the unwritten rules in order to become accepted as 
equals, otherwise they were not elected for the Council or other municipal functions. 

3. Social inequality 

The perceptions of the leading farmers concerning social inequality are clearly 
reflected in the poll tax lists. This was a local tax based de jure on income and 
property, but in fact based on signs of welfare. Every head of household with the 
exception of those with no (or very little) income was to pay a certain percentage 
of this tax. This percentage was fixed for each individual by the mayor and his 
aldermen. In the second half of the century rates had to be ratified by the Municipal 
Council. The criteria were rather subjective. Since the mayor and his aldermen 
were acquainted with most of the inhabitants, they knew exactly which farmer 
had feathered his nest and which one struggled to keep his head above water, 
which carpenter was well-to-do and which managed a sufficient income only by 
the help of his children. In this way, the poll tax lists reflect social inequality as 
perceived by contemporary leading people, some of whom kept their office for 
quite a long time. A close comparison of the poll tax lists for the whole nineteenth 
century results in the following stratification (Table 2). 

Table 2. A stratification of the Hoogkerk heads of households (%) 

181S 18S0 1870 1890 1905 

1a. Top elite 4.S 2.9 2.7 2.0 1.6 
lb. Elite 19.4 14.S 8.1 7.7 4.8 
2. Middle class 22.4 23.7 18.2 14.9 15.7 
3. Lower middle class 31.3 23.2 25.3 24.3 31.6 
4. Lower class 22.4 35.7 45.6 51.1 46.2 

Total 134 207 296 3S0 SOS 

Source: The registers of population, poll-tax lists (available until 1905). 

The top elite consisted of five to seven farmers who paid a high percentage.14 At 
the end of the century they were joined by some factory owners. Below them there 
was a group of rich farmers, vicars, high civil servants like the mayor, and the 
doctor who appeared around 1870. They also paid a high percentage. The 
percentage was considerably lowered for the group consisting of the modal 
farmer, mill owners, teachers, pub owners and successful craftsmen. In retrospect, 
we may call this group the middle class. 
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The definition 'lower middle class' is only correct for the end of the nineteenth 
century. Before that time this was some kind of intermediate group between the 
middle class and the people who were assumed to be unable to pay the tax. It 
consisted of labourers, small craftsmen and shopkeepers as well as some farmers . 
The boundaries of this group are not very clear. This is caused by the fact that the 
composers of the poll tax lists belonged to the elite and looked downwards along 
the social hierarchy. They could define exactly who belonged to their own group 
or the groups directly below them but they were unable to clearly view the bottom 
of the hierarchy. On the other hand, the lists were actualized every year. 

In 1815 most labourers, who worked the greater part of the year belonged to 
group 3. But in the course of the century only skilled workers remained in that 
group. The diversification of the occupational structure, which mainly took place 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, was accompanied by changes in the 
distribution of income. The gap between the incomes of the farmers and their 
labourers became greater, and so did social distance. Labourers were no longer 
allowed to eat at the farmers' tables; they got their own rooms. 

During the nineteenth century stratification stretched. The lower strata increased 
by the influx of factory workers, small craftsmen, and traders, while the diversi
fication of occupations in industry and services caused the growth of the middle 
groups. Bookkeepers, commission-agents, tradesmen, clerks, and rail way officers 
found their places there. Around 1880 there were 40 classes of tax-payers, 
although at the beginning of the century only 12 were needed. Classification 
increasingly took place according to occupation and not on an individual level. 
As a result, the stratification became more urban, comparable to that in the 
adjacent city of Groningen. 15 

4. Social control 

The increase in social inequality in Hoogkerk constituted a danger for internal 
cohesion within the community. This was noticed of course by the elite, who in 
the first place were responsible for this development, being the first group to 
expose a class consciousness of their own. In the course of the century the elite 
developed a range of activities to maintain this cohesion, or at least to structure 
life at Hoogkerk in such a way that, despite growing social distance, people would 
remain quiet and obedient, endangering neither the way of life of the elite nor 
their economic interests. 

It is difficult to analyze this kind of development. Processes of discipline and 
social control can only be reconstructed if they became formalized or led to 
protests or disturbances. In the nineteenth century village community, there were 
three institutions that exerted social control: popular culture, the church and local 
authority. The effects of popular culture are the most difficult to trace, because 
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popular culture consisted of unwritten rules, which were maintained by unofficial 
procedures like gossip, mockery, stigmatization, and charivari. Also opinions on 
individuals and groups, like high reputations and (un)popularity, are seldom 
documented. 

Fortunately, for the province of Groningen there exists a unique collection of 
sources to construct the outlines of popular culture in the first half of the nineteenth 
century. These are the schoolmasters reports (schoolmeester-rapporten), a collec
tion of ethnographic essays made in 1828 by local teachers, according to a model 
prescribed by the school inspector. These reports show that already at that time 
traditional popular culture was vanishing. Some customs concerning marriage, 
birth and death still existed, though in a reduced sense, but in the economic sphere 
they had almost disappeared. Customs like Nieuwjaarslopen, a kind of begging 
on New Years day, were abolished by doing of the elite farmers. It was replaced 
eventually by the provision of work for the unemployed (such as breaking paving 
stones). This and other examples indicate a commercialization of relations, which 
was not in favour of solidarity within the local society. Already in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, complaints arose on the forsaking of neighbourly duties. 
More and more these had to be regulated by local laws. Many forms of behaviour 
formerly considered to be normal now were stigmatized by the elite, for instance 
the behaviour of youth at feasts and fairs. 

The schoolmasters' reports also contain information on the religious life of the 
inhabitants. For Hoogkerk, extreme devotion and even religious fanaticism is 
indicated, though with no a background of real religious knowledge. Here we find 
references to popular belief, which was disapproved of by the enlightened vicars 
in the village. This attachment to popular belief favoured the success of a 
fundamentalistic secessionist movement within the reformed church, initiated in 
1834 in Virum, a village north of Hoogkerk, by the vicar Hendrik de Cock. Even 
some rich Hoogkerk farmers joined this movement, but this did not threaten 
solidarity within the elite. This occurred only after a second orthodox secession, 
the doleantie of 1886, a more general movement, initiated in Amsterdam, which 
catalysed the cleavage of Dutch society along denominational lines (verzuiling). 

Table 3. shows the success of the orthodox secession movements in Hoogkerk. 
This also meant a growing devoutness, though not to the same extent as in 

Brabant, where the leaders of the Roman Catholic church succeeded in dominating 
public life almost completely. In Hoogkerk, especially the orthodox church took 
over some of the social control formerly exerted by popular culture, especially on 
morality .16 Baptism, for instance, was refused for children of unmarried women 
and excommunications were common. But this church could only control its own 
members. The Protestant Church and especially the Baptist Church were much 
more liberal, though the Baptists also had an orthodox branch. The Baptists mainly 
were rich farmers. Their number did not grow much during the nineteenth century, 
because of mixed marriages and because they lost some members to the Calvinists, 
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Table 3. Religion of the H oogkerk heads of households (%) 

1815 1850 1870 1890 1910 

Protestants 77.9 77.2 67.9 66.3 55.4 
Baptists 17.7 13.0 8.1 5.7 2.9 
Roman Catholics 1.7 0.5 0.7 1.1 2.3 
Orthodox 
Calvinists 9.2 22.6 24.3 31.5 
Lutherans 2.7 0.3 0.6 0.5 
Jews 0.3 0.1 
Others 0.6 
None 2.0 6.7 

Total 134 207 296 350 659 

Source: The registers of population. 

so they were relatively marginal. But, in politics they kept their influence. In 1890 
three out of seven Municipal Council members were Baptists. Some of the 
Baptists were originally from Switzerland, and they had frequent contacts with 
the Swiss congregation in the city of Groningen. They also were prominent 
members of the Hoogkerk department of the Maatschappij tot Nut van het 
Algemeen an enlightened liberal discipline movement which promoted morality 
and education. The Hoogkerk branch was founded in the 1830s and at that time 
made a link between social control by church and politics, because the vicars and 
rich farmers met there. 

As a result of the displacement of popular culture by growing group conscious
ness and social distance, and the fragmentation of church organizations develo
ping a culture of their own, social control became a more public affair, a matter 
of politics. The ruling elite made great efforts to formulate rules and to organize 
social control at the local level, trying to minimize influences from outside. During 
the first half of the nineteenth century there were several examples of this. They 
obstructed national regulations like the prohibition of bell-ringing at funerals , and 
the obligation to fly flags at the anniversaries of members of the royal family . In 
the second half of the 1800s, when control was more necessary, new municipal 
laws gave more opportunities to make local regulations. The first ones concemed 
diseases among animals and thus reflected the economic interests of the farmers. 
But they were soon accompanied by social regulations on closing times of pubs, 
the way the opposite sexes were to behave on the ice, and regulations concerning 
fairs, while the general police regulations were extended many times. Moreover, 
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the elite used the meetings of the Municipal Council to publicly condemn all sorts 
of happenings and developments they disliked, for instance the behaviour of youth 
on different occasions, laundry along public roads, speeding bicycles and ve
hicles, and the opinions of some teachers. By the end of the century, the number 
of village policemen was increased because of the growth of Kostverloren, a 
quarter in the extreme east of the municipality, mainly inhabited by factory 
workers, who sometimes, in the eyes of the elite, caused a lot of trouble. Therefore 
the Municipal Council was very cooperative when the city ofGroningen proposed 
an annexation of this quarter, to prevent uncontrolled growth of houses just around 
the border. This was effected in 1912. 

The social infrastructure also offered opportunities to exert social control. In the 
second half of the century, poor relief for the greater part was taken over from the 
churches, which were unable to raise enough funds. The poor had to behave 
properly to obtain support, and housing policy was also a way to enforce 
discipline. Around 1900, a building regulation was proclaimed which ordered 
separate sleeping rooms for boys and girls. The elite also promoted the coming 
of a doctor to Hoogkerk in order to combat folk medicine. 

Education, as part of the social infrastructure, was considered by the elite a very 
important way to control the lower social groups, They kept a sharp eye on the 
way of life of the teachers, some of whom indeed presented themselves as being 
more touched by the ideals of enlightenment than was the elite itself. It is striking 
that the same teachers who proved to be the most modern ones repeatedly caused 
scandals by becoming drunk in public or beating their wives. For this category, 
the gap between perception and satisfaction seems to have been extremely high. 

In the last quarter of the 1800s, it was education which put the solidarity of the 
elite to the test. Members of the council belonging to the orthodox Calvinist 
Church tried to remedy some of the disadvantages concerning a just-founded 
orthodox school, by asking for re-introduction of school fees for public schools. 
These had been abolished in 1871 in order to promote school attendance. The 
proposal did not succeed. Cleavage did not cause many changes at the local level. 
The more or less liberal members of the elite kept their power by collecting also 
the votes of most of the middle class, which gained suffrage through the electoral 
reforms of 1848,1887, and 1896. The socialist member of the Municipal Council 
who made his debut in 1904, also could not respond to their proposals. At the 
meetings of the Council, he repeatedly echoed Marx, preaching proletarian 
revolution. But at Hoogkerk, people had other desires. The fIrst act of the 
Hoogkerk socialist movement included the purchase of a hearse in order to assure 
workers a proper funeral. 
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5. Conclusion 

The foregoing paragraphs describe how developments in the different domains of 
society were related. The model presented in the fIrst paragraph, which was used 
to define these relations, also urged us to pay specific attention to signs of content 
or discontent. Signs of content were dominant. There were no vehement collective 
actions. In the provincial newspapers, Hoogkerk is hardly mentioned. Even at the 
end of the century, when socialist actions in the east of the province prompted the 
King' s Commissioner to ask for military assistance, nothing really alarming 
happened in the then-industrial village of Hoogkerk.17 Only occasionally did 
regulations imposed by the central level provoke collective counterforce. This 
was the case around 1830 when young men tried to evade enlisting in the national 
army. Before conscription took place, the men moved to the village of Oldekerk, 
which had to provide only one conscript a year. But real conflicts between the 
different social groups did not occur. 

However, this did not mean that everyone in the village lived their lives happily 
and peacefully. The cohort analyses and the juridical archives reveal many people 
for whom it is obvious that there was a large gap between perception and 
satisfaction. But they tried to close the gap between expectations and reality in an 
individual way. For instance nearly all women who did not fInd a partner before 
they were forty years of age migrated to the city of Groningen. Some of them 
married there and sometimes returned. At times, when the labour market was 
unfavourable, as in the 1860s, and during the agrarian depression, young men and 
women chose the greater oppportunities of the nearby city of Groningen. Most 
teachers, who disliked the severe social control exerted by the elite, only stayed 
for one year. But this was also caused by the relatively low wages paid by the 
municipality. IS The differentiation in religion also offered opportunities to indi
vidual people to extract themselves from control by the church. Sometimes the 
opposite happened, when people sought the comfort of a caring church, for 
instance after the loss of many relatives . 

Crime also was a way in which individual frustration manifested itself. In the 
Hoogkerk pubs, many quarrels and fIghts took place, but these were seldom 
punished, or even reported to the public prosecutor. Theft, however, which can 
be considered as the result of low economic satisfaction, was prosecuted severely. 
Before 1890 the number of criminal offenses did not rise above ten a year (Table 
4). This also may be considered a sign of content or at least acquiescence. 
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Table 4. Crimes submitted to the courts o/justice 1812-1910 

1812 1823 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 

public order 1 5 37 104 
economic 1 1 6 4 
violence 2 3 2 4 2 6 5 
theft 4 1 2 1 3 3 
morality 
unknown 9 

Total 2 5 2 4 4 5 7 7 52 125 

Source: Official reports by the mayor of Hoogkerk; Archives of the courts of 
justice at Groningen and Zuidhorn. 

As Table 4 shows, around 1900 the number of offenses against public order rose 
considerably, as did to a lesser extent economic crimes like poaching and 
swindling. The other categories remained in line with population growth. Public 
drunkenness, breaking the peace, insulting civil servants, and road offenses such 
as fast driving during the so-called 'campaign ' of the beet-sugar factory or fast 
sailing on the Hoendiep canal were considered offenses against public order. Still 
this does not necessarily mean that dissatisfaction rose considerably. It mainly 
had to do with the intensification of regulations, and also with the fact that more 
offenses had to be reported, for instance by the federal policeman Hoogkerk had 
at that time. 19 Moreover, in any given year about half of all crimes was committed 
by non-residents, a result of the situation of Hoogkerk along the highroad and the 
water-route between Groningen and the province of Friesland. 

Even taking into consideration that, at least in the first half of the century, many 
offenses and conflicts were settled within Hoogkerk itself, the image stands of a 
relatively quiet village were no large conflicts arose, and where, for a hundred 
years, no murder was committed. It is not yet possible to give the exact reasons 
for this relative peacefulness. Therefore a profound comparison with the cir
cumstances in other municipalities in the clay area, where criminality was more 
frequent, is needed. For the moment, important reasons seem to be: relatively full 
employment brought about by the presence of industry, the fact that Hoogkerk 
was not severely struck by the agrarian depression because of its specialization 
in dairy farming, its relatively stable prices, the proximity of the city of Groningen 
as an outlet for frustrated perceptions, and social inequality that seems to have 
been less sharp than in some other villages, especially in the east of the region. 
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Figure 2 has been constructed to analyze how the different societal transitions 
were related. This matrix shows how the big transitions manifested themselves at 
the local level. Social transition is not included as such, because all repercussions 
of the other transitions are mainly characterized by their social dimensions, 
stressing what these transitions did to the inhabitants of the village. In this sense, 
perception-satisfaction patterns are also included. The scheme is an heuristic one, 
containing ideal types, the most pronounced characteristics. The main advantage 
of the scheme is that it shows clearly that the transitions were not confined to 
narrow domains. All transitions had repercussions in every field of society, as is 
reflected vertically in the matrix. The different dimensions of the changes in the 
main societal domains are reported horizontally. Together they reflect the main 
characteristics as well as the main changes of local society in the nineteenth 
century. The matrix does not reflect exactly eventual time-lags between the 
transitions, but it suggests a reasonable synchronism. 

Of course, this scheme is not the final word in the matter, but it may act as a 
frame of reference for research in other municipalities, facilitating comparisons. 
These comparisons also may indicate which aspects had a more general character 

Figure 2. Transitions at the local level 
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and which were more village-bound. In this way, a regional synthesis may be 
reached. But only after a thorough comparison with other regions, such as 
Brabant, will we know if, and how, this scheme offers a scaffolding for recon
structing integral history at a regional level. 
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FROM PEASANT ECONOMY 
TO MODERN MARKET-ORIENTED AGRICULTURE 

THE TRANSFORMA nON OF THE RURAL ECONOMY 
OF THE EASTERN NETHERLANDS 1800-1914 

by 

fan Luiten vanZanden 

The transformation of agriculture from a peasant economy mainly geared to 
providing subsistence for its households to a specialized and market-oriented 
agriculture is a fundamental part of the process of 'modern economic growth'.To 
provide food for the growing cities, to extend internal markets for industry and 
trade and to supply capital and labour to these sectors, agriculture has to increase 
rapidly its level of productivity and degree of commercialization. l 

In the social sciences, this transformation has been studied by two schools of 
thought. Economists have argued that the process is the result of newly arising 
economic opportunities, like new market outlets and new inputs, which induce 
farmers to increase production for the market by using purchased inputs. Accord
ing to this view, the most important mechanism that induces farmers to change 
their mode of production is change in relative prices. Prices of new inputs (i .e. 
chemical fertilizers) have to be lower than the costs of home-produced substitutes 
(i.e . manure) and the price of new export products has to be higher than the income 
from producing additional subsistence products to stimulate commercialization 
and specialization. Farmers are supposed to react as the classical, rational entre
preneur. An efficient institutional structure, providing these farmers with the 
inputs that are needed through agricultural research, extension services and a well 
developed rural infrastructure, is the main precondition for rapid structural change 
in the countryside.2 

The proponents of the 'peasant theory ' are much less optimistic. Peasants are 
said to have their own rationality; they want to keep the market at arm's length 
and resist commercialization. Their activities are mainly directed at providing 
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their subsistence needs and minimizing risks that are associated with contacts with 
the market. They may even reduce their work-load to limit the surplus that can be 
extracted by land-owners, creditors and the State. So production for the market 
will be held down and structural change is held back. 3 

Against the background of this controversy, this article concentrates on a rather 
successful example of the transformation of agriculture. On the sandy soils of the 
eastern Netherlands there still existed at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
a sort of 'peasant economy', the structure of which differed radically from the 
'modern' agriculture in the coastal provinces. Different levels of specialization 
between these regions meant that productivity in agriculture was almost twice as 
high in the coastal provinces as in those to the east. But in the course of the 
nineteenth century this gap was largely bridged by a spectacular growth of 
production and productivity in the latter region, which was caused by a rapid 
process of structural transformation in agriculture. Whereas subsistence needs 
were their foremost objective in 1800, after 1900 farmers on the sandy soils were 
mainly producing specialized products for the world market and were using large 
amounts of purchased inputs. 

The description of this transformation is the main subject of this article. Two 
periods of agrarian change are distinguished, which are also more or less charac
teristic for the development of the agriculture of continental western Europe in 
this century; the period of intensification before 1860 and of specialization and 
technical change in 1860-1914.4 The forces which determined the pattern of 
agrarian change in these periods are analyzed. It is shown that peasants in the 
eastern Netherlands reacted quite quickly when relative prices changed and new 
opportunities were created by the penetration of the market. Finally, the almost 
total absence of resistance against specialization and commercialization is ana
lyzed. It is concluded that this was caused by the relative modernity of the 
socio-economic structure of the Netherlands in the nineteenth century. 

1. Agriculture at the beginning of the nineteenth century 

One of the most intriguing problems of the economic history of the Netherlands 
is the coexistence within one rather well-integrated economy of two regions with 
radically different socio-economic structures and corresponding levels of income 
and productivity. In the centuries between 1400 and 1800, the primary sector in 
the coastal provinces developed into a very specialized and highly productive 
'capitalist' agriculture, in which only an small percentage of the rural population 
owned a farm, most being wage workers.5 In the other parts of the Netherlands 
this process did not take place. Although there was probably some rise in 
productivity, mainly caused by the intensification of agriculture, structural change 
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was much more limited and some kind of 'peasant economy' remained in 
existence. 

Table 1. Indicators ojthe social structure on the countryside ojthe Netherlands 
in 1807 (percentages) 

Share of all rural households Aver. number 
with with living from of cattle 

cattle a horse agriculture per owner 

Eastern provinces: 
Drenthea 91 50 62 8.1 
Overijssel 69 35 60b 5.4 
Gelderland 68 31 57 4.4 

Coastal provinces: 
South Holland 27 17 47 14.4 
Zeeland 29 21 57 9.2 

adue to the relatively low population pressure in Drenthe, its social structure was 
somewhat atypical. 
bestimate. 

Source: Van Zanden, De economische ontwikkeling, 317. 

Table 1 shows some of the structural differences between the regions around 1800. 
In the coastal provinces only about 28% of rural households owned any cattle, 
whereas this figure was between 68% and 91 % in the eastern Netherlands. On 
average a farm with cattle had more than fourteen head in the southern part of 
Holland and only about five head in Overijssel and Gelderland, which points to 
large differences in the mean size of farms. So the agriculture in the coastal 
provinces had a more or less 'capitalistic' character, with many wage labourers 
and a small group of large farmers, whereas in the eastern Netherlands the means 
of production were distributed much more evenly over the rural population, and 
wage labour was much less important. 

These differences in the structure of farm holdings were paralleled by dif
ferences in the level of specialization and productivity. In 1812, average yield 
ratios of the most important cereals were about five on the sandy soils to about 
ten in the coastal provinces; milk yields per cow varied accordingly from 1000 
litres to 2200-2400 litres.6 The results of a large number of inquiries made by the 
French authorities into Dutch agriculture in 1811-1813 make it possible to 
estimate the production and productivity of the agriculture in the regions. Apart 
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from the eastern provinces and the coastal provinces a third region, the southern 
Netherlands, is distinguished, which had much in common with the former region. 
Labour productivity in the coastal provinces was about twice the level of the other 
regions but the differences in land productivity were smaller due to a higher 
man:land-ratio in the coastal provinces (Table 2). 

Table 2. Agricultural productivity a in the Netherlands in 1810 

Production Production Population pressure 
per hectare per man-year hectares/man-year 

Drenthe 70 515 
Overijssel 73 401 
Gelderland 90 493 
Eastern Netherlands 80 463 
Southern Netherlands 115 438 

Groningen 121 935 
Friesland 110 1000 
Zeeland 157 1031 
South Holland 140 830 
North Holland 126 775 
Coastal provinces 128 910 

Netherlands 114 665 

a (production figures in guilders and prices of 1845/54-1875/84 
Source: Van Zanden, De economische ontwikkeling, 47. 

7.4 
5.5 
5.5 
5.8 
3.8 

7.7 
9.1 
6.6 
5.9 
6.2 
7.1 

5.8 

On the sandy soils, the main products of agriculture were destined primarily for 
home consumption. The most important activities were the growing of cereals 
(rye, buckwheat) and, of less importance, potatoes; cattle were kept primarily for 
the production of manure. Apart from agriculture, rural households had developed 
a large number of activities for providing subsistence and for earning some 
money. In Twente and the Achterhoek, parts of the region with relatively high 
population pressure and a strong fragmentation of farm holdings, the domestic 
industry of linen and cotton manufacture was very important. Everywhere on the 
sandy soils peasants were responsible for the transportation of goods by horse
drawn carts, the number of professional carters being very small.? In Drenthe and 
parts of Overijssel peat digging was a very important supplementary occupation 
for parts of the rural population. 

In the coastal provinces, the structure of rural employment was much more 
differentiated. Non-agricultural activities were practised by specialized artisans. 
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The farmers produced mainly for the market. In the regions of specialized 
livestock proouction they even had to buy almost all their food at the market. 8 

So the agriculture on the sandy soils of the eastern Netherlands was charac
terized by small farms, which were worked by the members of the household and 
on which few or no wage labourers were used. Of fIrst importance was the 
subsistence of the households and therefore there was a low level of specialization 
and productivity. This resulted in a relatively low level of (nominal) income. In 
1818 the daily wage of agricultural labourers was about 50 cents a day in the 
eastern provinces, compared to about 80 cents in the coastal provinces.9 The 
nominal income per head varied accordingly.iO 

It is still an open question as to how such a dual economic system could arise 
in the centuries before 1800. Why was there not enough migration from the low 
income and low productivity region to the high proouctivity region to equalize 
these sharp contrasts between the two parts of the country? Why did equalizing 
market forces not work in this way? Two explanations seem plausible. The first 
stresses the economic barriers that are said to have existed between the regions. 
Most important was probably that large parts of the eastern Netherlands were 
rather isolated due to the relatively poor state of the infrastructure. Jan de Vries 
went so far as to say that economic relations between the Baltic (which supplied 
most of the grain for the Amsterdam market) and Amsterdam were much closer 
than between the eastern Netherlands and Amsterdam. 11 However there are strong 
arguments against the thesis that the parts of the Netherlands were isolated from 
each other. Considerable evidence points to the fact that both prooucts and the 
means of proouction were actually quite mobile across the borders of the regions: 
1. The main export prooucts (rye, buckwheat, textiles, peat) of the rural economy 
of the eastern provinces were exported to Holland. The efficient system of inland 
water transport meant that prices at the most important markets of the eastern 
provinces followed world market (Amsterdam) prices closely. 12 

2. Capital was mobile across the regional borders. Merchants from Holland partly 
fInanced the peat works in Drenthe, the start of tobacco cultivation in Gelderland 
and the cottage industries in Overijssel and Brabant. The capital affluence of 
Holland also caused interest rates in the eastern Netherlands to be almost as low 
as in Holland (3-5%).13 
3. Labour was also relatively mobile. Tens of thousands of skilled and unskilled 
labourers migrated from the eastern Netherlands to Holland in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth century. In the eighteenth century the chance that someone born 
in Overijssel or Gelderland would migrate to and marry in Amsterdam was higher 
than for someone born in Holland (outside Amsterdam). Furthermore, large 
numbers of seasonal workers left the eastern Netherlands every spring (or early 
in the summer) to work in the agriculture and the industry of the coastal prov
inces. 14 
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In spite of all this, differences in productivity and income between the two parts 
of the Netherlands did not disappear between 1600 and 1800; in fact, they 
probably even widened. An explanation for this paradoxical development is 
probably that differences in nominal wages and incomes were largely annihilated 
by differences in the cost of living. The much higher level of (indirect) taxation, 
the policies of municipal authorities who protected local (high cost) producers of 
basic necessities, and the very high rents in the crowded cities of Holland, caused 
the cost of living there to be much higher than in the eastern provinces. The price 
of the staple food of the working class, rye bread, was between 30% and 50 higher 
in Holland than in Overijssel. 15 As a result, real wages were only marginally higher 
in Holland. The mobility of labour probably only tended to equalize real wages 
and incomes, differences in nominal wages remaining as high as differences in 
the cost of living. 

Further proof of this is furnished by data on the consumption of meat per head 
of the population. When patterns of consumption are more or less identical, the 
quantity of meat consumed per capita is a rough indicator of the standard of living 
of the population. Detailed research into data on the meat consumption in the 
Netherlands at the beginning of the nineteenth century shows that differences 
between regions were minor; both in the countryside and in the cities consumption 
per capita varied from 25 to 45 kilograms, most regions being around the 35 
kilograms mark (which was, by international standards, very high) . In the eastern 
provinces meat consumption was perhaps somewhat higher than in Holland, 
mainly because of the relatively low level of consumption in the cities of Holland 
(which went through an economic crisis between 1800 and 1820).16 So it seems 
that the great differences in productivity and nominal income between the two 
regions did not result in comparable differences in real incomes and standards of 
living. 

Part of the explanation may be found in the fact that almost every rural 
household on the sandy soils owned one or more head of cattle and at least a 
smallholding, which made it possible to produce a large part of the basic 
necessities. Most of the grazing lands were still commonly owned by organiza
tions known as markegerwotschappen, dating from the Middle Ages, which 
allowed every household to graze its cattle on the meadows. 17 Access to land was 
quite evenly distributed over the rural population. In this way the peasant economy 
of the sandy soils was as well able to provide a living for its population as the 
modem agriCUlture of the coastal provinces. 
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2. The intensification of agriculture 

Of course one should not idealize the economic and social conditions of the 
countryside of the eastern Netherlands at the beginning of the nineteenth century. 
Most hamlets and villages had a great deal of bitter poverty, which, according to 
contemporary descriptions, was mainly caused by massive underemployment. 
The small holdings could not give enough employment to the members of the 
household and wage labour was rarely required. As a result of the small size of 
the farms, peasants had little to sell at market, which caused a chronic shortage 
of cash. This shortage made it almost impossible to invest in better cattle, manure 
purchased from the cities or in cattle feed, which was the only way to increase 
production for the market. ls 

In the fIrst half of the nineteenth century these vicious circles were suddenly 
broken. In the period between 1825 and 1855 production and productivity of 
agriculture on the sandy soils began to increase rapidly, especially when compared 
with the development of agriculture in the rest of the Netherlands, where produc
tivity stagnated.19 As Table 3 shows, in the eastern provinces production per 
hectare increased by more than 40% between 1810 and 1850, but production per 
man-year grew much less (only about 10%) as the land:man-ratio declined 
signifIcantly. But in the country as a whole, labour productivity in agriculture 
actually declined as the growth of production could not keep up with the growth 
of the agricultural labour force. 20 

Table 3. Average growth rates of production and productivity of the agriculture 
in the eastern Netherlands, 1810-1850 (average annual percentages) 

Gross Production Production 
production per hectare per man-year 

Drenthe 1.8 1.2 0.3 
Overijssel 1.2 0.7 0.3 
Gelderland 1.1 0.9 0.2 
Eastern Provinces 1.2 0.9 0.2 

Source: Van Zanden, De economische ontwikkeling, 111, 133. 

To explain the relatively favourable development of agriculture on the sandy soils 
some attention must be paid to the 'driving forces' that caused it. The most 
important of these were as follows. 
1. A sharply increasing population growth in the countryside. Whereas before 
1800 the population growth rate was generally below 0.5% per annum, after 1815 
it accelerated to a rate of 1.0 to 1.7% per annum. The agricultural labour force 
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increased at the same rate. The cultivated area did not increase by more than 
10-15% between 1810 and 1850, so the need for a further intensification of 
agricultural production arose. 21 

2. To unify economically the various parts of the new kingdom of the Netherlands 
that was created in 1813, the Government began to construct a national network 
of macadam roads. After 1830 this was followed by the construction of many 
provincial roads. Some important canals were dug in these years too.22 These steps 
contributed to a further reduction in the relative isolation of some parts of the 
eastern provinces (especially the areas remote from the main rivers) . 
3. Partly as a result of the improvement of the infrastructure, three rural industries 
grew spectacularly in these years. The output of peat digging increased by about 
300% between 1817 and 1860. The numbers ofroad transports also trebled, and 
after 1830 the production of calicots for Java was transferred from Belgium to 
Twente, which caused an enormous expansion of the proto-industrial activities in 
the region.23 These rapidly growing rural industries raised the cash income of the 
peasants and thereby helped to solve one of the most urgent bottlenecks in the 
development of agriculture. 
4. After 1817 cereal prices plummeted until about 1825, after which they remained 
at a low level until about 1840. In the same years the exports of livestock products 
from the Netherlands to Britain increased again (after a temporary slump in the 
years of the Continental System), which kept the prices of these products rela
tively high. After 1840 these exports started to increase dramatically, mainly 
because of the liberalization of international trade and the very high prices on the 
London market. 24 Prices of butter and meat doubled between 1840 and 1860. So 
after 1817 and again after 1840 relative prices of livestock products increased 
significantly. Whereas butter prices in 1850/59 were 44% higher than in 1800/09, 
rye prices had dropped by 7% between these decades.25 Most peasants were 
already selling some surplus production of butter and cattle in 1800, although they 
concentrated primarily on cereal production. This was to change under the 
inducement of the development of relative prices. 

The agricultural system on the sandy soils can best be typified as an infield-out
field system, in which the arable land, the infield, was used intensively (fallow 
was very rare) and the fertility of its soil was maintained by the use of extensive 
grazing grounds, the outfield, on which the cattle were fed and from which sods 
were cut to supplement the manure of the livestock. On the best fields rye was 
cultivated every year (known as perpetual rye culture), while on fields of lower 
quality rye was alternated with buckwheat and sometimes oats.26 In this system 
the 'agricultural revolution' of 1750-1880 could not follow the classic course of 
reducing the fallow by the growing of for example, root crops and legumes.27 
Although the driving forces, increasing population pressure and commercializa
tion, were the same, the intensification of agriculture on the sandy soils of the 
eastern Netherlands took a different course. The dominant element of this course 
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was the increasing importance of livestock farming, which was made possible by 
the rising production of fodder crops, partly through the double cropping of the 
arable land and partly through the gradual improvement of the extensive grazing 
lands. The expansion of livestock farming in its turn led to an increasing produc
tion of manure, which made possible a large rise in the yield of the arable land. 
So a cumulative process of intensification and rising productivity could set in. 

A more detailed analysis of these changes begins with the spread of the 
cultivation of the potato in the years after 1810. The share of the potato in the total 
area under crops at least doubled in the first half of the nineteenth century (from 
5-10% in 1810 to 15-20% in 1850)?8 In 1800 the potato was still mainly cultivated 
in gardens and on other special plots not used for the growing of cereals; after 
1830 it was increasingly cultivated on the main fields (the essen and enken). This 
had important consequences. The potato was a very labour-intensive crop, which 
needed deep ploughing or digging and was cultivated in rows, which made 
intensive weeding possible?9 One of the weaknesses of the infield-outfield system 
was that the arable land could not be adequately cleaned of weeds, as it was 
continually being cultivated. The spread of the potato on the essen and enken, 
combined with intensive weeding, partially solved this problem, and contributed 
in this way to rising yields. Of course this meant a sharp increase in the labour 
intensity of agricultural production. 

The primary objective of peasants who increased the cultivation of the potato 
was probably the broadening of their subsistence base. One hectare of potatoes 
could feed far more people than one hectare of rye. 30 Only after 1844, when, during 
the potato blight, yields in the coastal provinces dropped much more than on the 
sandy soils, did exports of potatoes become of some importance. 

The spread of fodder crops such as turnip and spurry as an undersown crop, 
cultivated in the autumn and the early winter after the rye had been harvested and 
before the crop of the next year was sown, was the second part of the changing 
use of the arable land. Lack of winter feed was an important bottleneck in the 
expansion of dairy farming, which could partially be solved by the growing of 
these crops. Although the crops had been known in the region for many centuries 
(the first references date back to the beginning of the seventeenth century), they 
were not cultivated on a large scale until the second quarter of the nineteenth 
century.3l 

The dominant theme of agrarian changes in the first half of the century was the 
increase in the output of livestock products, induced by the relative rise in the 
price of butter. This was made possible by the improvement of the extensive 
grazing grounds and by the increasing cultivation of fodder crops, as an aftersown 
crop or as the main crop. Potatoes, for instance, were an important feed for pigs. 
The impact of better quality livestock imported from the coastal provinces may 
also have played a role. The amount of purchased feed stuffs (oil-seed cakes) 
remained quite small until the 1850s.32 
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The gradual improvement of the grazing lands was partly the result of the 
abolition of the markegenootschappen and the partition of the common meadows 
among the villagers and other landowners. By the end of the eighteenth century 
some prominent members of the rural elite had already urged the abolition of these 
collective organizations, claiming that they held back the reclamation of the 
common waste lands. This view, inspired by liberal economic ideas, resulted in 
1809 in a law enacted by King Louis Napoleon (1807-1810). This made the 
dissolution of the markegenootschappen almost obligatory. But in the following 
years the resistance of the peasants against dissolution proved to be too strong. 
Common grazing grounds were thought to be indispensable for the production of 
manure for arable land. The cottage farmers in particular resisted the law, as they 
profited most from the common meadows and were afraid they would lose their 
access to land if these grounds were divided among the members of the markege
nootschappen. Most cottars had only informal rights to the use of these lands.33 

Various changes of government meant that the law of 1809 was almost forgotten 
until 1836, when the king began to look to its enforcement. After 1836 the 
resistance of the peasants to partition was broken quite quickly and by 1860 almost 
all the land had been distributed amongst the rural population. Contrary to the 
events of 1809, the larger peasants seem actually to have favoured the partition 
of the common meadows. 34 The law stipulated that, upon partition, new roads and 
a new drainage system had to be constructed to make the land accessible and to 
stimulate reclamation. Larger peasants hoped in this way to improve the meadows 
which had been plagued by overgrazing. They even began spreading manure on 
these grounds to increase the yield. So the partition of the common meadows was 
accepted by those peasants who were allocating more resources to the production 
of butter and cattle as a way to increase further the yield of these lands. The cottage 
farmers, on the other hand, seem to have resented the change, which removed the 
final barrier that separated them from proletarianism.35 

Agriculture on the sandy soils fared very well in the first half of the nineteenth 
century, especially after 1835. Cereal yields per hectare and milk yields per cow 
increased rapidly (by about 50% between 1810 and 1850). The potato yield 
declined because of the blight, but this decline was much less than elsewhere.36 

So peasants even profited from the harvest failures and high prices after 1843. 
Labour input probably increased faster than the already rapidly growing rural 

labour force, as underemployment seems to have declined sharply. Whereas in 
1808 it was estimated that day labourers were unemployed for about a quarter of 
the year, in the 1850s reports from the provincial authorities testify that unem
ployment had almost disappeared. 37 Reports written in the 1850s on the condition 
of the rural working class give a rather optimistic picture of socio-economic 
conditions on the sandy soils. Many cottage farmers were said to be able to 
increase their holdings into viable farms because of the growing production of 
agricultural exports, high prices and the rising demand for labour. This contrasted 
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sharply with conditions in the countryside of the coastal provinces, especially 
Friesland and Zeeland, where the years between 1845 and 1855 were charac
terized by extreme poverty and massive unemployment. Contemporary writers 
concluded that, although wages were on average 50% higher in the coastal 
provinces than in the eastern Netherlands, the situation of the working class in the 
former was much worse.38 

3. Specialization and technical change, 1860-1914 

The pattern of agricultural growth changed radically in the years after 1860. As 
in the previous period, the development of agriculture was connected intimately 
with changes in the economy of the eastern Netherlands. Most important after 
1860 was the construction of a railway network. This resulted in the sharp decline 
of transport costs, but it also forced many cottage farmers to give up their part-time 
employment in transportation. The corning of the railways induced the textile 
entrepreneurs in Twente and the Achterhoek to switch over to production in 
factories, using modern machine-driven production methods, and to abandon 
domestic industry.39 Within about twenty years the manufacture of textiles, which 
had for centuries supplemented the income of peasants, had almost disappeared 
from the countryside and was concentrated in a few rapidly growing cities. Partly 
as a result of this, population trends in the towns and the countryside began to 
diverge widely. The growth of the rural population fell back as migration to the 
cities became increasingly important, and the rate of urbanization, which had been 
constant before 1860, started gradually to rise. 40 

In agriculture a more or less similar process of specialization began after 1860. 
Although the level of commercialization had increased, the unspecialized char
acter of the peasant households had not changed fundamentally until the 1860s. 
The intensification of agriculture in the first half of the century had resulted in a 
large increase in the export of agricultural products, both cereals and livestock. 
But after 1860 peasants concentrated more and more on the production of butter 
and livestock (pigs and cattle) at the expense of cereals. The yields of rye and 
buckwheat actually declined between 1860 and 1880, mainly because peasants 
were putting an increasing share of the manure on their meadows and tended to 
neglect the arable land.4 1 An increasingly high proportion of the cereal crop was 
being used as cattle fodder, exports of cereals declined sharply after 1860, and the 
region became a net importer of cereals and other feed stuffs by about 1880.42 So 
within a period of twenty years most farmers became completely dependent on 
the sale of butter, pigs and cattle, and the output of cereals was mainly used as 
cattle fodder and for home consumption. Wealthy farmers even switched over 
from the consumption of rye bread to (better quality) wheat bread, made out of 
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imported cereals, and began to buy large amounts of feed stuffs and some fertilizer 
(guano).43 

The agricultural depression in the final quarter of the nineteenth century did 
not hit the agriculture on the sandy soils as much as in other parts of the rural 
economy of the Netherlands. Cereal prices dropped sharply, especially after 1882, 
but the prices of butter and meat dropped much less, which stimulated the 
continuation of the course of change adopted after 1860.44 But the low prices of 
the 1880s and 1890s caused farmers, who had become increasingly dependent on 
purchased inputs and were facing high rents and wages, to turn to local merchants 
for the provision of credit. In return, farmers were often obliged to buy all their 
inputs from and to sell most of their output to these local merchants. So, as prices 
declined until the mid-nineties, in some parts of the region local middlemen were 
increasingly able to monopolize rural markets for credit, inputs and products. This 
proved to be a major obstacle to the adoption of innovations that became available 
and were propagated during these years of crisis.45 

These innovations such as chemical fertilizers, dairy factories and rural co-oper
atives made possible a strong acceleration of the growth of production and 
productivity after about 1890. It is worthwhile to analyze the spread of these 
innovations in more detail, as they were of fundamental importance for the final 
breakthrough of agriculture on the sandy soils. 

An important part of the difference in agricultural productivity between the 
various parts of the Netherlands could be attributed to differences in soil quality. 
The clay soils of the coastal provinces were by nature much more fertile than the 
sandy soils of the eastern and southern provinces. Lack of manure had always 
been a major obstacle to continued growth of agricultural production on these 
soils. The intensification of agriculture before 1860 only partially solved the 
problem by using a great deal if hard labour in the production of manure. The 
demand for manure, in the form of refuse from the cities, strongly increased; the 
prices of manure from the city of Groningen for example increased by more than 
110% between 1799/1822 and 1870/1879.46 So the supply of manure became a 
bottleneck in the development of agriculture on the sandy soils, as it was in other 
parts of Western EurOpe.47 

The rising price of manure induced entrepreneurs to try to increase its supply. 
Starting in the 1840s, new sources of supply were developed, the most famous 
being the guano from Latin America. A real breakthrough came only after 1870, 
when, through a number of unrelated innovations, new production methods of 
chemical fertilizers developed.48 After 1880 prices of fertilizers began to drop 
dramatically; between 1880/84 and 1900/04 they were about halved on average.49 

After 1890 this led to a very rapid adoption of fertilizers in agriculture on the 
sandy soils. Total imports of fertilizers into the Netherlands increased from 
28,000 tons per annum in 1890/94 to 464,000 tons per annum in 1910/14.50 In the 
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years before the fIrst world war the Netherlands had the highest level of fertilizer 
consumption per hectare in Europe.51 

Although agriculture badly needed the innovation, the successful introduction 
of fertilizers started rather late on the sandy soils. Small farmers in particular were 
in a position to benefIt considerably from the fertilizers, which could act as a 
substitute for scarce land, but in the years of falling prices those farmers lacked 
the cash to buy the new inputs. They also had to pay a relatively high price for 
them as they bought only very small quantities. Economies of scale in the 
transportation and trade of fertilizers and feed stuffs like maize and oilseed cakes 
were large. 52 As prices of agricultural products also declined, the relative price of 
the fertilizers fell much less than its absolute price until about 1890, and this 
weakened the incentive to buy them. So the agricultural survey for the years 1886 
to 1890 shows that in a sample of 32 municipalities, distributed all over the 
Netherlands, less than 9% of the farmers were using artificial fertilizers. The rate 
of adoption for cottage farmers was only 2.6% but for large farmers is was almost 
22%.53 The same survey shows that in villages where most large farmers had 
already adopted the new input, cottage farmers increasingly followed their 
example, which testifies to their willingness to change. 

A real breakthrough in the consumption of chemical fertilizers on the sandy soils 
came only with the setting up of rural co-operatives for this purpose after 1893. 
The farmers, sometimes supported by members of the local elite, began to 
organize these institutions in order to profit from the large economies of scale 
associated with the trade in fertilizers, and began to break away from the 
dependency on local merchants. By buying fertilizers and feed stuffs collectively, 
the price could be lowered by as much as 50% and the quality of the new inputs 
could be controlled by agricultural testing stations (landbouwproefstations) set 
up by the Government.54 

The second innovation that was crucial to the development of agriculture on the 
sandy soils was the dairy factory, particularly its mechanical core, the continuous 
cream separator. The introduction of this invention, dating from 1878, shows 
some parallels with the spread of chemical fertilizers. There existed large econ
omies of scale in the making of butter and cheese on farms. Cheese-making was 
relatively capital-intensive and needed large quantities of milk, which could only 
be produced on large farms. So the cheese-making was almost completely 
confined to parts of Holland, Friesland and Utrecht where large dairy farms 
predominated. Butter-making was on the whole less profitable, especially on 
small farms where a large amount of labour was needed for the production of 
small quantities of butter, which was generally of a far worse quality than the 
butter produced on large farms. So the proceeds of dairy farming per litre of milk 
produced were much smaller on the small farms of the eastern Netherlands than 
on the large farms of the coastal provinces. 55 
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The rise of butter exports from agriculture on the sandy soils in the fIrst half of 
the century was rather unfavourable to the export position of Dutch butter. Its 
poorer quality threatened to undermine the good name of the product. The 
consistent relative rise of butter prices also induced entrepreneurs to increase 
supply by mixing the fInest Frisian butter with poor-quality products from the 
sandy soils (or imported from Germany) or with other kinds of substitutes such 
as animal fats and vegetable oils. There was a grey area between malpractice, 
adversely affecting the mainly British consumers, and in the long run the Dutch 
producers , and innovative entrepreneurship leading to the rise of the margarine 
industry. 56 In the late 1870s and 1880s this resulted in the sudden decline of Dutch 
butter exports and, compared to foreign competitors, relatively low prices for the 
Dutch product. 

A reorganization of the production and marketing system was needed. On the 
sandy soils the quality of butter-making could only be raised by the introduction 
of the mechanical cream separator, but the high costs of a dairy factory made the 
participation of many (small) farmers necessary. Again the spread of this innova
tion was hindered by lack of capital in these years of crisis . Only after 1892 did 
the number of dairy factories, most of them organized as co-operatives, begin to 
rise significantly, and they spread very rapidly over the countryside. In 1910, 
60-90% of milk production in the eastern provinces was processed in them. 57 

Indeed the incentive to start a dairy factory was very strong; the gain in revenue 
of small dairy farms was estimated at 25-50% of the original income of dairy 
farming. 58 

In the eastern provinces this innovation was also pioneered by the larger farmers , 
who had some capital to invest and who could afford to take some risks. They 
were less dependent on local merchants, who in most cases opposed the dairy 
factories , fearing rightly that their monopoly would be threatened. But the smaller 
farmers soon joined in. Even without being a member of the co-operative they 
could deliver their milk to the factories and receive a relatively high price for it. 
The co-operatives stimulated this as the unit costs of processing the milk de
creased with increasing production. Many day labourers on the sandy soils are 
said to have started small dairy farms in order to profit from the rising revenues 
of smallscale milk production in the dairy factories. 59 

Through the dairy factories and through the fusion of the co-operatives into 
marketing boards which organized the greater part of Dutch butter exports after 
about 1900, the way was prepared for a new export drive. Between 1893 and 1912 
butter exports tripled and in 1910 the price of Dutch butter on the London market 
was again as high as the price of Danish butter, its main competitor. 60 

The third main 'innovation', the co-operative movement, was a complicated 
phenomenon. Three kinds of co-operatives were set up in these years: 
1. cooperatives to buy inputs like fertilizers, feed stuffs and sometimes new seeds; 
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2. cooperatives to process and sell agricultural products like dairy factories and 
sugar beet refineries; 
3. co-operative banks for the bringing together of the savings and the needs for 
credit of the rural population.61 

From about 1893 the first two kinds of co-operatives played an increasingly 
important role in the modernization of agriculture on the sandy soils. Economies 
of scale could be gained by their organization, and local merchants, who had 
played a dominant role in many local markets during the years of depression, were 
gradually pushed back from the agricultural scene. As the need for short-term 
credit was always high, particularly among small farmers, the position of these 
merchants could only be completely eliminated by the reorganization of the 
capital market. But cooperative banks could only work when enough savings from 
the rural population became available, and so the start of these banks was rather 
sluggish. After 1903, when agricultural prices had recovered from the crisis, these 
savings became available and the cooperative banks became increasingly import
ant. 62 

Although, compared with neighbouring countries, the cooperative movement 
was rather late in starting, in about twenty years (1893-1914) it was able to 
organize a very efficient system for the distribution of new inputs and the 
marketing of products, a task that was not adequately performed by the existing 
marketing system.63 It became an indispensable part of the new structure of 
agriculture on the sandy soils, which was characterized by the use of large 
quantities of imported inputs and by production for the world market. This was 
of course impossible without an efficient marketing and transport system. 

Small farmers probably profited most from the cooperatives, as they had always 
been the most dependent on local monopolists and had been the most punished 
by the large diseconomies of small-scale production of butter and the marketing 
of inputs. In the long run, the important innovations for the years after 1880 all 
strengthened the economic position of small farmers, so the modernization of 
agriculture in these years did not lead to a polarization of the structure of farm 
holdings. On the contrary, the proportion of wage workers in the total agricultural 
labour force declined and smallholdings increased at the expense of large ones. 
Supported by an efficient institutional structure, the small farmers on the sandy 
soils of the eastern provinces were able to increase production and productivity 
rapidly after 1880 (Table 4). 

Although the most important innovations have been dealt with, some other 
changes need to be mentioned to complete the analysis. New breeds of pig were 
introduced in the 1880s to produce the kind of meat that was popular in Britain. 
New seeds, which reacted more positively to the application of chemical fer
tilizers, were gradually adopted. The spread of agricultural training sponsored by 
the Government and the setting up of agricultural extension services after 1890 
of course stimulated these changes, but achieved some importance only after the 
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tum of the century. Most innovations still spread through the example of pioneer
ing farmers. 64 

Table 4. Average growth rates of production and productivity of the agriculture 
in the eastern Netherlands, 1850-1880 and 1880-1910 (average annual percent
ages) 

Drenthe 
Overijssel 
Gelderland 
Eastern provinces 

Gross production 
1850/80 1880/1910 

1.3 2.5 
1.0 1.8 
0.8 1.6 
1.0 1.8 

Production per man-year 
1850/80 1880/1910 

0.6 1.7 
0.5 1.7 
0.3 1.3 
0.4 1.5 

Source: Van Zanden, De economische ontwikkeling, 111, 133. 

Throughout the years after 1860 real wages went up; after 1900 the rate of increase 
even accelerated. But the level of mechanization remained very low. On the small 
and often fragmented holdings on the sandy soils, modern agricultural machinery 
could not be used easily. Moreover the labour of the members of the household 
was normally sufficient on these small farms. As labour became more scarce, 
large holdings were sometimes split up into more viable 'family farms'. 

The process of specialization and the adoption of new technologies resulted in 
a rapid growth of productivity after 1860 (Table 4) . Labour productivity increased 
by about 80% and land productivity doubled between 1850 and 1910. Growth 
rates were particularly high in the last two decades before the war. Whereas in the 
fIrst half of the century the sharply increasing labour input had been the main 
'engine' of growth, after 1850 the growth of productivity, due to specialization 
and technical change, was its main cause, accounting for about 60-80% of the 
total growth of agricultural OUtpUt.

65 Inter-regional differences in productivity 
decreased significantly but did not disappear completely. Around 1910 these 
differences could largely be explained by different qualities of the soil and the 
less favourable land:man-ratio in the eastern Netherlands, the levels of specializ
ation and 'efficiency' being almost equal.66 



TRANSFORMATION OF RURAL ECONOMY 53 

4. Conclusion 

In the nineteenth century agricultural change on the sandy soils passed from one 
pattern of economic growth to another. The first pattern, characterized by the 
intensification of agricultural production due to increasing labour input, is con
sistent with the Boserup theory of agrarian change. 67 As the supply ofland is static, 
the growth of the rural population will in the long run result in an increasing 
scarcity of land and a decreasing scarcity of labour, reflected in rising land values 
and declining real wages. This will induce peasants to adopt more labour-intensive 
production methods. This pattern of agrarian change can, in some circumstances, 
even result in a modestly rising productivity per man-year, as the declining 
marginal productivity of labour is compensated for by the rise in the length of the 
average working day.68 

In the second pattern of economic growth, which is in line with the concept of 
'modern economic growth ' used by Kuznets, the main sources of growth are 
specialization and the adoption of new techniques. Increasing labour productivity 
(per hour and per man-year) and increasing real wages are characteristic of this 
pattern. It is the kind of economic growth that has dominated the economic history 
of Western Europe since about the first half of the nineteenth century.69 

That the change from ' traditional' economic growth (Boserup type) to 'modern ' 
economic growth took place in the period between 1850 and 1880 is also clear 
from the analysis of relative factor prices. Real wages declined in the first half 
of the nineteenth century, whereas real rents went up (Table 5). After 1850 (in 
fact only after 1860, but precise figures are missing) real wages began to rise and 
had more than trebled by 1910. In the long run real wages rose even more than 
real rents after 1850. 

Table 5. Average wages and rents in the eastern Netherlands, 1810-1910 

Wage per day in Rent per hectare in Number of 
cents kg rye guilders kg rye working days 

needed to rent 
one hectare 

1810 51 4.7 15.80 145 31 
1850 51 4.5 19.44 170 38 
1880 82 8.1 30.71 303 37 
1910 129 15.3 44.74 529 35 

Source: Van Zanden, De economische ontwikkeling, 117, 122, 126,433. 
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The rise of real wages after 1860 was partially a result of earlier developments. 
Between 1800 and 1860 unemployment and underemployment declined signifi
cantly in the countryside of the eastern Netherlands. After 1860 the expansion of 
employment in the cities added to the shortages in the labour market. So farmers 
were induced to try labour-saving techniques and to abandon the labour-intensive 
production of many subsistence goods. In fact, the most important innovations 
after 1880 were in a way labour-saving. The dairy factories freed a lot of labour 
that had been used in the small-scale production of butter. Chemical fertilizers 
were probably even more labour-saving. 

The production of manure had become increasingly labour-intensive in the first 
half of the century. Cattle were increasingly kept inside almost throughout the 
year in order to collect all the manure. A lot of labour was used in growing and 
harvesting cattle fodder, in the daily feeding of the cattle, in cutting sods from the 
wasteland and mixing it with the manure, and in spreading the manure on the 
arable land.70 This very labourintensive way of producing manure, called, after 
its region of origin, Vlaamse bouw ('Flemish agriculture') disappeared quickly 
after 1890 as a result of the adoption of chemical fertilizers. After 1900 cattle were 
once more kept continuously in meadows, which of course saved a lot of labour. 

The new technologies adopted after 1880 were not only labour-saving. As real 
rents increased sharply in the second half of the nineteenth century, there was also 
a strong tendency towards land-saving technical change. Both fertilizers, which 
made a higher output per hectare possible, and purchased feed stuffs, which were 
a substitute for scarce land, were clearly land-saving.?l The labour that was saved 
by dairy factories and by the abolition of Vlaamse bouw was used to increase the 
production of pigs, eggs, poultry and milk, all rather labour-intensive activities 
but also increasingly profitable ones . After all, the agricultural labour force 
continued to grow until about 1950 and the land:man-ratio continued to decline. 

From the description of the process of agrarian change on the sandy soils of the 
eastern Netherlands it seems that the reactions of the farmers correspond well to 
the economic theory of agricultural change. There are no signs of any large-scale 
resistance to the commercialization and specialization of agricultural production, 
apart from the problems raised by the partition of the common grazing lands. On 
the contrary, throughout the century farmers seem to have used almost all 
opportunities to increase production for the market. 

Before entirely discarding the theory of the peasant economy, it should be 
realized that socio-economic conditions in the countryside of the eastern Nether
lands differed in many important aspects from conditions in current Third World 
agriculture, on which the greater part of the peasant theory is based. It seems that 
the level of socio-economic inequality was much lower and that the structure of 
society was much less oppressive than is nowadays the case in developing 
countries.72 Some examples may illustrate this. 
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1. About 50-70% of the farmers on the sandy soils owned their farms and were 
independent of landowners. In the first half of the century rents were relatively 
low and tenures were almost always continued after the completion of the 
contract. In fact, the landowning class was hardly defending its economic posi
tion.73 

2. As a result of the capital affluence of the Netherlands, interest rates in the 
countryside were low (ranging from 3-5% per annum). The almost total absence 
of usury and the limited importance of the class of local merchants who exploited 
the farmers' need for short-term credit, meant that most of the farmers could 
themselves profit from the new economic opportunities, without having to fear 
that the increasing surplus would be appropriated by these middlemen. 
3. The level of taxation on the agricultural sector, although rather high and 
probably rising until about 1840, in the long run increased much less than total 
production. Other sources of taxation became of increasing importance to the 
State.74 

4. Apart from a temporary fallback in the years of the agricultural depression after 
1880, the marketing structure became increasingly efficient and competitive 
throughout the century. Stimulated by the increasing production of export pro
ducts, many rather small markets, particularly for butter and cattle, were set up in 
the region after about 1840. After 1875 their importance declined, but the trend 
was picked up again after 1892 by the growth of rural co-operatives.75 

So peasants could profit highly from the growth of production for the market. 
In the long run, the surplus appropriated by landowners, merchants and the State 
probably declined relatively. This favourable development originated in the 
relatively modern socio-economic structure of the Netherlands, where capital was 
abundant and the upper class derived its income mainly from non-agrarian sources 
like trade, banking, some industry, government services and rentier capital. To 
secure their economic position in the process of structural transformation of the 
economy, they did not have to increase the exploitation of the rural sector. In fact, 
apart from rentier capital, other sources of income grew much more, and agricul
ture could afford to be ignored by the upper class.76 In this way the modernity of 
the Netherlands may have been a precondition for the very successful transfor
mation of the agriculture in the eastern Netherlands. 
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LOCAL COSTUME IN THE NETHERLANDS, I800-TODAY 

AN OUT-OF-DATE rosmoN OR A COLLECfIVE STANCE?* 

by 

Kitty de Leeuw 

1. Introduction 

The tenn 'local costume' is used for any fonn of clothing that is limited to a certain 
region or place. Those wearing this local costume can be recognized as belonging 
to that region or place. 

Local costume is not a specifically Dutch phenomenon. There are other Euro
pean countries where a type of dress connected with a specific area has developed 
since the Middle Ages. At that time a gradual rise in general welfare made greater 
expenditure on clothing possible for larger groups. What is unique to the Nether
lands is the development of a great variety of costume in a small geographical 
area. 1 Furthennore, local costume in the Netherlands has proved a hardy perennial 
- in some places it is still worn today, albeit by a very small proportion of the 
population. 

The nineteenth century saw a development from a traditional agrarian and rural 
way of life to the modern industrial society we now have in northwest Europe. 
Local costume gave way to widespread, off-the-peg, fashionable clothing. In the 
Netherlands the process took place more slowly than in neighbouring countries. 
Change finally triumphed, but for some time, Dutch local costume held its head 
above water and even went on developing in certain areas - evidence that it had 
not yet died - while in a few places (Volendam in the early nineteenth century2 
and Huizen about 1850)3 completely new local costumes were created in the 
nineteenth century. 

This article poses the following question: should these developments in local 
costume in the Netherlands be attributed to the fact that, in comparison with 
surrounding countries, industrialization took place fairly late here, or was some-
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thing more complex going on? Industrialization in the Netherlands 'took off' in 
the 1880s.4 This is a full century later than Britain, sixty years later than Belgium, 
and twenty to thirty years later than France and Germany.s However, recent 
historical research shows that although the Netherlands industrialized relatively 
late in the nineteenth century, the country was not backward from an economic 
point of view: there was considerable economic growth after 1830, to which 
agriculture, trade, transport and crafts contributed; there was enough capital to 
finance industrial investments and consumption was rising.6 In the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, many modern-minded people considered local costume 
quaint and backward. Maybe the Netherlands was backward in other, non-eco
nomic ways? We are tempted to conclude that this assumption is correct, but if 
this is so we would also expect that once modernization was well underway, with 
widespread availability of ready-made clothing and an end to the isolation of 
country folk, then local costume would die a quiet death. But this is not what 
happened. On the contrary, in many places in the Netherlands local costume 
continued to evolve after 1880. For example, it is only at the end of the nineteenth 
century that the characteristic shapes of women's caps in the costumes of 
Zuid-Beveland,7 Oost-Brabant,8 and Volendam,9 were developed. Apparently, 
despite the onward march of modernization, those who wore local costume had 
their reasons for continuing to do so. 

I shall now give as complete as possible a picture of the push- and pull-factors 
affecting the wearing or non-wearing of local costume. What were the functions 
of local costume within the traditional rural way of life? What became of these 
functions, as local costume became worn less and less? What are the charac
teristics of the groups who rejected change and modernization? These people held 
fast to traditions, one of which was the wearing of local costume. Finally, I shall 
examine in detail nineteenth and twentieth century ideas about local costume. The 
central question here will be how local costume is seen by those who no longer 
wear it. The conclusion will give an answer to the question posed in the title of 
this article. 

2. The functions of local costume within the traditional way of life 

First, I shall outline the traditional rural way of life in the eastern and southern 
provinces (Drenthe, Overijssel, Gelderland, Brabant, Limburg) of the Nether
lands. 1o Most striking economically was the dominant position of the agrarian 
sector: almost the entire population was involved in agriculture. ll Industrial labour 
primarily took the form of skilled craftswork. 12 Simple machinery was used on 
the farms, and produce was either for home consumption or for sale locally. In 
the matter of social structure there was a class system, with very little social 
mobility. There was a distinction between the jobs performed by men and women: 
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women were primarily responsible for the work in and around the house, although 
they also helped on the land or in the workshop. Men had greater influence than 
women and the social position of a woman depended on that of her father, her 
brother, or her husband. Another factor in determining social position was age. 
Although children were expected to help their parents from a young age, and were 
from then on absorbed into the adult world, only married adults were treated as 
full members of the community. Culturally speaking, religion was very important: 
it provided the prevailing system of norms and values and ensured the status quo. 
In politics there was a hierarchical system whereby the individual was subject to 
the group. The Netherlands had a poor communications system within the 
country, which meant that the provinces to be described here - in particular those 
regiorls lacking waterways - remained isolated. 

Notably in the villages, but also in small towns, there was a homogeneous 
population. The number of different jobs was small and often people would have 
the same religious faith. In these sometimes isolated, fairly closed communities, 
the inhabitants were very much thrown back on their own resources. For such a 
group, local costume was a way of showing with great accuracy what a person's 
place was within society. 

In the sea-provinces (Holland, Zeeland, Friesland, Groningen), especially in 
Holland, many aspects of this rural pattern had already disappeared long before 
the nineteenth century. 13 Agriculture and crafts produced for export (dairy pro
ducts, food and luxuries), a considerable part of the population consisted of skilled 
craftsmen and middle-class tradesmen, trade was an important sector of the 
economy, transport by water was well developed and the population was relativel y 
well educated and prosperous. In Holland the process of urbanization had started 
in the seventeenth century. Though trade and crafts stagnated from the second 
half of the eighteenth century, the economic, political and social pattern of these 
provinces, and especially that of the dominant province, Holland, differed largely 
from that found in the eastern and southern provinces. At the start of the nineteenth 
century international fashion was worn in the cities of Holland, but in most of the 
small towns and villages in the sea-provinces the inhabitants still clung to their 
local costume. 

Clothing was an indication to insiders about where someone belonged in the 
social hierarchy. Jewellery in particular, and the fabric from which clothing was 
made, were social position indicators. 14 Those with the most money wore the most 
expensive and most beautiful fabrics - costly lace, silk, worsted, fine linen or 
lawn. Poorer folk had to be content with coarse linen, cotton and woollens. 
Jewellery made from gold and silver also indicated a high rank. Those from lower 
social strata either had no jewellery or it was of less value. In prosperous Dutch 
provinces such as Friesland,15 Groningen,16 Holland,17 and Zeeland,18 in the 
nineteenth century the elaborate headdress (it had originally been the fastening 
for the woman's cap, and had developed into an ornate garment often hung with 
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trinkets) was a major indicator of social position. Golden headdresses decorated 
with golden ornaments, often inlaid with precious stones, were worn by the 
women of the elite, the wealthy bourgeoisie, and the wives and daughters of 
gentleman farmers. Silver headdresses were worn by women from the middle 
class and middle-income farmers, while the wife of a smallholder or farm labourer 
had to be content with a headdress of copper or tin, or in some cases with none at 
all. In those regions where there was a low standard of living, such as Oost
Brabant, the mere possession of jewellery was a way of distinguishing the higher 
social classes from their inferiors. 19 

Also, certain garments were an indication of social status. To wear a cape/coat 
or cloak in the nineteenth century was something that distinguished rich from 
poor. 20 On the island of Schouwen in the province of Zeeland, the wealthy farmer 
in the first half of the nineteenth century went with his knee-breeches unfastened 
at the knee, revealing his striped underpants and coloured garters . This should not 
be attributed to slovenliness: in that region such careless nonchalance was a sign 
of class.21 Not only was it financially out of the question for the poor to wear 
distinctive clothing or accessories, to sport golden jewellery , cloaks and elaborate 
headgear, it was also seen as unsuitable. Social control did not permit people to 
dress above their station.22 Thus in the province of Drenthe in about 1840, the wife 
or daughter of a small farmer ran the risk of being spoken of as a grootsig vrommes 
(as if putting on airs) if she wore a headdress of gold, the privilege of women from 
the well-to-do farming community.23 The longing to improve one's social status 
was, in the prevailing view, utterly reprehensible . 

Local costume not only indicated social position, it also showed to what trades 
and professions people belonged. Where local costume was worn, variations 
indicated the occupations of the wearers.24 Usually there were two to four groups: 
farmers, fishermen, notables and/or a middle class consisting of trades folk and 
craftspeople. In the towns and cities there was a distinctive professional dress for 
members of a craft, for labourers and for tradespeople, so that they could be 
recognized as grocer, porter, sailor or coachman.25 

All local costumes had their variations for men and women. Women would wear 
a skirt, apron, headdress (cap or something more elaborate), a bodice or a jacket, 
and a shaw I or cloak. Men wore trousers, a man's cap or hat, tight jacket or smock, 
and sometimes a coat. The underclothes would consist of a shirt, stockings and 
underpants - which only became fashionable in some areas during the nineteenth 
century. These garments varied in cut, in fabric and in colour. For example, only 
women wore white stockings. Since a different contribution to the community 
was expected from the two sexes, this difference in clothing helped to determine 
the role of the wearer in that society. I should like to mention here that in 
nineteenth-century local costume both men and women wore colourful fabrics 
and thought nothing of clothing themselves in beautiful garments and jewellery. 
This is different from the norms of dress in the towns and cities, where men were 
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expected to wear sombre and unexuberant dress: otherwise they were accused of 
being effeminate.26 

Local costume also indicated the various stages in a person's life cycle.27 There 
was usually distinctive clothing for babies, for toddlers and for school-going 
children. Coming of age was usually marked by religious ceremonies which 
brought the necessary solemnity to the occasion. The Catholics celebrated a First 
Communion, the Protestants had a confirmation. On these occasions children 
would wear adult dress for the ftrst time. From then on they were part of the adult 
religious and social community.28 Special clothes were also worn for weddings, 
to emphasize the solemnity of the occasion. In the villages of Huizen and Marken, 
wedding dress for both men and women shows the utmost sobriety and is made 
from black materia1.29 For the man, marriage - in many cases postponed until 
the man had inherited his share of the family property - meant that he could 
continue his family and leave his property to his offspring. The main goal of the 
traditional marriage, besides fusing the property of two families, was the propaga
tion of children. In the village of Huizen and other places this was expressed by 
the custom of converting the material from the bride's wedding dress into 
baptismal gowns for the children.30 For women, marriage was the fulfilment of 
their destiny: their social status depended on that of their husbands; only the 
married woman and mother was a respected person. This accounts for why 
women's costume indicates whether or not the wearer was married. For men this 
was less crucial and their clothing does not distinguish between the married and 
unmarried state. In the province of Brabant, for example, the farmer's wife wore 
a wedding ring, but her husband did not.3! 

Religious afftliation can also be seen from local costume. In the nineteenth-cen
tury Dutch Protestant church there were two major events, the schism in 1834 and 
the secession in 1886, which had a puritan effect on local costume. A revival of 
religious belief provoked great sobriety of dress; garish colours gave way to sobre 
hues and ascetic black. In some parts these schisms in the church actually led to 
the production of new garments: there was a particular cap worn by members of 
the secession branch on the island of W alcheren. 32 And sometimes an entirely new 
costume was created, as in the case of Huizen, which unlike the villages around 
it, did secede and so wanted to show its difference.33 Furthermore, these years saw 
the struggle of the Dutch Catholics to evolve separately from the Dutch Protestant 
church (which was the State church until the Batavian Republic in the late 
eighteenth century, and even after that was politically, socially and culturally 
advantaged). This struggle was particularly active in the second half of the 
nineteenth century and also accounted for religious revival and puritanism; bright 
colours faded from clothing even in the Catholic regions such as Brabant. But a 
system of showing social status was needed, and people still wanted to have 
cheerful clothes sometimes. During the same period, the Dutch national costumes 
developed their specific women's headdresses. In those few areas where local 
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costume was still worn and there were also different religious affiliations, these 
differences could be seen from the costumes of the inhabitants. On the island of 
Zuid-Beveland, the headdress of Catholic women was different from that of 
Protestants: the former was soft blue and angular, with square decorations for the 
headdress; the latter was gleaming white and oval, with oval decorations. Catholic 
farmers wore the brim of their hats turned down at the front, unlike the Protestant 
farmers.34 The influence of religion on dress was indeed greater than the differen
ces so far discussed. It also affected the status quo, the division into classes, the 
differences in social power between the sexes and the generations, and it underlay 
the norms and values that were assumed valid when assessing outward appearance 
and dress. 

Local costume also played an important function in relation to the world outside. 
Outsiders were recognizable by their costume. Local dress also contributed to the 
sense of identity felt by members of a community as opposed to the outside 
world.35 In other words, it strengthened the 'we-feeling' that inspires mutual 
solidarity - very important in closed communities where people are largely 
thrown on each other's resources. 

An important part in local costume is played by tradition. People want a link 
with their forebears and want to retain the unique nature of their costume. Yet 
local costume is far more subject to change than many would suppose.36 Of course 
its fashions do not change each year, as is the case in city clothing. However, local 
costume does slowly evolve. Each new generation makes its imprint when it 
begins to have a voice in the community as the young adult group, as yet without 
the full responsibility of a family. Sometimes they change certain aspects of the 
costume - the cap is made larger or smaller, the bodice more or less decollete 
- or they alter the fabrics and colours. Sometimes they introduce new garments, 
usually borrowed from outdated city fashions and adapted to meet the needs of 
the countryside, or they may discard certain parts of the costume.37 Older people 
generally retain their version of the costume and thus the differences in gener
ations can be seen from their clothing. 

Thus local costume reflected the way of life and religious attitudes characteristic 
of a traditional society and is primarily useful in providing a corporate sense of 
identity for those who wear it. Clearly, people will want to preserve local costume 
unless the traditional way of life is interrupted and the costume is no longer 
congruent with their changed habits, an inexorable effect of modernization. 

3. Modernization and the decline of local costume 

During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries traditional lifestyles crumbled in 
the face of advancing modernization. In the economic sector, the change was from 
small-scale production aimed at a local market and personal requirements, to 
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large-scale production intended for the national and even international market. 
Factory-made articles and large machines supplanted handcrafted goods. Closed, 
economically self-sufficient communities thus came under fire in the course of 
the nineteenth (and sometimes the twentieth) century and gradually became 
absorbed into a larger network. Improved roads and communications contributed 
to the process. The industrial sector and the service sector - the latter had long 
been widely developed in the Netherlands38 

- increased spectacularly. Mean
while the numbers of those working in agriculture dropped as a result of intensi
fication and mechanization. From 1870 onwards the cities, as centres of 
commerce, industry and services, grew rapidly, while in the countryside super
fluous agricultural labourers were declared redundant. 39 In a social sense, the class 
system became more flexible. In 1848 came the political emancipation of the 
Dutch middle classes while the years between 1870 and 1920 saw the struggle for 
equal opportunities for the working class. The same period witnessed the first 
feminist movement, the struggle for equal rights for women in politics, education 
and the job market. In the industrial and service sectors new professions consid
erably increased the possibility for upward social mobility. And the norms and 
values that had a religious background were now challenged by liberal and 
socialist ideas. 

All these changes undermined the position of local costume. There was a 
tendency for people to see themselves as part of ever-larger networks. They went 
in search of ways, as expressed partly in their clothing, to link themselves to these 
networks, rather than directing themselves towards the smaller communities. Full 
identification with the group, previously unquestioned, became more and more 
rare. This applied above all to those who left their place of birth to work in the 
city. The population in the cities is heterogeneous, there are many jobs and 
professions, many religious beliefs. It is impossible to know everyone, and as a 
consequence social control is minimal. Education and the variety of jobs available 
offer previously unknown opportunities for social mobility, which means that the 
social position of a person is no longer something established at birth. Thus where 
formerly a person's identity came from the group, this was no longer so. Individual 
aspects became more important: things such as education, job, income, beliefs, 
rather than standards derived from the group, such as class, religion, place of 
residence. 

Modernization assigned new importance to the individual. Regional costume 
was no longer the appropriate way in which to express this identity. And, in the 
cities, it looked odd and labelled people as outsiders, or worse still, as bumpkins. 
The 'language' of the regional dress was incomprehensible to most townsfolk and 
furthermore it seemed unsuitable in the new setting. The country villages also 
became less homogeneous: new jobs were created, such as factory work in a local 
industry. Wealthy city folk moved out to the country, exchanging the stench of 
overcrowded streets for the peace of rural paths. Such people did not integrate 
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into the village community, but retained their elite city culture. Some villages 
(Laren, Heemstede, Bloemendaal, Blaricum) became residential areas, others 
acquired the nature of dormitory suburbs.40 

There were other relevant factors in the decline of local costume. For example, 
it is far from easy to take part in modern traffic if one is wearing cumbersome 
clothing. Train, tram and above all the highly popular bicycle all demand garments 
that are not too voluminous. It is no easy task to cycle wearing extensive headgear 
and vast, flapping skirts, especially when one considers the ever-present Dutch 
wind.41 Also, around 1900, new ways of thinking about health and hygiene 
brought local costume into discredit. Regional dress was made of heavy, very 
tightly woven cloth that was furthermore difficult to clean. Blood circulation was 
restricted by its tight-fitting garments (bodices, thick stockings, heavy trousers 
and skirts) and the system of fastening the garments round the body. 42 The greatest 
medical criticism was for the headdresses, which that caused grave headaches , 
and for the tight-fitting caps that prevented the scalp from breathing.43 Finally, 
economic considerations also played their part. Ready-made clothes offered the 
opportunity of stylish dressing even to those with limited budgets. Such clothes 
are cheaper than regional costume, although the latter was much more durable, 
and other modem articles tempted and enticed: bicycles, household articles for 
home furnishing and products of the entertainment industry (books and films) . In 
the province of Drenthe in the first decades of the twentieth century young girls 
were asked by their parents which they would prefer: a headdress or a bicycle. 
Most of them chose the bike.44 

However, the chief reason for giving up local costume in favour of modern 
clothing was that the traditional pattern of life, of which regional dress was one 
reflection, was being eroded. The costume no longer provided the wearer with a 
sense of security, of identity within the home community and in the face of 
outsiders. Rather, it was a barrier to acquiring a new, more individual identity 
within a larger structure. 

The modern way of life did not succeed the traditional from one day to the next. 
We find a long incubation process which had a different rate in different regions 
and sections of society. This is also reflected in how regional costume was 
discarded. It happened first in the cities and in country districts which became 
involved in large-scale economic undertakings. In such districts , the elite was 
always in the forefront: its members sooner made (inter)national connections, 
partly because they had better forms of transport and communication, and partly 
because they had large-scale business interests. By the beginning of the nineteenth 
century the city and rural elite already dressed in fashionable clothes45 and rejected 
the last remnants of local costume (such as headdress, jewellery) before 1850.46 

Between 1850 and 1880 the middle group (craftspeople, tradesfolk) exchanged 
their local costume for either a specific dress connected with their trade, or for 
more general clothing.47 Farmers, fishermen and agricultural labourers tended to 
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remain faithful to local dress the longest, except in those districts where gentleman 
farmers formed the actual elite. This was the case in the province of Groningen, 
where the younger, well-to-do farmers abandoned local costume before 1850, in 
favour of fashionable urban dress.48 In this the men were in the lead, for they were 
the ones who made the contacts outside the home and outside the locality. The 
women were more tied to the home and the locality and gained their sense of 
identity largely from the community in which they functioned. This explains why, 
for women, local costume met a certain need (for a sense of identity) longer than 
it did for men. Finally, young people more quickly relinquished the local costume 
than did older folk. Young people need to find new answers in a changing world. 
The end result is that local costume often died with the death of the last old woman 
who wore it. 49 

So far I have largely discussed the factors that made local costume less attractive 
in a modernizing society. It is worthwhile to examine briefly the seductions of 
fashion clothing. In the first place, it is the clothing of the elite, and as such is 
highly alluring to socially marginalized, particularly when there is increased 
upward social mobility and climbing the social ladder becomes a real possibility. 50 

Second, in the course of the nineteenth century fashion clothing came within the 
budget of ever-greater groups. The new, off-the-peg garments were far cheaper 
than the previous tailor-made clothes, and from about 1870 on wages showed a 
steady upward trend.51 Further, many people liked being able to try on ready-made 
articles and to select something they could wear immediately. Previously they had 
had to order clothing from a tailor or seamstress and then wait some time for it to 
be made up. Since prices were fairly low, people could afford to buy something 
new more often, and this in turn was made necesary by the fact that ready-made 
clothing was not produced like local costume, with the intention of lasting a 
lifetime. Last but not least, wearing fashionable clothing was a way of demon
strating that one was up to date, that one wanted to be part of the modern world, 
and was concerned with an (inter)national urban culture. 

In view of the above-mentioned push-factors concerning local costume and the 
pull-factors of the off-the-peg market we could expect that as soon as modern
ization caught on in a certain area, the population (in the above-suggested 
sequence) would exchange their local costume as fast as possible for fashion 
clothing. However, this was often far from being the case. Apparently local dress 
retained its attraction in some parts. The explanation for this lies in the fact that 
not everybody was equally enthusiastic about modernization. Many indeed were 
sceptical about change and felt threatened by it. They reacted defensively: in the 
turbulent stream of change they tried to keep their heads above water by clinging 
to the old traditions. 
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4. Local costume as a social and political phenomenon 

The habit of continuing to wear local costume cannot be explained simply by such 
factors as living in isolated regions or lack of contact with the outside world, 
though these certainly played their part. In the farming village of Staphorst, a very 
tightly knit, geographically isolated community with a low standard of living, 
local costume was retained well into this century. 52 Today, many older women 
and some young women of Staphorst still wear the local dress . However, tradi
tional dress also lingers in a place like Scheveningen (originally a fishing village, 
later a bathing resort, and actually now incorporated in the cosmopolitan 
municipality of The Hague), and in districts like Zaanstreek, just north of Am
sterdam, which developed several centuries ago as a shipbuilding centre and had 
firm trading and industrial links with the capital city. 

The financial argument, that fashionable clothing was in the long run more 
expensive and that this held back many who would otherwise have changed their 
style of clothing, does not always hold water either. It probably did influence 
poorer farmers and the farm workers in the nineteenth century: they wore simple 
clothes of poor fabric and could not afford to buy tailor-made fashion clothing. 
But when ready-to-wear clothes became available later in the century, fashion 
clothing became steadily cheaper. The financial argument may partly explain 
why, for example in the province of Groningen, the well-to-do farmer exchanged 
his local costume for a fashionable suit far earlier (by about fifty years) than did 
his farmhand. 53 Around 1850 the income of the farmer was rising, while that of 
the farmhand was going down:54 the former could afford to buy tailor-made 
fashion clothing, the latter could not. Around 1900 wages offarmhands had risen, 
while cheap ready-to-wear clothing was readily available. Yet even in the first 
half of the nineteenth century, the local costume was certainly not cheaper than 
fashion clothing. In the provinces of South Holland, North Holland, Friesland, 
Groningen and Zeeland, local costumes, with their cost! y materials and expensi ve 
accessories (e.g. headdresses of precious metal and jewels) required a conside
rable outlay. It has been estimated that in about 1820, the headdress (cap and 
jewelled decorations) worn by women from the elite class in the Zaanstreek, cost 
about f 4,000 or was more than thirteen times the annual wage of an average 
worker of that period. 55 Although in the southern and eastern provinces the 
geographical isolation and consequent lack of modernization, together with a low 
standard of living (which can be seen in the 'poor' clothing of, for example, the 
southern and eastern part of Brabant,56 Twente57 and the Veluwe58) supported the 
continued wearing of local costume; there were clearly other factors at play 
elsewhere. 

It seems to me that the continued wearing of local costume in regions that were 
not isolated and/or were prosperous can be accounted for if we regard it as a 
positive stand against modernization. The opponents of progress answered with 
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a conservative gesture: they resuscitated old traditions and pitted their own way 
of life and culture against the horrors of Modern Times. They answered the 
growing modernization with a process of traditionalization. They made use of 
local dress as a means of clarifying their own identity and distinguishing them
selves from the 'modern-minded'. A good example is the Zaan district, where in 
the beginning of the nineteenth century all inhabitants, even the wealthy trades
men and their wives and daughters, wore the local costume to emphasize their 
own identity as different from the city-dwellers of Amsterdam, whom they 
considered to be frivolous . 59 Between 1820 and 1850 the tradesmen elite became 
completely involved in modernization and turned to fashionable clothing.60 The 
middle class and the farmers still resisted modernization and stuck to their local 
costume,61 the middle class up to 1870, the farmers to about 1920.62 

'Pillarization ,63 in the last decades of the nineteenth century also contributed to 
the resistance to modernization. Under pillarization, Dutch society was divided 
into ideological groups, each with its own schools, sports associations, choirs, 
charitable institutions, newspapers, and so on. In this system, religious belief 
gained an increased direct influence over daily life. Safe inside their own 'pillar', 
believers gained a sense of security as well as social control, both introduced by 
means of a modem system of supervision and discipline. A sense of corporate 
identity was gained from belonging to a 'pillar'. Within the Catholic and Protes
tant pillars, the main tendency was to preserve the class system and maintain the 
traditional, religiously determined norms and values. In these circles the wearing 
oflocal costume by country folk was enthusiastically propagated until about 1930: 
it was seen as an appropriate expression of their social position.64 A weekly 
magazine for the peasantry of Brabant condemns most severely the wearing of 
fashionable clothing by countrywomen: the farmer's wife who exchanges her 
local costume forlady' s fashion is accused of being work -shy and wasteful. Worst 
of all, she breaks the rules of the class structure. She is said to look ugly in clothes 
that were meant for the city elite: a countrywoman in a lady's costume looks like 
a quacking goose with a peacock's feathers .65 

The process of traditionalization is easier to realize within a fairly homogeneous, 
small community than in a heterogeneous city. The same holds for the effect of 
'pillarization': the church has the strongest grip in the countryside.66 Thus, as a 
result of some groups ' choosing modernization while others opposed it, by 
adopting a process of traditionalization, a sharp division developed during the 
nineteenth century between city life and country life.67 A contributing factor was 
that rural districts, especially in the southern and eastern provinces, were affected 
by modernization far later than the cities, especially in Holland, were. The 
resulting cultural differences allowed urban and rural communities to develop 
different standards and values about, among other things, clothing and appearan
ce. 
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5. Local costume and the image it creates 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century local costume was an everyday sight 
in the Netherlands.68 Only the upper classes wore fashionable clothes, and in some 
parts (such as the towns of Friesland) even this was fairly recent. The upper classes 
thought local costume or uniforms for special jobs quite suitable for their social 
inferiors, but in most cases found it aesthetically unappealing. The greater the 
difference in appearance between local costume and the fashion of the time, the 
more unattractive and bumpkin-like it was thought to be. The local costume of 
countrywomen in Drenthe was judged ugly, because of its uncorsetted silhouette, 
bulky fabrics and plain colours, which contrasted sharply with the shiny silk 
garments worn over tightly laced corsets by fashionable ladies.69 

'Good taste' was a concept used by the elite in order to distinguish themselves 
from their social inferiors.7o Those who wore local costumes were accused by the 
elite of lack of taste. The same happenend to those who exaggerated fashionably 
dressing, especially when they belonged to the 'nouveau ric he ' , social newcomers 
(for example the 'homines no vi ' - the modern-minded businessmen and entrepre
neurs, and their wives and daughters), who started competition with the elite for 
the leading social positions. Some styles of modern clothing were rejected by the 
elite as ugly and absurd, because they resembled certain types of local costume. 
An example is the fashion of around 1830 with its broad-shouldered dresses and 
wide, ankle-deep skirts: it was said to give women the same silhouette as 
fishermen of Huizen, Urk or Marken, which could certainly not be considered as 
progress in aesthetics.7l 

Those who wore local dress used a different standard when assessing someone's 
outward appearance from that applied by the urban upper classes. The greater the 
gap between town and country, the greater the difference in prevailing norms. 
Particularly in regions where traditionalization was occurring, those who wore 
local dress distanced themselves from the wearers of city fashion, which they 
repudiated as frivolous, indecent and shabby. Women of the elite of the Zaanstreek 
around 1820 abhored the city ladies' habit of going bareheaded, which they 
considered both indecent and ugly, and they condemned the lack of layers of skirts 
as shabby and frivolous. 72 Around 1890 the fishermen's wives and daughters of 
Scheveningen viewed with disdain the fashionably dressed and fragile looking 
young ladies of the city of The Hague, while the city ladies were repulsed by the 
broad skirts and robust silhouets of the women of Scheveningen.73 

With the continuing modernization of the second half of the nineteenth century 
the gulf between town and country increased. Local costume was now worn only 
by some of the country population, who consequently frequently received the 
label of 'bumpkin'.74 The label of 'bumpkin' was wrongly attached to local 
costume. In the first place local dress was not only still worn by farmers and 
farmhands, but by fisherfolk too. The number of fishing communities among the 
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places in the Netherlands where men, women and children still wore only local 
dress in 1917 was noticeably high. These include eastern Zeeuws-Flanders, 
Walcheren, Zuid-Beveland, Volendam, Marken, Urk and the southeastern coast 
of what used to be the Zuyderzee, between the villages of Staphorst and Huizen.75 

In the second place this local dress was the expression of a corporate identity 
which (at least at the outset) also included the elite and middle class of a village. 
The word 'bumpkin ,76 acquired negative overtones and was used to mean 
backward, uncivilized, old-fashioned and churlish, all uncomplimentary adjecti
ves. Indeed, many people who exchanged their local costume for fashionable 
clothing explained their decision by saying that they no longer wanted to be seen 
as country bumpkins.77 

However, when the modern way of life indisputably began to gain ground and 
to dominate fashion, the harsh judgment against local dress disappeared. Members 
of the elite and upper classes reassessed regional costume and found it good. 
Journalists, historians and artists began to show an interest in local costume. This 
about-turn can be accounted for by nationalistic motives, by a scholarly interest 
and/or by feelings of nostalgia for a past that cannot be regained. The famous 
painter Vincent van Gogh offers an early example of the changing standards: in 
1885 he wrote to his brother Theo that in his opinion a lady was far less beautiful 
than a country girl, who wears a mended and dusty, weather, wind and sun
bleached blue skirt and jacket. He preferred the look of a farmer in his blue 
working clothes to the appearance of the same person in his Sunday outfit, with 
a kind of gentleman's cloak.78 When he was working in Etten and Nuenen 
(villages in the province of Brabant) he portrayed many farmers and country
women. 

I have mentioned nationalistic motives as playing a part in the re-evaluation of 
local costume, and this is based on an expression used in certain publications to 
describe local dress. The writers speak of 'national costume' .79 Such writers 
apparently see local costume and custom as expressions of the true, ancient, 
typically Netherlandish nature, and as such they valued it more highly than fashion 
clothing which was chiefly influenced by foreign taste - Paris, London and 
Vienna. 80 A garment that was originally a regional costume can find itself adopted 
as a national symbol, thereby becoming not just the expression of a local corporate 
identity but a token of the national struggle. This is what happened in the case of 
the local costume of Hardanger in Norway. Declining as a local costume, it was 
given a new lease on life by being adopted as the national costume, the symbol 
of Norway's struggle for national independence.81 In the Netherlands a similar 
phenomenon can be seen, although in much milder form. Local costume is used 
to promote the character of the Dutch nation and to advertise the country abroad. 
Thus at receptions in embassies of the Netherlands abroad and at trade fairs we 
encounter damsels in Dutch costume (usually that of the Volendam fishing 
community) who acquaint the guests with the delights oftypically Dutch products. 
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And of course the tourist trade blossoms with Dutch maidens in clogs and local 
headdress, holding bunches of Dutch daffodils. 

As a national symbol, local dress attracted the interest of scholars and historians. 
Journalists82 have devoted articles to it, artists and photographers immortalize it 
in images. I already mentioned Vincent van Gogh's interest in local costume. 
Another artist who was strongly attracted to the vanishing 'national costume' was 
Theo Molkenboer. He devoted several publications to the subject and tried to 
record what was getting lost in words, drawings and photographs. For this purpose 
he visited all the villages and regions where local costume was still to be seen.83 

Art historians84 ponder over the various examples of local costume and the 
occasions when a special form of clothing was worn. Some researchers are 
interested in what prompted people either to retain their local costume or to reject 
it. Others see the traditional way of life is fast disappearing and want to study its 
forms before it is too late. What used to be considered quite common suddenly 
appears to have been most unusual and deserving of the serious consideration of 
scholars. What was formerly taken for granted is now a matter for debate, and in 
the process local costume, a relic of the past, has become a serious topic for 
scholarly study and even part of the national heritage. 

In my opinion, the popularity of romantic and folk fashions during the last three 
decades is due to feelings, held by many people, of disappointment in the present 
and nostalgic idealization of the past. Their regret is also for regional costume 
which has been strangled by mass production, which they experience as imper
sonal and abstract. They find ready-made clothes ugly, unindividual and unori
ginal. They dream nostalgically of a past when garments were all made by hand, 
when labour such as making one ' s own clothes was highly regarded: indeed the 
1960s and 1970s saw a revival of self-made clothes, not because of economic 
need, but as proof of one's creativity. The former farmer's and craftperson's way 
of life has been idealized, and this has extended to its attributes - including local 
dress. We can trace this condemnation of modem life and idealization of the past 
as important elements of both the intellectual left movement and the youth culture 
of the 1960s and 1970s. The fashion industry cleverly plays on these sentiments 
and translates elements of local costume into fashion clothes. At the end of the 
1960s and during the 1970s the nostalgic look became highly popular, witness the 
fashion for folk costumes and the 'granny look' . Nor is this accidental in an age 
when the modern way of life is being considered most critically. That romantic 
longing for an idealized past can also be found in the rejection of synthetic fabrics 
and the praising of the ' natural' - think of the British campaign for 'Pure New 
Wool' or the slogan of the International Wool Market, which ran something like 
'I would rather go naked than fake it' , making the suggestion that only the genuine 
article was worth having. 85 In 1990 romantic fashion returned once more, and 
today too we find a critical attitude to aspects of modem life. 
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Thus we see how during the nineteenth century local costume declined in 
prestige except among those who reacted against modernization and adopted 
traditional attitudes. During the twentieth century there was a reassessment of 
local costume, and although it had to yield its place as daily wear to modern 
clothes, it nevertheless retained a certain symbolic significance and inspired for 
certain styles which arose as protest against the modern order. 

6. Conclusion 

In the traditional agrarian way of life, local costume was a suitable way of 
indicating the exact position of an individual within the community. It gave an 
outward indication of a person's social status, job, gender, age and religious 
affiliation. Local dress had the function of emphasizing to the outside world the 
corporate identity of the members of its community. 

Modernization meant the decline oflocal costume because it proved a handicap 
for those who went to the city and for those who, while remaining in rural 
communities, sought contact with larger (national, international) networks. For 
these people, the corporate identity offered by local dress was no longer commu
nal security, but the label of 'backward bumpkin'. The initial outlay for local 
costume was expensive in comparison with the new ready-made clothing, and 
furthennore it was awkward when using modern vehicles such as trains, trams 
and bicycles. Finally, it came to be considered unhygienic. 

Despite these arguments against local costume and in favour of modern, 
off-the-peg clothing, there was by no means a universal swing away from local 
dress once modernization was in top gear. In some cases the old costumes 
continued for several generations. Isolation is certainly an important factor : as 
long as a community remains insular, homogeneous as to religion, job, etc., local 
dress can retain its use as an expression of corporate identity. An example of this 
is the village ofStaphorst,86 which remained a closed community until about 1945. 
All the male inhabitants were farmers or craftsmen. The common religion was a 
severe fonn of Dutch Protestantism. However, to retain local costume so far into 
the twentieth century a community needs more than isolation alone: there should 
be resistance to modernization too. This arose in Staphorst out of a deep religious 
conviction. The villagers were averse to outsiders and modern entertainment. Nor 
would they accept medical inoculation. Other products of progress were found 
acceptable, such as tractors and cooperative forms of farming. However, these 
latter do not affect the corporate, religiously based, identity of the village com
munity - which the fIrst examples did. What made the wearing of local costume 
such a lasting phenomenon in some parts was the need to express a corporate 
identity.87 
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This is the reply to the question posed in my title. Being 'out-of-date' and behind 
the times, in the sense of being slow to adopt the tenets of modernization, and 
remaining for a long time in a closed and homogeneous situation, supported the 
continued wearing of local costume. As soon as this changed, in most cases local 
costume gave way to modern clothes. Where the local population wished to retain 
their own corporate identity and resisted incorporation into more individualistic 
but also more anonymous, large-scale networks, local costume persisted and we 
may speak of a collective stance against change. 
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THE ENEMY WITHOUT A FACE 

rnOLERA IN AMSTERDAM, 1832 

by 

Lodewijk Brunt and Heleen Ronden 

I. Introduction 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the physician J. A. Kool was able to look back with 
pride on his medical careerin Amsterdam. His Herinneringen (= 'Recollections') 
made a fine narrative poem, in which he dwelled at length on the most dramatic 
events of his career: the cholera epidemics that raged throughout the Netherlands 
starting in the early 1830s. After roaming the globe, the Asian Vomiting Disease 
had reached the shores of Europe - much to the distress of the great minds who 
had felt sure the centre of worldwide ci vilization would not fall prey to the vicious 
attacks of a filthy and primitive 'swamp sickness' from the Asian inland. This 
distress was evident in Koors lyrical account: 

'Hark! turn Thy eye to the Orient 
whence the cries of sad lament. 
Thence at a vicious stealthy pace 
came the enemy without a face. 
He paid no heed to shore nor wall, 
to bolted gate nor field nor mall. 
No ravine deterred his flight, 
no water, mountain or burning light. 
For to destroy was his one goal, 
the sole pleasure of a wicked soul. 
With glee he watched the thousands die, 
heard their agony, laughed at their cry. 
As lighrning he did move so swift, 
with each new triumph his power did lift. 
Who shall dare to stare him down 
to free the innocent of Satan's frown? 
This we ask each to his brother 
and wring our hands and beg each other. 
Abandoning house and home we ~ee afar 
to escape in haste fate's evil mar.' 
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What made cholera so frightening to Kool's contemporaries was not just its 
barbaric origins and devastating force, but first and foremost the fundamental 
uncertainty as to what it was and how it would present itself. The nineteenth-cen
tury medical world was divided into feuding schools, the 'miasmatics' and the 
'contagionists' being the most well-known among them, grouped around the 
various theories on the cause and cure of the disease. In the spring of 1832, when 
the disease hit Paris, and Dutch physicians were waiting with bated breath to see 
whether it would spread further northwards, Kool was still convinced he had 
discovered the essence of cholera. He hastily compiled a brochure elaborating 
upon the principle of the 'sweating machine' he had designed. By putting cholera 
patients inside the device, he felt sure he could drive the germs out through their 
pores.2 It is clear from his Herinneringen that not much remained of this initial 
optimism after his actual confrontation with the disease. 

This confrontation was a fearful one. The disease attacked suddenly and without 
warning, causing pangs of nausea and uncontrollable diarrhoea. The Russian 
physician Tilesius noted that the bowel movements and vomiting functioned as 
'drainpipes', forcing the body to literally empty itsele The drained substance, 
according to the first reports published in Amsterdam on the symptoms of cholera, 
was a foul, mucus-like substance resembling 'the water meat has been washed in, 
water with a disgusting odour'. The patient's eyes were listless and lacklustre, the 
senses dimmed, the body grew ice cold and became a pale bluish green. The 
fingers and toes curled up, and the palms of the hands and soles of the feet grew 
wrinkled. The skin lost all its resilience and was covered with shiny, cold sweat. 
The voice had a dull sound to it, grew hoarse and was soon barely audible.4 All 
this happened with no delay. A person who was in excellent health at dawn could 
be transformed into a 'living corpse' by noon. 5 The clinical picture was unlike 
that of any other disease. Cholera was thought to be barbaric, both in origin and 
manifestation. Extra evidence of the 'barbarity' of the disease was the strong 
conviction that it was most rampant among the 'common classes'. For the victims 
involved, however, cholera was a social and economic disaster and the epidemic 
left behind hordes of widows, widowers and orphans in abject poverty.6 

In 1961, the British historian Asa Briggs noted that the study of cholera was one 
of the most important - and yet totally overlooked and forgotten - chapters of 
nineteenth-century social history.? Since then, quite a bit of attention has been 
devoted to this subject. In recent depictions by many social historians and 
sociologists, several striking patterns can be discerned. 

First, with respect to the short-term consequences, the earliest wave of 
epidemics that swept over Europe in 1831 and 1832 seems particularly often to 
have been accompanied by more or less serious revolts, fights, riots and other 
incidents that might be interpreted as manifestations of a class 'war'. Second, 
there were consequences that were to continue to playa role. The fear of cholera 
is thought to have led to processes of segregation, as municipal authorities 
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introouced a wide range of slum clearance measures in an effort to isolate the 
source of infection as effectively as possible. Third, there are the long-term 
consequences: the battle against cholera was one of the material and organiza
tional building blocks for the mooern welfare state. 

The above-mentioned developments are amply documented for several of 
Europe's capital cities, but we know relatively little about what happened in Dutch 
cities during the cholera era. There seem to be clear similarities between the 
Netherlands and neighbouring countries as regards their position at the start of 
the cholera epidemics: the fear with which the epidemic is being anticipated is 
roughly the same, as were the precautions being taken. But, were the effects also 
the same? In other words: did the Netherlands fit into this 'general cholera 
pattern'? 

These are the questions we address in this paper, and our answers are mainly 
based on our study of cholera in Amsterdam. 8 We focus on the scale of the cholera 
epidemics in Amsterdam, the ways they were dealt with and the nature of local 
social relations. Like most of the social historians we refer to in this article, we 
mainly concentrate on the (first) epidemic of 1832.9 In the next section we will 
first describe in more detail developments elsewhere in Europe. 

2. The 'general cholera pattern' 

All over Europe, the outburst of cholera at the beginning of the 1830s was 
accompanied by some extent of rebellion, which in many cases needed a great 
show of police and military force to calm the people down. 

What were the underlying reasons for these popular uprisings? One striking 
aspect was that the aggression was directed not only at the municipal authorities, 
but at the medical authorities as well. It is precisely this combination that various 
authors have turned to in searching for an answer. According to Evans, the 
emphatic presence of Government and military authorities during the epidemics, 
particularly when quarantine measures were involved, in combination with large 
numbers of medical personnel, some of whom were outside observers, led many 
people to believe the authorities were deliberately making a concerted effort to 
kill off the common people. What is more, the disease was widely believed to be 
due to poisoning: 

'The poor throughout Europe had the same fears and felt threatened by the same 
enemy, simply because cholera was mainly a disease of the poor. People could 
not imagine that a disease so focused on the lower classes could be anything but 
a plot. There was every indication of a deliberate act, even a premeditated one -
in other words , a conspiracy' . 10 

Later in this paper, when we deal in greater detail with the cholera epidemics in 
Amsterdam, we shall return to this point. l1 The 'general cholera pattern' encom-
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passes not only the popular uprisings, but also the move towards segregation and 
the eventual laying of the foundations for the welfare state. 

Notwithstanding the significance of the notions going round in the minds of the 
urban poor, we are generally better informed about the more well-to-do segments 
of the population. Ever since the end of the 1820s, a wide range of books, 
brochures and articles had been keeping track of every advance cholera made on 
its journey from distant Bengal to the shores of Western Europe. Since there were 
no clear guidelines on how to behave in the event of a serious epidemic there was 
no choice but to sift the confusing torrent of contradictory diagnoses and remedies 
described in these publications in a desperate effort to arrive at the most effective 
strategies. This meant improvising, but it also meant 'pleading, threatening and 
praying' . 12 For the wealthy, however, the wisest thing to do was to flee: 

'The fIrst signs of cholera in Paris were accompanied by a mass exodus of 
citizens, representatives of the people, noblemen and foreigners ... Some of them 
were to return later, but only for business. ,13 

In the centres of the large cities, rich and poor lived in close proximity, 
sometimes even in the same house, though separated by a storey or two, and often 
literally right around the comer. Cholera stimulated people to expand the social 
and geographic distance between classes. In the inner cities, there was a hitherto 
unprecedented process of demolition and slum clearance. Chevalier describes a 
policy of 'destruction and construction' in Paris. All the dilapidated districts had 
to be replaced by healthy, new ones and in the years following the fIrst cholera 
epidemic, new guidelines were formulated for the construction of Streets and 
buildings. 14 What happened in Paris happened on an even larger scale in London, 15 

and in his descriptions of Glasgow and Edinburgh, Smout noted that the slums 
that developed after 1830 were a new phenomenon. 16 Substandard housing and 
poor living conditions were certainly nothing new at the beginning of the nine
teenth century, but the size of the slums and the extent of overpopulation there 
were unprecedented. In this context, it would seem justifIed to use the term 
, ghetto' . 17 

The fInal outcome of these developments was a total transformation of the urban 
structure. By the end of the nineteenth century, the appearance and the very nature 
of many cities had undergone a complete metamorphosis. The most striking social 
change was undoubtedly the segregation of the urban population, so that the 
various social classes now lived in separate neighbourhoods. 

In the end, cholera was to lead directly and indirectl y to a wide range of measures 
that can be viewed as the foundation for the later welfare state. McNeill was a 
leading supporter ofthis view. At his microscope in 1883, Robert Koch discovered 
the bacteria responsible for cholera, proving the miasmatics wrong once and for 
all. McNeill noted: 

'Long before Koch's microscope provided physicians with an empirical basis 
for a modern view of the spread of cholera, it was the panic caused by the disease 
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in American and European cities that gave reformers the opportunity to work on 
the improvement of the urban sanitary conditions, the urban housing conditions 
and the facilities in the fields of public health and the water supply.' 18 

In the erection of the welfare state, not only the material infrastructure in the 
form of sewage and water pipes was of importance, but also the organization of 
research and the processing of statistical data. In particular, ignorance as to the 
possible causes of cholera led the specially appointed medical committees to 
devote a great deal of time and attention to collecting extensive data in the hope 
of gaining better insight into the matter. An analytical instrument that helped them 
in this endeavour was the division of the city into districts or neighbourhoods, so 
that data could be processed on different levels. According to Delaporte, this 
focused the attention of the researchers on the human factor rather than on 
'objective' aspects. 19 What kinds of people were susceptible to the disease? This 
question led to extensive research into how people lived, their mentality, customs 
and habits. Information was gathered about occupations, income and general 
living conditions and gradually a certain logic began to emerge. Some factors only 
existed in combination with certain other ones. The people suffering from mal
nutrition were the same ones who had low incomes and were poorly housed. There 
was also a hierarchy of factors: income determined living conditions. It was on 
the basis of information of this kind that a welfare state could be built. 

Having given this account of the general cholera pattern as deduced from recent 
historical studies, we now examine the situation in the Netherlands, particularly 
in Amsterdam. 

3. Cholera in Amsterdam 

As was overwhelmingly the case elsewhere in Western Europe, the Netherlands 
took whatever precautions it could. Quarantines were instituted at the harbours 
for ships coming from cholera areas. For the coastal and border areas, decrees 
were passed to warn the population against contact with the outside world. In July 
1831, more than a year before the fIrst cases of cholera appeared in Amsterdam, 
the Mayor and Alderman were urged by the Governor of North Holland to issue 
a general announcement informing people of the need 'to see to it ... that no one 
who is not authorized to do so touches any goods, persons or bodies that have 
been cast ashore'.2o 

In order to prevent this from happening, there were intensive police patrols. 
Shipwrecks were carefully supervised. Anyone who violated the regulations was 
put into quarantine and then punished. These Maatregeien ter weering van de 
Cholera Morbus (= 'Ordinances to Combat Cholera Morbus') were to be re
peatedl y brought to the special attention of the police. Gatherings of all kinds were 
prohibited, even carnivals and fairs, and every effort was made to prevent large 
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groups of people from assembling. Pubs, for example, were no longer allowed to 
be open after dark. The measures taken were largely based on those taken abroad. 
Ever since the end of the twenties, the Dutch authorities had been kept informed 
by newspaper items, brochures and books, sometimes written by Dutch physicians 
who had gone abroad to observe the situation there and sometimes by foreign 
physicians whose findings were translated into Dutch and then published here. 

In other European cities, measures of this kind often led to popular resentment 
and uprisings. Was this the case in Amsterdam as well? As far as we know, it was 
not. Neither the newspapers, the archives of the Amsterdam police, the city 
authorities, the medical committees concerned with cholera control, nor any of 
the other sources we consulted show any clear evidence of opposition of this kind. 
This does not necessarily mean the population simply accepted its fate without 
further ado. What about the sinister plots referred to by historians like Delaporte 
to eliminate the poor by poisoning them? The Amsterdamsche Courant (= 
'Amsterdam Daily') reported the widespread unwillingness of cholera patients in 
Scheveningen to be admitted to the cholera hospital. According to the reporter, 
this was due to their doubts as to whether the much feared disease was actually 
what they had. 21 This may indicate the existence of either a conspiracy notion or 
the conviction that poisoning was really the problem, though we can not be certain. 
In Amsterdam, there was also a certain amount of aversion on the part of cholera 
patients to go to the hospital or even to receive any kind of medical treatment at 
all. Particularly in the initial phase of the epidemic in the second half of August 
1832, the report of the local cholera committee made repeated mention of this 
aversion. 22 In the case of the 'peddler' Sara Levie, the patient's general 'unwill
ingness' made it necessary to summon the police. Other patients were 'escorted' 
to the hospital. We were able to find at least fifty such cases. The outbreak of the 
disease not only led to 'concern' on the part of the patients themselves, but also 
on the part of the people around them. 

This held true for the residents of the Wijden Gang, an alley in the Jewish 
Quarter, to a particularly great extent. On August 7, there already seemed to be 
the first case of cholera there. The victim was Esther Bakkum. She was visited in 
the evening by two physicians who were accompanied by police officers. The 
physical condition of the patient was grave, but there was some question as to 
whether it was really cholera she was suffering from. At any rate, she could not 
be moved. 

Almost a week later, the police were called upon again. This time it turned out 
that Esther Bakkum was indeed suffering from the Asian Vomiting Disease and 
she was transported - under supervision - to the cholera hospital on Roeterseiland. 
In the Wijden Gang, there were also other people who were not feeling well, but 
physicians were uncertain as to the nature of their symptoms. It was only in the 
case of little Mozes Loonsteen that there were absolutely no doubts. He was also 
taken to the hospital. He was soon to perish there, as was Esther Bakkum. Her 
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sixteen-year-old son, Mozes Abraham Schijveschuurder, was admitted too. The 
concern was now so great that it led to 'indisposition' on the part of various 
residents of the neighbourhood, though the physicians diagnosed them all as being 
'well'. The police decided to disinfect the Wijden Gang by smoking it out with 
'pitch wreathes' and had the slum cleaned up at the expense of the City.23 

But for the time being, the epidemic was to continue in full force, as were the 
worries, because the residents of the Wijden Gang included the largest number of 
cholera patients who refused to be taken to the hospita1.24 

The anxiety accompanying the cholera epidemic was a matter of great concern 
to the authorities, especially since virtually all the medical and general publica
tions on the disease cited precisely this attitude as one of the main causes of its 
contagiousness. One example of this line of reasoning can be found in a publica
tion by Hymans, who presents a more or less complete' anatomy' of the feeling 
in order to emphasize the point that it was mainly the fear of cholera that caused 
the disease, or at any rate did much to foster it: 

'As one of the most oppressive passions, it [i.e. fear] paralyses the strength of 
the nerves and thus magnifies all the perils that menace our physical existence. ,25 

The authorities promised to make every effort to prevent anxiety and fear among 
the population. A wide range of measures, no matter how well intentioned, gave 
rise to ever more fear and were thus counterproductive: 

'Faced with deprivation and coercion, the humble classes have allowed them
selves to be overwhelmed by anxiety, fear and despair, and desperation and 
popular movements (sad experience has taught us) have made it necessary for 
governments to alleviate or abolish these measures. In the event of less unfortu
nate consequences, however, these measures never fail to have extremely unfa
vourable effects upon the frame of mind of the residents, and consequently to 
enlarge the propensity to be affected by disease. What is more, many people fear 
the coercion separating them from their loved ones and depriving them of their 
means of support more than they fear the disease itself, so that they do not summon 
medical assistance and would prefer to fall victim to the disease than to this 
coercion. ,26 

In Amsterdam, the municipal authorities were apparently well prepared. The 
Mayor and Aldermen urged the people involved in the treatment of cholera to 
announce only the names of those patients in whose case an official statement had 
been drawn up by the physician: 'since especially when cholera first breaks out, 
many a fear-ridden individual will perhaps unjustifiably be frightened of already 
having contracted the disease, and it is advisable that these people not be alarmed 
by exaggerated figures regarding the numbers of patients'.z7 

Although for people with poor living conditions it was urgently requested that 
as many patients as possible be moved from their homes to the cholera hospital, 
every effort was made to do this 'in a voluntary fashion'. 
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Was this unmistakable 'alarm' indicative of the fear of a conspiracy and 
poisoning? We tend to think there might have been more obvious reasons for it. 
To the extent that there was any actual resistance at all, it was primarily directed 
against having to go to the cholera hospital. For most patients, admission to the 
hospital meant total financial disaster, since being there meant a person could not 
earn a living. There was also the additional fact of the bad reputation of hospitals 
in general. Verdoorn notes the distressing mortality rates that were widespread at 
the existing institutions and describes the two public hospitals of Amsterdam as 
follows: 

'Both of these hospitals, which were designated for the treatment of Poor Relief 
Medical Department patients, were totally inappropriate, too small, dark, gloomy 
and absolutely filthy, since as a rule the patients admitted there, including many 
a beggar, were not bathed nor was hospital clothing distributed to them, so that 
the beds were occupied by patients in garments infested with vermin. , 28 

Evans describes the same conditions in Germany and added that the patients 
were frightened by the authoritarian, military-like regime in the hospitals. There 
was also a great fear on their part, often on religious grounds , regarding the 
customary practice of dissecting corpses for anatomical examination.29 Morris 
describes much the same phenomena in Great Britain and stressed the way cholera 
victims were buried. This amounted to a typical 'pauper's funeral' , which was 
greatly feared by many people.30 Despite the fact that separate hospitals had been 
set up in Amsterdam for cholera patients, the reluctance to be admitted to hospitals 
in general can still be assumed to have played a role. But even if there were other 
reasons for the opposition to hospital admission, our material does not provide 
any conclusive evidence. At any rate, we found no indication of widespread belief 
in a conspiracy by the authorities to exterminate the poorest segment of the city's 
population by way of poisoning, let alone any trace of the forms of resistance and 
rebellion that could indicate the same kind of bitter hatred between classes as in 
the examples of other countries cited above. What is more, in so far as our material 
sheds light on this aspect, the authorities were generally careful in their dealings 
with cholera patients and their attitude was rather benevolent. 

As regards the other elements of the 'general cholera pattern ', we can be more 
brief. In the years following the first cholera epidemic in Amsterdam, there were 
no signs of the developments referred to above under the term 'segregation'. The 
mass moves that supposedly took place in such cities as Paris, London and 
Glasgow involving tens of thousands of people did not take place here. In so far 
as slum clearance measures were taken to any extent in Amsterdam, it was at a 
much later point in time, after the cholera epidemic was over. Whatever wavering 
efforts were made to improve the housing conditions of the 'working class ' were 
not initiated until the second half of the nineteenth century. In 1855, the Verslag 
aan den Koning (= 'Report to the King' ) was published, a rather shocking report 
in which a Royal Institute of Engineers committee drew a link between housing 
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conditions and health.3
! It was quite some time before this view led to actual steps 

taken by the authorities. As late as the early twentieth century, the Amsterdam 
authorities were still refuting in heated terms any negligence on their part in 
clearing up the notorious cellar dwellings.32 Why did the rich simply not leave the 
city, as they had apparently done in other cities? In the next section, this question 
will be dealt with. 

Did the measures introduced and implemented during the cholera epidemics 
eventually lead to the foundation of the welfare state? As was the case elsewhere 
in Europe, the 'modern' registration of the population was instituted by the 
specially appointed cholera committees. In this sense, a great deal was expected 
from the 'neighbourhood surveys', viewed as the most important instrument for 
the discovery of the facts and figures that could provide greater insight into the 
health of the population. 

But it is striking that in Amsterdam, none of this was done until well into the 
second half of the nineteenth century. The plan for the neighbourhood surveys 
was only accepted during the epidemic of 1853/54. In the cholera committee 
discussions, it was then noted that the Netherlands was way behind other countries 
in this connection. Not only with respect to knowledge and know-how, but also 
with respect to the formulation of appropriate measures. Even if there was no 
particular interest in the health of the poorer segments of the population, it was 
noted during a cholera committee meeting, city officials should still be motivated 
to conduct studies purely in their own interest.33 

After 1832, every time a new cholera epidemic broke out people would once 
again complain about the poor garbage collection services, the awful filthiness of 
the canals, the stench-producing factories in residential neighbourhoods and the 
fact that slum streets were not properly paved so that one had to wade through the 
mud and muck up to one's ankles. If and when the representative of the police 
force on the cholera committee was informed of these matters, steps were 
sometimes taken, but the usual reaction was that due to the lack of cooperation 
on the part of landlords or the lack of manpower and funds, there was unfortu
nately little or nothing that could be done. The city authorities seemed to have 
dissociated themselves from the problem and gave the impression of being more 
eager to cut back on what few proposals were indeed made by the cholera 
committees than to actively support them. Structural improvements were not 
introduced until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, by which time cholera 
had virtually disappeared. The recurrent bouts of cholera seemed to encourage 
passivity rather than effective intervention. It is conceivable that in some coun
tries, the disease was an important stimulus for multifarious activities focused 
upon improving the urban climate in general and the city water supply system in 
particular and making them more healthy. The events in England, Germany and 
France would tend to support this thesis. As regards a city like Amsterdam, 
however, a standpoint of this kind would be difficult to support. If there were any 
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large-scale infrastructural developments at all in Amsterdam, and perhaps the 
foundation of the Duinwater Maatschappij (= 'Dune Water Co.') might in part 
be viewed as such, they took place despite rather than because of the efforts of 
the city authorities. 

4. Amsterdam as a deviation from the general pattern 

Why did Amsterdam not react the way other cities seem to have done? In order 
to answer this question, we shall ftrst examine the nature of the disease in the 
Netherlands. 

On the basis of sheer numbers it might seem self-evident that, due to the small 
scale of the disease in the Netherlands in general and in Amsterdam in particular, 
no severe disorders marked the outbreak of the ftrst cholera epidemic. Because 
so few victims were taken that it all went relatively unnoticed, very few people 
were apt to panic or rebel. In comparison with other countries, but also compared 
to other diseases and later to cholera epidemics, Amsterdam was only mildly 
affected by cholera in 1832. Everyone was well aware of this at the time. In 
October 1833, when His Majesty the King addressed the Estates-General, his 
gratitude as to this point was clear: 

'The devastating disease which has ravaged nearly all of Europe and which, up 
until a few months ago, we were mercifully untouched by, has ftnally invaded this 
kingdom as well. In comparison with other nations, the total number of people 
who have been infected by the disease and who have perished as a result has not 
been unfavourable. ,34 

In the Estates-General's reply to the King several days later, the fortunate 
position of the Netherlands was similarly noted: 'this plague has caused less 
suffering here than elsewhere' .35 

It is nonetheless frequently unclear just exactly what criteria statements of this 
kind were based upon. The severity of an epidemic can only be evaluated 
objectively by comparing its morbidity and mortality ftgures to the 'normal' ones. 
Very few authors have undertaken a comparison of this kind. Evans is one of them. 
In order to determine the intensity of the 1892 epidemic in Hamburg, he con
structed an index of the average annual mortality rate in the period from 1882 to 
1891. When this figure was set at 100, the cholera epidemic in 1892 produced a 
mortality rate of 160.36 Chevalier made a similar calculation for Paris. He 
estimated the annual number of deaths at 30 per 1000, and showed that in the 
cholera year 1832, this ftgure went up to 55 per lOoo.3

? We did not carry out 
precise calculations for Amsterdam, but conftned ourselves to rough estimates. 
From 13 August to 29 November, morbidity in Amsterdam was almost 1500 and 
mortality almost 800.38 With a total population of more than 200,000, this meant 
about 4 people per 1000 died of cholera. This more or less corresponds with the 
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London figure, but compared with figures in some other countries it is extremely 
low. Evans, for example, noted figures of 15 per 1000 in Glasgow, almost 22 per 
1000 in Paris, 30 per 1000 in Dublin, approximately 40 per 1000 in Stockholm 
and St. Petersburg and no less than 65 per 1000 throughout Hungary.39 

These figures can be further differentiated in various ways. The mortality rates 
were not evenly distributed throughout the cities, since there were clear concen
trations in certain areas. Chevalier notes, for example, that the rates for the ninth 
arrondissement and the Hotel de Ville quarter were considerably higher than the 
Paris average: 64 per 1000 on Rue de la Mortellerie and even 136 per 1000 on 
Quai de la Greve. These were streets where tens of people sometimes lived in one 
and the same apartment and where it was not unusual for 10% to 20% of them to 
die of cholera.40 Similar concentrations did exist in Amsterdam, although we do 
not have the precise neighbourhood mortality rates for the year 1832 or the 
corresponding population figures. The most severely affected areas were the 
districts on both sides of Uilenburgwal (Marken and Uilenburg), Rapenburg and 
Lange Houtstraat in the eastern part of the city (the Jewish Quarter), and the 
vicinity of Goudsbloemgracht in the western part (the Jordaan). 41 At certain spots 
in these concentration areas, we estimate that the mortality rates far exceeded 20 
per 1000. If one follows Chevalier's example and focuses on specific streets rather 
than neighbourhoods, the figures are considerably higher. More than 60% of the 
total morbidity in public health district 6A, for example, was localized at only five 
sites: Marken, Uilenburg, Batavierstraat, Joden Houttuinen and the Wijden Gang. 
No less than 90% of the total morbidity in district llA was concentrated on four 
streets: Goudsbloemgracht, Goudsbloemstraat, Lindengracht and Palmstraat.42 

Cholera not only discriminated on geographic grounds, but on social ones as 
well. In the case of Paris, Chevalier notes that cholera disproportionately affected 
the 'wage-dependent' category and, more generally, people who worked outside 
the home. The highest mortality rates pertained to such occupations as street 
sweepers, water carriers, charcoal peddlers, dock workers, cooks, costermongers, 
nurses, knife grinders, sailors andjanitors.43 The same held true for Amsterdam. 
It was noted that individuals whose jobs brought them into contact with large 
numbers of other people were particularly susceptible to cholera.44 In Amsterdam, 
the occupational groups hit particularly hard by the cholera epidemics included 
the city's dock workers and porters (morbidity up to November 1, 1832: 120), 
sailors and crew members (73), costermongers (85) and cleaning-women (67). 
These categories accounted for nearly a quarter of the total cholera morbidity in 
Amsterdam. But all this does not tell us much about the severity of the epidemics 
as experienced by the victims and their relatives. 

As regards the concentration at certain spots and in certain population ca
tegories, in general cholera took much the same course in Amsterdam as it did in 
other large cities. The difference was mainly in the intensity of the disease, which 
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was relatively low in Amsterdam. This in itself could partially account for why 
the kind of panic that was so prevalent elsewhere did not break out in Amsterdam. 

The way the authorities prepared for the flrst signs of cholera might be a second 
reason. In Western Europe, there was ample opportunity to learn from the 
measures taken in Russia, Poland and Prussia, although this did not necessarily 
ensure that any actual steps were taken. Delaporte noted that in France, the 
possibility of cholera breaking out there was barely considered. There was 
absolutely no doubt in the minds of the French authorities that their nation was 
far too civilized to fall prey to a barbarian disease like cholera. Shortly before the 
outbreak of the frrst epidemic, Baron Larrey, health inspector of the French army, 
made the following comments: 

'The Enlightenment has spread to all the classes of society to such an extent that 
everyone is now well aware of the precautions to be taken against the disease: we 
have been blessed with a flne, healthy population. What is more, what nation is 
better equipped than ours with well-educated physicians who do their utmost to 
promote public health?,45 

It is thus no wonder the cholera epidemic caught France mostly by surprise. In 
his hastily compiled account of the epidemic in Paris, Dr. Kool, an Amsterdam 
physician referred to above, added a few bitter comments of his own. The 
precautions taken in Paris, he felt, were based upon feelings of superiority and 
lighthearted negligence. Many of the measures were not taken until after cholera 
had already broken out, and only served to exacerbate the situation. One notorious 
example was the construction of water pipes, especially in neighbourhoods with 
narrow streets. In order to install the pipes, the streets had to be broken open. This 
blocked up the open sewage system, so that all the refuse and garbage accumulated 
on the streets and was spread about. The establishment of the Bureaux de Secours 
(aid stations) was not much help, since they were staffed by totally inexperienced 
physicians who did not even have the most elementary equipment at their disposal. 
They had no carriages to visit patients at home, so that patients had to be 
transported to the aid stations and from there to the hospitals. In many cases, 
according to Dr. Kool, the order to transport a patient was equivalent to a death 
sentence.46 

In June 1831, the Dutch Government appointed a State Committee to prepare 
for 'the worst that may happen '. A Board of Inquiry was commissioned to 
investigate the situation in Hamburg and Berlin that winter and draw up a detailed 
description of all the eventualities that could be anticipated in the course of an 
epidemic.47 Throughout the Netherlands, district and local committees were set 
up. In Amsterdam, the Local Committee for the Care of Cholera Patients was set 
up in November 1831, as were various neighbourhood committees the following 
month. At a meeting attended by 'prominent citizens', details were discussed as 
regards who was to be a member of these committees and how they were to be 
organized. A total of almost 1200 people joined the various committees. One 
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municipal physician and two assistant municipal physicians were assigned to each 
neighbourhood committee, as was a neighbourhood superintendent who was familiar 
with the local situation and the mentality and living conditions of the residents. 
Each neighbourhood committee set up its own premises, where relief equipment 
and a supply of medicine were available, where carriages were kept in readiness 
for the transportation of patients, and where staff had been hired as couriers.48 In 
actual practice, however, things did not go as smoothly as the written plans had 
led people to expect. In some cases, for example, it was unclear which neighbour
hood committee was responsible for what, and what the various committee 
members were expected to do. The proposed visits to the homes of patients 
appeared to involve quite a few problems. The committee members were some
times confronted with so much human misery that they felt an irrepressible urge 
to give away some money immediately. They then faced an endless battle with 
the municipal authorities if they wanted to have these funds reimbursed. The 
Mayor and Aldermen adhered quite literally to the subtle distinction between 
people who were in need due to cholera and 'the needy' in general. They saw no 
urgent reason to give assistance to the needy at that particular point in time, and 
were not happy with the fact that committee members who visited patients at home 
sometimes departed from their guidelines.49 In combination with the relative 
mildness of the disease in Amsterdam, the preparations for the fIrst cholera 
epidemic nonetheless may have had a reassuring effect on the city's population. 

Perhaps there is a third factor that could account in part for the absence of panic 
reactions in the Netherlands in general and in Amsterdam in particular. Such 
authors as McNeill, Evans and Delapone all draw attention to the point that in the 
international medical community, the advocates of the contagionism theory were 
barely taken seriously. 50 In particular, the fact that quarantine measures and 
'public health borders' proved to be so ineffective severely undermined the 
position of the contagionists. This was all the more so because they were 
associated with political conservatism and were viewed as opponents of liberal 
ideas on free trade and unhindered social intercourse. 

Was the Netherlands in a position to benefit from the time lag in this respect? 
Although any number of prominent Dutch physicians did indeed follow the 
international trend and unconditionally backed the miasmatic standpoint, as was 
illustrated by the case of the State committee referred to above, there were also 
equally prominent physicians who took the notion of cholera as a contagious 
disease quite seriously. As soon as the measures proposed by the State committee 
were announced, members of the Royal Netherlands Institute of the Sciences 
summoned a meeting on the grounds of the conviction 'that Asian Cholera or 
Vomiting Disease is an illness people contaminate each other with,.51 In Dr. 
Vrolik's recapitulation of the 1832 epidemic, this Amsterdam physician who 
played such an important role in the fIght against cholera in the Dutch capital 
similarly stressed the fact that people caught the disease from each other, and not 
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in any other way. He summed up a list of specific observations to support his 
standpoint. In August, September and October, more than 11,000 workers were 
hired to work on the Western Dock Sluices. No matter how widely exposed they 
were to the 'harmful vapours emerging from the ground', only a handful of them 
fell ill. And not a single case of cholera was diagnosed at any of the Amsterdam 
prisons! A number of children were identified as carriers of the disease. At the 
peak of the epidemic, a man from the Goudsbloemstraat was so frightened he 
decided to move to another part of the city, where ten of his new neighbours 
promptly came down with cholera. 52 In Amsterdam, no one followed the example 
of the Hamburg physician Dr. Pettenkofer, who recommended fleeing the country 
as the only sure way to avoid cholera. On the contrary, the fact that the cholera 
committees warned Amsterdam schools to immediately suspend any child with 
symptoms in any way indicative of the vomiting disease made it clear that they 
were at any rate taking into consideration the possibility of infection via goods or 
persons. On the death certificates they issued, physicians were also required to 
specify any details indicative of possible infection.53 

Whether the medical regime should be categorized as 'conservative' or 'pro
gressive' is not a matter we shall concern ourselves with here. A point that would 
seem to be far more relevant is that in the formulation and implementation of 
anti-cholera measures, dogmatism did not prevail. The measures were directed 
against transference by air, ground and water as well as by way of human contact, 
which might help explain why the disease was far less rampant in the Netherlands 
than elsewhere. 

Lastly, there is the question as to why the cholera epidemic did not lead to any 
precipitate exodus nor, at a later stage, to efforts towards segregation on the part 
of the more well-to-do residents of the capital. This may be attributable in part to 
the prevailing view of the nature of the disease. Whether or not it was viewed as 
being contagious, there was a general consensus of opinion as to one aspect: 
cholera was a disease of 'the poor'. In so far as the ideas expressed by physicians 
and other authorities can be seen as representative of the bourgeoisie in general, 
we can conclude that the more well-to-do people were, the more immune they 
felt. This notion of invulnerability was undoubtedly reinforced by the course of 
the 1832 epidemic, which was characterized by an obvious geographic and social 
concentration of the disease and the absence of rebellion or riots comparable to 
those in other countries. In this connection, a second important point should be 
noted: before the epidemic broke out, there was already a large extent of segre
gation in Amsterdam. The rich lived in the canal district, where they constituted 
an exclusive enclave. This situation resembled that in some other cities. Morris 
remarks that Berlin and Moscow had a greater percentage of well-to-do victims 
than, for instance, Warsaw. According to this author, 'the relative geographical 
segregation of social classes was a key factor in differentiating the life chances 
of the classes in the face of cholera'. 54 
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In Warsaw, as in Amsterdam, the dwellings of the different classes were much 
more segregated than in Berlin and Moscow. In so far as any poor people resided 
in the Amsterdam canal district, they seemed to be benefiting from the propitious 
influence of the rich around them. During the 1832 epidemic, morbidity in the 
canal district was no higher than seven cases, only two of whom died. 55 More than 
two decades later, during the 1853 epidemic, this situation was still unchanged; 
there were only three cholera fatalities in the district. In the neighbourhood report 
of the cholera committee, the district was described as one of the most favourable 
areas in the city: 

'The canals are extremely wide, the streets are not narrow, there is good 
ventilation and reasonably good drainage of water and garbage.,56 

Unlike the case in Paris, Hamburg or Glasgow, where commencing industria
lization was already leading to a mass influx of migrants, intensifying class 
differences there, Amsterdam seemed rather to be characterized by an attitude of 
benevolent paternalism. Moreover, the differences were obscured by vertical 
religious dividing lines. Every congregation had its own Poor Board to meet the 
needs of the poor. In addition, there was the widespread conviction that cholera 
was a matter of divine punishment. 

5. Conclusion 

Up to now, we have not done much more than present a number of observations 
that might help explain why Amsterdam 'deviated' from the general cholera 
pattern. But it has to be stated that in the course of our study, we increasingly 
came to suspect that Amsterdam was not the only exception to the rule. Careful 
reading of Morris, for instance, could easily lure us into acknowledging many 
similarities between the Netherlands and Great Britain. Moreover, it would seem 
to be significant that neither 't Hart nor Van der Haegen and De Vos found any 
evidence for the occurrence of the general cholera pattern in Utrecht and Lou
vain.57 Could it be that the general cholera pattern is derived from some specta
cular, but fairly isolated events? In that case it might be more apt to speak of a 
specific rather than a general cholera pattern. 

Further research is also called for into various other aspects of the cholera 
epidemics in the nineteenth century. First, this research should focus on the 
reactions of the 'common people', the 'poor', the category most of the victims 
belonged to. Although such historians as Delaporte did not hesitate to make 
numerous statements on behalf of this category, we are not overly impressed by 
the quality of the evidence presented so far. At any rate, we found virtually nothing 
in our Amsterdam data about how the residents of Marken, Wijden Gang or 
Goudsbloemgracht perceived the devastation among 'their own people' or about 
how they reacted to the measures introduced by the authorities. 



96 BRUNT AND RONDEN 

Second, we feel it would be wise to devote serious attention to a systematic 
comparison of the epidemics in various cities. In cholera studies, too many 
conclusions are still being drawn on the basis of incidental events, unrelated 
anecdotes and vague impressions. More specific research is called for, focused 
on the more long-term consequences of cholera epidemics. The conclusion would 
seem to be all too easily drawn that cholera led to developments and events that 
shook the very foundations of the nineteenth-century cities of Europe and altered 
these societies beyond recognition. Certainly as far as Amsterdam is concerned, 
we believe a conclusion of this kind is premature. Cholera must be fitted into a 
larger complex of factors that led to these changes, and systematic scrutiny of this 

complex has yet to begin. 
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VI 

POOR LAW AND SOCIAL SECURITY LEGISLATION 
IN THE NETHERLANDS 

by 

Loes van der Valk 

1. Introduction 

For many years historians left research into the development of welfare states to 
other disciplines, especially sociology and political sciences. The phenomenon 
was initially conceived of as belonging to the broader concept of modernization, 
only taking shape after the Second World War. More or less implicitly it was 
marked off both politically and geographically as the form of government that 
became manifest in Western, capitalist, industrialized, democratic societies. Soon 
the search for the genesis of this evolution ranged over a longer period, stretching 
well into the nineteenth century, when the first compulsory insurances were 
introduced in imperial Germany. Provisions in communist society were gradually 
looked upon as variations on the same theme. Studies in comparative social policy 
shed light on similarities and distinctions.2 

Nevertheless, the emergence of welfare states has to be seen as a single process, 
with roots even originating in the Middle Ages. As far as collective action is 
concerned, important changes took place on the eve of early modern times. 
Changes in the organization of production affected the requirements of the labour 
market and influenced social policy. With capitalism, poor relief turned into an 
instrument of labour control. 

As industrial capitalism came of age in the nineteenth century further changes 
in social policy became imperative. Collectivization increased in scope and 
intensity. In care of the State by A. de Swaan analyzes 'the dynamics of 
collectivization involved in the emergence of the present welfare state' for several 
countries, including the Netherlands. 3 As in other recent welfare state research, 
the continuity of caretaking is underlined: pre-industrial arrangements, especially 
the poor law and funds originating in the guild ordinances, influenced the 
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development of new institutions.4 In England as well as Germany, the poor law 
could not solve the problems accompanying urban, industrial society.5 This 
incapacity strongly stimulated the State to reform social policy. In addition to this, 
Bismarck, the pioneer in compulsory social insurance, was strongly motivated by 
his wish to eliminate the socialists. It was assumed that protection, especially 
aimed at the factory labourer, would sol ve the main problems without demolishing 
the existing social fabric. In England too, problems with the poor law influenced 
a change in social policy and the creation of a social security system. The English 
poor law tradition was reflected in the interpretation of the responsibilities of the 
State. The government paid its share in financing the new arrangements. The free 
State pension and the insurances, based on a uniform benefit, were both aimed at 
preventing poverty. Research into social security indicates that, in several coun
tries, poor law tradition affected to some extent the timing and scope of social 
security legislation. 

De Swaan characterizes Dutch social security as one 'long sizzle [starting in 
1901] and a late bang'.6 (As a matter of fact he ignores the debate on the so-called 
'social question', which carried on for years.) He emphasizes the importance of 
(State) bureaucracy for the implementation of social insurances. Social security 
in the Netherlands was comparatively late and progressed very slowly, only 
getting into gear after the Second World War. 'The causes of retardation can only 
be guessed at,.7 Poor Law tradition may have contributed. 

This article investigates how Dutch poor law tradition influenced the develop
ment of a social insurance scheme. It also tries to indicate foreign influences. It 
remains to be seen, whether the introduction of social insurances did actually 
guarantee a minimum benefit sufficient to live on. Social security allowances will 
be compared with poor law benefits. If the insurance did not guarantee a sufficient 
income, this will be evident from claims on poor law benefit. There is one 
complicating factor. Until 1965 the poor law was the last resort for persons unable 
to earn their own living and unable to get help from their families, who were liable 
for maintenance. This liability was (at least until the Second World War) fairly 
extended: e.g . a grandchild for her grandparents, or, in short, all family relations 
in a straight line. Therefore, shortcomings in insurance benefits will only partly 
show in poor law applications. Nevertheless, by comparing social insurance and 
average poor law benefits it is possible to get some indication. Moreover, some 
local authorities did have standardized norms for their poor law benefits, which 
represented the minimum standard of living. 

2. Changing outlook 

Slowly but surely, by the end of the nineteenth century it became widely recog
nized that poverty could not always be blamed on the poor themselves. In the 
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second half of the 1890s the majority of the elderly (over 70 years old) could not 
cope without help from family or a charity.8 By that time, the international trade 
cycle had begun to affect the Dutch economy as well. With industrialization, 
cyclical unemployment became a social phenomenon. Despite the promotion of 
self-help ideas, the workers' social and economic position proved to be very weak 
and the risk to become dependent on philanthropy was still part of everyday life 
for many workers. Mutual societies, like the English friendly societies, had a 
precarious existence and were mostly restricted to sickness allowances, including 
some medical aid.9 Industrial social services were scarce and mostly limited to 
industrial accidents and temporary illness. 

The socialist labour movement, demanding rights instead of favours, was 
opposed to this kind of social initiative by progressive employers. Usually the 
worker had to pay a premium, used by the enterprise as a source of finance. 
Workers' participation in the administration of the fund was weak or lacking 
altogether. In case of default, the workers interests were not guaranteed. Initially 
the social democrats repelled such funds 'because these act as an instrument for 
the bourgeoisie to squeeze for once and for all the impoverished and abused 
proletariat'. to As in Germany, the emergence of the socialist movement, although 
it was relatively weak, was a great anxiety for the ruling classes. The repressive 
approach of the Dutch authorities became more and more criticized. Especially 
the progressive liberals propagated improvements in social policy to prevent the 
imminent demolition of the existing order. Contrary to the social democrats, still 
embracing the idea of class struggle, they advocated reconciliation by means of 
industrial legislation and social insurances. Where self-help on voluntary lines 
had failed, legislation would get people used to precaution. The costs had to be 
borne by workers and employers alike. Only a few advocated a State contribution 
on behalf of the lowest wage earners on a temporary basis. II They also criticized 
the existing system of poor relief, which was considered an incentive to, instead 
of a cure for pauperism. They wanted to reform the poor law and through social 
casework rehabilitate the undeserving poor, turning them into respectable indust
rious members of society. In their opinion a national network of workhouses, 
where paupers could get used to regular work, was necessary to balance the 
system. In essence, poverty would be annihilated by rehabilitating tlIe paupers 
and by protecting the workers against pauperism through preventive measures 
such as social insurances. 

The idea that the masses should be integrated into the State by means of social 
security became more widespread. The encyclical letter Rerum Novarum laid the 
foundation of social policy for the Catholics. By that time Calvinist circles had 
decided in favour of obligatory social insurances as well. The awakening social 
consciousness of the various denominational groupings was very important 
indeed, as verzuiling (pillarization) was obtaining a firm footing in Dutch society 
and political structure. 12 The attitude of the socialists regarding social security 
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became more positive, as reformist thought found general acceptance. On insti
gation of the Germans, the international labour movement included social insur
ances in its statement of demands. 13 The administration of social securities 
appeared to give the labour movement ample scope to consolidate its hold on the 
working class. 14 More and more attention was focused on the realization of 
influence in existing institutions and improvement in the short run. 

Incorporating social insurance legislation in political programmes did not 
guarantee a fast introduction. Only after the turn of the century the fIrst - and 
easiest to realize - act was passed (1901, Workmen's Compensation Act).15 For 
decades, the political scene had been dominated by electoral reform and a 
tug-of-war over the question of equal rights for denominational education. 

3 . The Poor Law revised 

In the beginning of the 1890s there was a fully-fledged debate on the need to revise 
the existing Poor Law. 16 The revision of the law was generally seen in the wider 
context of the introduction of compulsory social insurances. In 1905 the Kuyper 
government, a coalition of denominational political parties, even postponed the 
revision of the Poor Law on this ground, and a new Poor Law was passed by 
Parliament only in 1912. At the heart of the matter lay a fundamental difference 
of opinion. Compared with other countries, Dutch Poor Law was peculiar indeed. 
It not only incorporated regulations for poor relief by local government, but by 
private charity as well, be it only marginally. The relation of private charity to 
poor relief by local authorities was again the controversial issue. The debate did 
not vary fundamentally with that raging around the 1850s, when the fIrst national 
Poor Law was introduced. There were differing opinions about the role of (local) 
government in poor relief; many doubted whether the State had any rights of its 
own at all. According to the different denominations, poor relief belonged 
exclusively to the religious sphere of influence. Each denomination had its own 
charitable administrative structure. Moreover, there were private organizations as 
well, without any denominational bond, where philanthropists tried to re-educate 
paupers. In 1854 the religious view prevailed and was incorporated in the Poor 
Law: poor relief was thereby acknowledged as the exclusive responsibility of 
religious and private charities. This was known as the 'primacy' of private 
initiative. Only if and where they failed, was local government allowed to act. 
Even though poor relief by governmental organizations continued to increase, the 
denominational parties nevertheless kept their claim to the primacy of their 
institutions. I? Criticism grew, not in the least because this resulted in a great many 
institutions. In 1879 more than 5,000 institutions were registered as charities; in 
1904 this number had risen to nearly 6,000, the population totalling roughly 4 
million in 1879 and 5.5 million in 1904. By sheer numbers pauperism could in 
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this way be promoted, because the poor could claim benefits from more than one 
charity. A more rational poor relief had to be both cheaper and more effective. 
Besides, the socialists wanted a new method of poor relief altogether. The State 
could no longer be allowed to shift its responsibilities onto other associations. 
They demanded the right to public assistance. 

In 1901 a liberal government, led by the economist N.G. Pierson, introduced a 
Poor Law bill which opened the possibility of more control by the government; 
it emphasized rehabilitation and deterrence and made it possible for local auth
orities to expand their relief activities and to supervise the poor better. Due to 
strong opposition from private charities and to a change of government, the Bill 
was withdrawn before its fIrst reading in Parliament. The bill which replaced it 
was a pale shadow of the liberal original. The (denominational) government stood 
up for it in Parliament and succeeded. The new law, introduced in 1912, can be 
said to be ambiguous. Poor relief remained the responsibility of private organiza
tions in principle, but at the same time local authorities faced new opportunities 

, - -for poor relief. There were other changes as well. The poor were classified into 
/ 

two broad categories (those in need of temporary relief only, who had to be 
rehabilitated, and those, who would be continually dependent on poor relief, e.g. 
due to old age or disability). The fIrst category especially needed close supervi
sion. Centralization of the registration of the poor, who received relief from one 
of the many institutions, was expected to reduce the problem of so-called double 
charity. However, the law did not oblige local government to create such a central 
registration office. On the contrary, it could be instituted only at the request of a 
private charity. Because the law guaranteed the freedom of private charity, 
virtually everything was phrased with no strings attached. Partly due to its 
vagueness, the law lasted for more than half a century, despite considerable 
change in attitudes towards poor relief and the poor. This, however, does not alter 
the fact that differentiation in categories had been legally introduced and that the 
poor had to be placed under close supervision. Poor relief remained a favour, not 
a legal right. The malpractices in administering poor relief were not eliminated 
and in consequence receiving poor relief was experienced by many as humiliating. 
Private charity continued to be faced with a lack of means, which made the 
realization of its primacy an illusion. Under the new conditions the poor did better, 
because the public relief agency (generally called 'burgerlijk armbestuur') be
came entitled to give supplementary benefit in addition to private charity (the 
so-called double allowance system). 

In summary, the Poor Law of 1912 cured some problems, but, at the same time, 
created new ones. It honoured the Orthodox Calvinist ideas about Christian 
obligations towards those in need. In reality, it was only the Orthodox Calvinists 
who lived up to this obligation until after the Second World War. IS 



104 VANDERVALK 

4. Poor Law and social security 

When industrialization accelerated and more workers could earn their living with 
a regular job, being dependent on poor relief took on a very negative connotation 
indeed. Poor relief was said to bring about a social stigma that would not be 
attached to social insurances. Private charity in particular experienced this as a 
disqualification and was forced into the defensive. Churches perceived poor relief 
as their domain by virtue of divine rights: to take care of the less fortunate was a 
matter of compassion and had a beneficial effect on the believer engaged in pious 
work. The poor were given financial assistance and - more importantly -
religious and moral support. But, at the same time, due to industrialization coupled 
with a belief in reason, poverty was no longer seen as inevitable, at least for certain 
categories. Able-bodied poor aroused suspicion and were suspected to be work 
shy. Even the elderly were not always deserving poor by definition. Christian 
ideology highly honoured the family as the cornerstone of society. So, the family 
had to support the elderly. If this did not happen, the reason was seen to be (earlier) 
family life. Consequently poor circumstances could be blamed on the poor 
themselves. All in all, compassion could hardly be reconciled with a policy aimed 
at control and generally accepted behaviour. 

Local poor relief was actually very much organized as a private charity. The 
new Poor Law had finally disposed of its police-like nature. Care by local 
authorities was not very professional either. The members of the board, the 
'burgerlijk armbestuur', were volunteers. They looked after the poor with some 
assistance from public servants, sometimes still the local police officer. Due to 
the opposition against State interference in poor relief and the fact that poor relief 
was delegated to private initiative and local government, a central civil service 
was missing. 

It is no wonder that under this system the introduction of social security 
legislation and the Poor Law cannot be as easily connected as, e.g. in England, 
where the elderly poor became entitled to a State pension. In a way this develop
ment can be seen as rationalizing the administering of poor relief. As lifetime 
dependence on poor relief was to be expected, granting a lifetime pension meant 
lower administration costs. In the Netherlands, in some ways the opposite hap
pened. Looking back it can be said that views on poor relief in a way even delayed 
the formation of welfare provisions. 

As previously argued, in the Netherlands poor relief was primarily delegated to 
private agencies, while the local public organization - in theory - acted as a 
last resort. Everything hinting at State interference in administering poor relief 
was fiercely rejected by the majority in Parliament. Whether, and to what extent, 
the State was entitled to take preventive measures against poverty, remained a 
source of differing opinions. However, it could no longer be denied that the 
working classes had become a high risk group, threatened with losing their income 
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through no fault of their own. This was a consequence of growing urbanization, 
accompanied by more wage-work, and changes in manufacturing. It was easily 
demonstrated by the workers' financial position in old age. Many people, who 
had always been self-supporting and therefore had been seen as responsible 
citizens, were reduced to poverty all the same. The claim for an old age State 
pension was one of the most popular issues on the socialist agenda, justified by 
the surplus value doctrine. Society had exploited the surplus value, produced by 
the working classes, so society had to compensate the labourer at least partially 
by granting a State pension. In the liberal party many left-wing members promoted 
the introduction of State pensions as well, albeit mainly for practical reasons. After 
all, an alternative could not be realized in the short term. Some liberals held on to 
the idea of social insurances, but in their opinion it was necessary that the State 
should take its share in the costs. The parties on the right-wing of the political 
scene - in these days the denominational parties - rejected a State pension 
fiercely, dreading it as a first step to a communist society. They opted for an 
insurance system that would promote a sense of responsibility. State support had 
to be an exception. In their opinion, financial support would only degrade the 
social insurance to mere poor relief by the State. 

As views on poverty changed and wage-work became more widely conceived 
as presenting special risks, the pressure for government intervention grew. Fac
tory legislation started in 1874 with the Children's Act. Women had to wait until 
1889 before their legal protection was introduced, men even longer. Initially the 
development was very slow indeed, although by the end of the century the 
willingness to incorporate the workers' interest in legislation had increased 
inspired by sincere humanitarian motives, as well as by the fear of socialism or a 
combination of these motives. The German example had illustrated the viability 
of compulsory social insurances, even if complaints about the (low) level of 
benefits were frequently aired. In practice, the German system proved to be more 
effective than the English system of self-help and its Dutch imitation. Neither the 
efforts to stimulate saving and later on the foundation of mutual societies as a 
philanthropic effort to foster the responsibility of the working classes, nor the 
foundation of insurance funds as part and parcel of organized labour, proved to 
be an adequate solution. Since the 1880s, some progressive managers had pleaded 
social management inside the company as a solution for the workers insecurity. 19 

Company funds were founded, granting support in case of industrial accident, 
illness and, gradually, in old age and widowhood as well. Progress in this domain 
was sluggish toO.20 However, all these initiatives resulted in more familiarity with 
the concept of insurance and a greater awareness of its advantages. At the same 
time it became clear, that in the short run it would be impossible to achieve social 
security for the masses by depending on voluntary action. At the end of the 
nineteenth century, the following conclusions could be drawn from Dutch and 
English experience alike: 
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1. It would take too long for voluntary insurance to achieve results comparable 
with German achievements. 
2. The idea of self-help did not catch on with the lowest wage earners (mostly 
unskilled labourers), but was generally more successful with the better educated, 
higher paid skilled labourers. 
3. It seemed impossible to organize an old age pension on a voluntary basis. Given 
the relatively low wage levels it really demanded long term sacrifices: a start 
should be made at a fairly young age and continuous contributions had to be paid 
to be entitled to a small pension. 

Actually, poverty in old age was experienced as the greatest problem. Pro
gressive periodicals, such as Vragen des Tijds (= Contemporary Questions) and 
the Sociaal Weekblad (= Social Weekly) published respectively from 1875 and 
1886 onwards, discussed the social question at length. Later on editors and 
contributors to these periodicals, by then labelled as left liberals, played their part 
as members of government in the introduction of a social insurance legislation. 
The 'schoolstrijd', the controversy about equal rights for State and denomina
tional schools, and the right to vote, hampered the introduction of sociallegisla
tion. Suffrage got priority, because it was expected to remove the obstacles for a 
government policy aimed at the interests of the lower classes as well. 

5. Introduction of social insurance 

In 1897 the left liberals came into office. Although they had to share power with 
the conservatives, it was the fIrst government to make a start with social measures 
on a broad scale, including the fIrst social insurance act. As in most other countries 
the Workmen's Compensation Act was the fIrst compulsory insurance. In practice 
it was not hard to realize. In theory the employer was already liable for industrial 
accidents in accordance with the Civil Code. In reality the worker could seldom 
claim compensation. The worker had to appear in court and prove the accident to 
be his employer's fault and not his Own. Even ifhe succeeded, it was often difficult 
to obtain enough compensation to live On. Most people were still employed by 
small companies. In terms of economic position, many owners were not very 
different from their workers, and could not afford to pay. A special liability law, 
embodying a clear set of rules and introducing an insurance benefit, could 
straighten out the problems. Greater industrial safety was expected as a side 
benefIt. As industrial accidents happened to be part and parcel of industrial risks, 
the premium had to be paid by the employers. A fundamental fIght on the 
administration of the law broke OUt.21 The strongly centralized administration was 
in fIrst reading accepted by Parliament, but rejected by the House of Lords. There 
was strong opposition from employers, especially those who had managed their 
own insurance for years. Their objections were taken on board and they were 
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allowed their own insurance administration. In the process, the first Confederation 
of Dutch Industrialists was created. Clashes on the implementation of policies 
would be a permanent feature in Dutch social insurance legislation. Fear of too 
much State interference applied here as well. 

It is difficult to trace the influence of the Workmen's Compensation Act on poor 
relief. The new law did not apply to those already disabled by industrial accidents. 
It certainly prevented new poor law applications. From 1901 onwards a worker, 
hit by an industrial accident, could apply for benefits linked to his previous wage 
level. The disability allowance could not prevent poverty completely. Neither pay 
increases nor inflation were taken into account.22 Disablement by industrial 
accident still threatened to bring poverty in the long run. 

The liberal government failed to solve the problem of poverty in old age. The 
draft for disablement and old age benefit was withdrawn by the religious govern
ment, that came into power in 1901 . Because of disagreement about the financing 
of further legislation, about the possibility of granting a pension to those already 
old and needy and the implementation of the system, the expansion of compulsory 
insurance was delayed by another decade. In the meantime those in favour of State 
pension, which had been organized in the league for state pension (Bond voor 
Staatspensioen) since 1900, promoted the idea of non-contributory State pen
sions. Even though they did not achieve their aim, they could claim some success. 
Provision in old age could not longer be removed from the political agenda. It 
became a major election campaign issue. Their growing support threatened to 
make State pension inevitable and therefore forced a compromise onto the 
religious parties. Expansion of State activity in income support conflicted with 
Christian ideology. Theoretical justification for expansion of State interference 
was found in the concept of just wages. A worker should earn enough to live on, 
not only when he was young and healthy, but in sickness and old age as well. This 
could be realized by compulsory insurance, financed by employers and workers 
alike. Such a system would embody both the responsibility of the employers for 
paying a just wage and the idea of self-help, propagated for years by the ruling 
classes. The necessity to make State contributions, especially to guarantee a 
pension to the elderly, was only reluctantly recognized. Non-contributory pension 
allowances were seen as poor relief by the State and therefore had to be dismissed. 
Reality dictated otherwise. It seemed impossible to introduce an old age pension, 
that after many years would only result in a benefit at subsistence level. A 
transitional arrangement, including the elderly, was inevitable. Finally in 1913 a 
coherent system was debated in Parliament. The bills were passed, but implemen
tation conflicts lingered on. For the Sickness Law this even lasted until the end 
of the 1920s. 

In 1908 a change in government brought the religious parties back to power. 
Talma, proponent of a Christian social policy as already advocated at the Christian 
Social Congress in 1890, became Minister responsible for social affairs. This was 
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then still classified with economy, trade and agriculture in one ministry. He was 
determined to realize social security legislation one way or the other. In 1905 he 
declared it to be the most urgent question, unless they wanted to ruin any chance 
to translate Christian social ideology into legislation. In many ways Talmacopied 
the German system, albeit with less public funds involved. It was recognized that 
the State did have a responsibility in preventing poverty. This responsibility, 
expressed through compulsory insurance, left the principle of self-help unim
paired. As a consequence the worker had to pay for his insurance. Because wages 
were too low to bear the whole burden, costs were charged to the employer as 
well. The contribution of the employer was not taken for granted and had to be 
justified, sometimes with far-fetched reasons. It was said that labour productivity 
would rise when the worker was not burdened any longer with worries about his 
income in illness or old age. More conclusive arguments were offered as well. 
The Workmen's Compensation Act did not include occupational diseases, al
though in many cases disability could be blamed on working conditions . As far 
as old age pensions were concerned, a parallel was drawn with investment. Why 
budget for depreciation of machines, but not human capital? Finally, compulsory 
social insurance was in the employer's interest too, because he would be relieved 
of his 'moral' obligation to stand by his employee in illness or old age. For this 
reason government felt justified to place the social costs mainly on employers and 
employees alike. Only the administrative costs became public expenses. 

Departing from actuarial principles, the insurance had to be self-supporting. 
Contributions had to be sufficient to match allowances, not only for the time being, 
but in the long run as well. With regards to the Invalidity Law this principle could 
only be realized in the long run. For years to come a special public contribution 
would be necessary to guarantee every labourer his old age allowance, irrespecti ve 
of his age at the the time of the introduction of the law. It was seen as a moral 
obligation, because the State had refrained too long from legislation. 

Looking back, the actuarial stand can be said to have given rise to considerable 
drawbacks, especially in case of the Invalidity Act. The Sickness Law, introduced 
in 1929, guaranteed a temporary allowance, linked with regular wages. lllness 
was seen as a temporary set-back, during which the usual standard of living had 
to be maintained. Disability and old age on the other hand were not temporary but 
permanent conditions. The individual had to adapt to his new circumstances. The 
only thing society had to prevent was reduction to poverty. The allowance 
depended on the number of installments paid. According to some, it was done this 
way in an effort 'to counteract the danger of pursuing early allowances'. 23 As this 
quote demonstrates, fear of abuse accompanied social insurances from the start. 
In the case of many people contributions would not have been high enough due 
to illness or unemployment. Especially periods of recession and high unemploy
ment rates, would undermine the social security of the working classes in the long 
run. Moreover, as argued before, wages were too low for high contributions. Fear 
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of competition in international trade made employers plead for low contributions 
on their part. In all allowances remained relatively small. 

The bills were passed in Parliament during an election campaign, in which the 
old age pension still played a prominent part. The imminent elections affected the 
debate. An amendment to grant old age allowances at short notice, was honoured. 
This state of affairs was not only beneficial. The change of government and the 
generosity of Parliament toward the elderly hampered a quick introduction of the 
laws. Declaration of war in 1914 added to the delay. The Invalidity Law only 
permitted a delay of three years, but this was extended by another three years on 
account of war circumstances. As in other countries, social unrest just after the 
war accelerated the introduction of social measures. 

The revision of the law in 1919 restated the idea of an insurance scheme on 
actuarial foundations with strictly individual drawing rights.24 The amendments 
resulted in some improvements. The system became more attractive because: 
1. Only employers were required to pay contributions; 
2. The age for old age allowances was lowered from 70 to 65; 
3. Widow's allowances were introduced on a modest scale, orphans were given 
an allowance up to their 14th instead of their 12th birthday - a small improvement 
considering that even the minister responsible, Aalberse, stated that working-life 
usually started at 16; 
4. The administrative rules regarding wage classification were readjusted, though 
this was inadequate to compensate for war-time inflation. Because the system had 
a wage boundary, many who would have been insured in 1913, were no longer 
included in the scheme in 1919. Some members of Parliament concluded that, 
compared to 1913, the Invalidity Act of 1919 was unfavourable concerning both 
allowances and numbers. 25 

No arrangements were made for premium payment in unemployment or illness 
(necessary as long as the Sickness Act was not introduced). According to the 
Cabinet, legal grounds to cure these ills were missing.26 The responsible minister, 
Aalberse, seemed quite content. Criticized violently by some members of Par
liament he stated that in the long run a weekly allowance of /5. - would be possible. 
To reach this heavenly state, the labourer had to be insured in the highest bracket 
for 35 years with 50 yearly instalments. This would happen in 1954.27 

6. Old age allowances/or the self-employed 

The decision to finance old-age allowances with public funds was revolutionary 
indeed. Only in this way could compulsory insurances possibly be made accept
able. Without such a transitional provision full-scale allowances would only arrive 
in the distant future (in the 1950s!)?8 This was why all attempts at introducing 
voluntary old age insurances had been in vain. The only way to maintain the 
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principle of a self-supporting insurance would have been a division of costs among 
the participants. That was equally unacceptable, because the compulsory system 
was restricted to the lower wage earners. A State contribution for an interim period 
of 75 years was the only solution. Society had to pay for former negligence. Still 
rejecting the State pension on principle, it was introduced nonetheless. Everyone 
who could prove to have been a wage-worker, could claim the allowance. Four 
times as many as expected, did SO.29 Very soon a wave of criticism broke loose. 
The old age allowance was no different from poor relief by the State. It was also 
argued, that the proceeds went to the wrong people, while many needy elderly, 
formerly self-employed people, did not get a penny. 

This last argument inspired minister Treub, the liberal democrat successor to 
Talma, to propose old age allowances for all the elderly, with the exception of 
those already on poor relief.30 It is remarkable that this proposal was made by a 
principal opponent of State pensions. It was his firm belief that the implementation 
of the old age allowance was inconsistent with equal rights. Trying to adhere to 
his principles, he introduced a pension tax, bearing heavily on the lower income 
brackets. He considered this justified, because they would gain most by his bill. 
In this way he tried to introduce some of his views on insurance in a non-contribu
tory pension scheme. He made the question a matter of confidence, and lost. But, 
although he failed, it was to his credit that an old age allowance for all the elderly 
was returned to the political agenda. In 1919 the Voluntary Old Age Insurance 
Act was introduced. 

This Act intended to stimulate voluntary old age insurance for the self-employed 
in the lower income brackets. At first sight, the Act was in line with developments 
in Belgium and France. In these countries social policy promoted voluntary social 
insurance. On top of the premium, a bonus was paid from public funds. The Dutch 
however, did not copy this example. It was not so much a change in policy, as an 
effort to cure the supposed injustice of granting State pensions to former wage 
earners only. As in the Invalidity Act, public contribution was limited to tempor
ary provisions. Unlike in Belgium and France, no structural contribution was 
provided. That is why voluntary insurance, organized by the State, remained 
limited as well. Especially lower income individuals found it hard to contribute 
regularly. Initially, voluntary insurance seemed to catch on. Analysis of the 
applicants' age composition proved to be non-representative: the share of the 
60-64 age group was relatively high.3l They benefited the most: by contributing 
39 cents a week they became entitled to an old age benefit at 65. This high 
participation was partly due to contributions by third parties, in particular 
charities. 

This seems remarkable as private charity in particular used to worry about 
growing State interference in poor relief. On the other hand, by investing some 
charitable funds they could economize in the short term.32 Even if the (nearly) 
non-contributory old age allowance was viewed as poor relief by the State, it was 
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seen as equally unfair to withhold the benefit from the most needy. Private charity 
had taken the same stand when Treub threatened to make poor relief a disquali
fication for old age allowance.33 In general, private charities accepted social 
insurances as mitigation which allowed them to improve on their real task, which 
was moral support.34 To private charity the introduction of social insurance may 
have implied more than only financial relief. From now on it was easier to 
pin-point the deserving poor; insurance indicated a position in the labour market 
and a certain responsibility. In this context it was not significant that precaution 
was forced upon the working-class by the State and paid for by the employers. 
Compulsory insurance was generally accepted except among orthodox Calvinists. 
To their opinion the State was threatening to oust the church, 'because due to that 
kind of care by the State the working-classes could [increasingly] get along 
without the church'. 35 

7. Levels of relief assessed 

The Talma-insurances and the Voluntary Old Age Insurance Act were only the 
first faltering steps in the direction of the welfare state. A subsistence minimum 
was still not provided. Insurance benefits did not guard the insured against 
poverty. The amendments to the Invalidity Act did not bring the insured wage to 

a higher maximum.36 Compared to the increasing costs of living and the conse
quently higher wage rate, the sum insured was insufficiently raised. In Parliament 
a more realistic approach was advocated in vain. Even in 1913, the benefits were 
referred to as modest, and the majority of the disabled clearly could not cope 
without additional help. Moreover illness and/or unemployment affected the 
rights to benefits, as is illustrated by the data in Table 1. 

Table 1. Disability allowances 1920-1939 (weekly averages as of December 31) 

widows 
orphans 
disabled 

1920 

3.40 
3.51 

1924 

3.35 
3.46 
3.12 

1929 

3.32 
3.36 
2.96 

* the second figure refers to the theoretical maximum 

Source: Rijksverzekeringsbank 1901-1941,125. 

1939* 

2.96-3.60 
2.39 
2.80-4.34 

Compared to disability benefits, industrial injuries yielded an ample income: in 
the case of full disablement an average of f 3.36 a day was paid.3

? When the 
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average weekly disability benefit is compared to paid poorrelief (weekly averages 
as well), it is very clear that nowhere in the Netherlands could one make ends 
meet on a disability benefit. Poor law benefits by local authorities were very low 
indeed in the province of Limburg,38 where the weighted weekly average came 
to 12.30 in 1929. The poverty line must have been on a higher level, because poor 
law benefit was supplementary. In the province of North Holland the weighted 
average amounted to 15.37 a week. Although North Holland was highest in 
(provincial) ranking, poor relief in large towns such as Amsterdam, Rotterdam 
and The Hague was higher still. Amsterdam was the most extreme. For Amster
dam, poor relief standards were laid down at a fairly early stage. In 1914 the 
maximum was fixed at 14.50 a week, in 1920 at 1 10.-. All this allows the 
conclusion that disability benefits had to be supplemented by income from work 
by the disabled himself, his wife or his children. If that failed, poor law application 
was his last resort. 

The position of widows and orphans was even worse. The orphan allowance 
was ended on the 14th birthday of the youngest child. Widows were only entitled 
to benefit if they were disabled or had passed their 60th birthday. That is why they 
were forced to earn their own living by entering the labour market. The Dutch 
government did not show a consistent line regarding female labour participation. 
Married women were supposed to devote all their time and attention to raising a 
family. In widowhood, however, they were supposed to earn their own living. In 
many cases the only real option was to apply for poor relief. Despite social 
insurances widowhood remained an important reason for poverty. The same 
happened to the elderly. During the transition period, which was expected to 
extend well into the 1950s, an elderly couple received/5.- (a single person/3.-). 
If there was an additional source of income, it might be enough to protect against 
poverty.39 If other means failed, one still had to rely on charity: old and poor were 
still synonymous. 

Efforts to only grant non-contributory old age allowances to people independent 
from charity, failed. According to the letter of the law only bare necessities could 
be given to those permanently in need. That is why the introduction of old age 
benefit - at least in theory - could have been a generous grant to charity 
organizations. There is little evidence to prove this, as there was neither a 
reduction of expenses, nor a great decline in numbers applying for relief. In fact 
the opposite was the case. This unexpected outcome can be explained by circum
stantial evidence. The introduction of the old age allowances coincided with rising 
unemployment, both at the outbreak of the war and in its aftermath. Unemploy
ment insurance, controlled by the unions, was still in its infancy. The war drove 
government into action. Emergency measures were taken to rescue the unemploy
ment insurance. For non-union members, who were not insured, a kind of dole 
was introduced. During the post-war depression, new emergency measures were 
necessary to prevent social unrest. Despite all efforts by central government, many 
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who were out of work became dependent on charity. Especially when unemploy
ment developed into a long term problem, a stricter distinction was made between 
the unemployed. Many were labelled as ordinary destitutes and had to apply for 
poor relief. War was accompanied by scarcity and rising prices. For many it was 
impossible to raise their incomes in line with prices. Those living on private means 
encountered difficulties for example. So charity was faced with quite unexpected 
new problems. Finally, the old age allowance influenced relief policy itself. In 
journals and at meetings, it was argued that the proceeds should go (mainly or 
partially) to the elderly themselves. When Parliament discussed the Treub propo
sals, it explicitly declared one-quarter of the old age allowance for free spending. 
This plea was generally honoured by cutting 'outdoor' relief just a little, by 
allowing 'indoor' elderly some pocket-money and by raising 'indoor' nursing 
levels.40 

During the war and its aftermath public expenditure on poor relief tripled, far 
exceeding private charity. Neither the Poor Law of 1912 nor the expansion of 
social insurances could tum the tide. On the contrary, social security legislation 
seemed to accelerate changing attitudes by the lower classes towards the State. 
They looked for public support long before the state recognized social security as 
a basic right. 

After 1919 the social insurance scheme was gradually expanded in line with the 
set pattern. Worker's compensation, which did not demand many public funds, 
was enforced in more and more trades. As far as improvement in old age allowance 
was concerned, during the inter-war years it was repeated time and again that an 
increase was not a realistic proposition for the Exchequer. Moreover other social 
needs had to be met first. The willingness to meet demands by labour and improve 
social conditions for the working classes faded away as the revolutionary tide 
turned. Even in the aftermath of war the willingness to change had not been great. 
Only by the end of the 1920s did it appear possible to get social legislation going 
again. At long last the Sickness Act was implemented. In contemporary debates 
in Parliament there is ample evidence of a more positive attitude towards State 
intervention in social affairs. The Great Depression however, put a spanner in the 
works. From 1931 onwards unemployment figures soared and stayed at pre
viously unknown heights until the Gold Standard was finally abandoned in 1936. 
During these years, central government was forced to intervene on behalf of the 
unemployed on an undreamed of scale. The emergency measures from the early 
1920s were reluctantly reintroduced. After all, the unemployed were not prepared 
to apply for relief like the ordinary poor, nor could or would charities and local 
authorities give relief on such a scale without State assistance. The dole was 
reinstated to support the non-insured and the jobless, whose unemployment 
insurance had expired. The dole was very much like poor relief, because it was 
calculated according to family needs and family income. So, like the Poor Law, 
it involved a means test. Furthermore, it was based on local costs of living. The 
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whole system was built on a classification of towns and villages in different 
categories. Several times, cutbacks in the dole took place as part of deflationary 
policy. In the meantime, the debate on unemployment insurance (in normal 
conditions) lingered on. Long term unemployment, however, constituted a major 
obstacle for a break-through. Some argued, again, that long term unemployment 
inevitably led to virtual disablement. So it would be justified to banish those 
unemployed to poor law provisions. This stream of thought can be found in 
Parliament, in the bureaucracy and in other societal organizations as well. Others 
thought otherwise, and all in all, disagreement was too fundamental to produce 
legislation. 

After many years of debate, another controversial topic was finally provided for 
by law. The Roman Catholics, especially, had pleaded the desirability of child 
benefit for years. Family allowance would protect large families against poverty. 
Nevertheless legislation was again based on insurance, not welfare. So child 
allowance was dependent on the premium paid: low wages resulted in low 
benefits. Need was irrelevant. Education of children was said to be more expens
ive as income was higher. This proposition clearly reflected the estate character 
of Dutch society. In 1939 the Family Allowance Act was passed by Parliament. 
Implementation however had to wait and was finally proclaimed during the 
German occupation. Sickness funds (the last of Talma's laws still awaiting 
implementation) were introduced by the Germans as well. The Germans sought 
to sooth and enlist the Dutch by social policy. 

Social policy during German occupation introduced elements of a welfare 
system into the Dutch insurance system.41 Wartime inflation attacked the roots of 
the insurance scheme. Moreover, the Dutch government in London (serving since 
1939), in which socialists shared power for the first time, came into contact with 
the ideas of Beveridge concerning future social security in England. A concept 
for future development of social security was conceived, largely inspired by the 
Beveridge report. The Dutch government finally recognized the need to foster an 
active social policy.42 

8. Conclusion 

International research indicates a high degree of continuity in the development of 
modern welfare states. As far as social security is concerned, the Dutch experience 
is different. If a minimum subsistence level, guaranteed by law, is seen as an 
essential characteristic of the welfare state, we can conclude that Dutch experience 
falsifies the continuity thesis in many respects. Even a precarious subsistence level 
was in no way whatsoever given as a legal right. It was not until after World War 
II that the Dutch welfare state came into being. 
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Until the Gennan occupation, modernization of Dutch social policy was slowed 
down by traditional notions and conservative ideological views, which died hard. 
Because in ideological tenns poor relief was supposed to be a religious right, a 
real national poor relief system (including a bureaucracy, which could take the 
initiative) was missing. All State support for individual needs was looked upon 
as poor relief and was therefore church territory. Inter-war social policy can be 
circumscribed at best as a policy regarding labourers only, which can be said to 
be the same - in theory at least - as the introduction of social insurances. The 
social distress within other social classes was known but could not be solved as 
long as self-reliance was looked upon as a virtue, and spending from public funds 
on individual needs was supposed to be just poor relief. The same conceptual 
framework applies to the introduction of compulsory social insurances. In many 
ways it was done after the Gennan example, but sticking to purely actuarial 
principles can be seen as typically Dutch. The Dutch insurance system therefore 
was only a faint foreshadowing of the future welfare state. The conceptualization 
of the system was made by the ruling classes in an attempt to prevent social 
disorder. The labour movement was still too weak to have a say in the matter. 
Only the fear of revolution after World War I yielded some real concessions to 
the workers demands. This willingness proved to be short-lived. As the economic 
tide turned, labour was put on the defensive, which lasted until the Second World 
War. Economic and social conditions seem to be more decisive for the slow 
evolution of welfare provisions than - as De Swaan claims - the splitting up of 
the labour movement by religion. 

For the time being the State restricted itself to providing the prerequisites for 
the development of a social insurance system. Society had to look after its own 
needs. This position reflected the concept of the 'considerate' State, which 
belonged to the nineteenth century, when only special duties were thought to 
require State intervention. The Poor Law of 1912 incorporated the same concept, 
even though it had been falsified already by the facts of life in late nineteenth 
century society. A policy stimulating private insurance arrangements had failed 
to produce the desired results. Consequently, social insurances had to be made 
compUlsory. Many people feared that poverty amongst the elderly would demand 
more far-reaching solutions in the long run. It is because of this that fonner 
opponents of the insurance concept revised their views in favour of compulsory 
insurance. Nevertheless, anybody who could no longer earn a living on his own, 
had to rely on his savings, his family or charity. As a result of the introduction of 
social insurances, charities had a lighter task as more people had an (inadequate) 
income of their own. In a way, it can even be said that this probably allowed 
private charity to continue its participation in administering the poor law for many 
years to come; the ideological presupposition still reigned, even if it could not be 
fulfilled because means were inadequate. 
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As unemployment became chronic almost throughout the inter-war years, 

government was forced to take emergency measures. These circumstances stimu

lated a change of attitude. The growing number of applications to local authorities 

for poor relief and the supposed right to the dole, prove that many people had been 

looking to the State for help for many years already. Only war and economic 

reconstruction changed things for the better. It was thanks to economic growth 
that the welfare state as envisaged by the Dutch government in London could 

become reality. 
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SINECURES OR SINEWS OF POWER? 

INTERLOCKING DIRECfORSHIPS AND BANK-INDUSlRY RELATIONS 
IN TIlE NETIlERLANDS, 1910-1940 

by 

]oost]onker 

Public opinion these days tends to look upon non-executive directorships as little 
more than lucrative sinecures for politicians tired of more exacting but less 
rewarding responsibilities, judging by the comments on Nigel Lawson joining this 
particular club. Amongst economists, sociologists and historians however, opi
nions are divided. While some regard the boards as mere ornaments, others 
maintain that interlocking directorships provide a clue to corporate strategies and 
common interests of companies. The origins for this latter standpoint can be found 
in the deep concern about the unchecked concentration of financial and industrial 
power evident among socialists on the Continent and the Anti-Trust movement 
in the United States just before the First World War. In 1905 Otto leidels 
demonstrated the extent to which banks controlled German industry by counting 
the number of interlocking directorships. I Some years later, leidels' findings were 
put in broad theoretical perspective by Rudolf Hilferding, who argued that the 
increasing domination of the economy by big banks was a natural stage in the 
development of capitalism.2 

The work of leidels and Hilferding was rediscovered in the 1970s, when fresh 
concern about the power of multinational companies started a debate on the 
importance of interlocking directorships. So far, this debate has focused mainly 
on problems of measurement and definition, taking a continuing increase of the 
links between banks and industry through interlocking directorships more or less 
for granted.3 In this paper I intend to take a different approach and argue that, 
rather than showing the continuing increase postulated by leidels, Hilferding and 
others, the number of interlocking directorships is closely linked with the specific 
development of a given banking system. 
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1. Non-executive directorships in the Netherlands 

In 1913 the eminent Dutch socialist F.M. Wibaut applied Jeidels' approach to the 
situation in the Netherlands.4 Counting the number of non-executive directorships 
or commissariaten held by the directors of the nine most important banks in 1910, 
he concluded that capitalism steered developments in the same direction as in 
Germany: an increasing concentration of power in the hands of a few bankers. 
According to Wibaut, commissarissen came in three kinds: some just lent their 
prestige to the company; others appeared as mere ornaments for the annual general 
meeting of shareholders; and finally, some bankers sat on the board to represent 
direct fmancial interests. Of course Wibaut's statement is both tongue-in-cheek 
and incomplete. Then, as now, most companies looked to commissarissen for the 
knowledge and connections that matter for their concerns. Though the company' s 
bank will usually have representation, the board may well number other bankers 
chosen as experts and not representing mere financial interests.s Measuring 
bank-industry relations by counting the number of interlocking directorships will 
therefore always result in an overstatement of the actual situation. Assuming this 
factor will not have differed much over the years, however, the result should give 
a good relative indication of the changes in any given period. 

Details about commissariaten in the Netherlands can be found in the directory 
of limited liability companies Van Nierop en Baak's Naamlooze Vennootschap
pen, published annually from the 1880s until 1948. Though fairly comprehensive, 
this reference work presents some obstacles to the researcher interested in 
developments over time. Sometimes the vital index of persons is missing; between 
1918 and 1923 no volumes appeared at all; changing editorial practices and delays 
in processing the information make it necessary to trawl through a number of 
consecutive issues to assemble all the data for any given year. For these reasons 
I decided to take Wibaut's count for 1910 as a basis and use Van Nierop en Baak 
for the years 1923, 1931 and 1940 as providing the most comprehensive follow-up 
data. Two banks included by Wibaut were dropped: Labouchere, Oyens & Co., 
taken over in 1913, and the Finantieele Maatschappij voor Nijverheidsondernem
ingen, a holding company which carried on little in the way of business after 1910. 
I added however the 1ncassobank, which ranked in the big five in the 1920s 
following a period of rapid expansion. 

Table 1 shows that the number of commissariaten among bank directors thus 
counted had a peculiar pattern in the inter-war years. There was an explosive 
growth between 1910 and 1923, followed by a sharp drop in 1931. By 1940 
however, some of that lost ground seems to have been recovered. The most 
spectacular swing took place at the Rotterdamsche Bank; with the exception of 
the Amsterdamsche Bank, the other banks saw a similar but less pronounced curve 
in the number of commissariaten. 
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Table 1. Numbers of Dutch bankers' non-executive directorships, 1910-1940 

1910 1923 1931 1940 

Amsterdamsche Bank 3/23 4/36 4/34 4/34 
Rotterdamsche Bank 5/30 8/127 6/27 5n4 
Twentsche Bank 5/31 5/46 4/22 4/34 
Nederlandsche Handel-Maatschappij 4/31 5/55 6/27 4/52 
Incassobank 3/ 5 3/18 4/7 4/12 
Hope & Co. 5/25 6/32 6/15 4/27 
Van Eeghen & Co. 6/28 6/61 4/17 3/38 
R. Mees & Zn. 4/27 6/56 5/18 6/46 

Total 35/200 43/431 39/167 34/317 

Source: Van Nierop en Baak's Naamlooze Vennootschappen. 

note: The number of directors appears in bold type. 

Table 2. Numbers of bankers' directorships by business sector, 1910-1940 

1910 1923 1931 1940 

Finance 67 132 56 141 
Insurance 9 14 1 13 
Trading 11 62 12 29 
Transport 37 44 6 29 
Manufacturing industry 34 107 41 63 
Colonial plantations & trading 30 31 20 23 
Various 12 41 6 19 

Total 200 431 167 317 

Source: See Table 1. 

The inexorable development of capitalism predicted by Wibaut apparently ran 
out of steam, at least in the Netherlands; but why? The see-saw pattern would 
seem to coincide with the economic trend of the inter-war years, supporting the 
view that banks lose their grip during economic expansion, but regain it in the 
credit crunch of a recession.6 That argument could well be turned the other way 
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around, however, and in any case it provides only part of the answer, as the number 
at the end of the slump in 1940 would have had to be much higher. I would argue 
that developments in bank-industry relations offer a better explanation. After 
tentative overtures around 1910, Dutch banks committed themselves to industrial 
finance in a big way, but they distanced themselves from it completely after heavy 
losses in the early 1920s. The failure of this experiment is usually blamed on 
obstacles dating from the nineteenth century, i.e. conservative bankers and 
unwilling investors on one hand, and staunchly independent manufacturers with 
unattractive small-scale firms on the other.7 However, Table 2 shows that manu
facturing industry was not alone in suffering from a precarious relationship with 
banks: the see-saw pattern occurred in all business sectors. 8 

Indeed, together with trading companies, manufacturing suffered less than other 
sectors, the number of commissariaten in 1931 being above that of 1910. The 
breakdown by sector also shows that little ground had been recovered by 1940. 
Directorships in banking account for more than half of the increase between 1931 
and 1940: rather than extending its grip on business during the slump, the fmancial 
sector increasingly withdrew onto itself. For an explanation of this general retreat 
I have to go back to the origins of the banking crisis during the early 1920s. 

2. The experiment with mixed banking, 1910-1920 

During the nineteenth century, Dutch banking strictly limited itself to financing 
trade by bill broking and discounting. Long-term credit was an anathema and 
deposits remained low. With the economic upturn of the 1890s however, it started 
to branch out into current account business, company finance and stock market 
flotations . At first the banks more or less passively followed the growing demand 
for credit, but around 1910 they showed a clear willingness to take the lead, issuing 
new shares, taking over other banks and establishing branch networks with the 
intention of broadening the basis for company finance. This expansion reached 
its zenith between 1915 and 1920. With foreign imports falling, Dutch industry 
grew rapidly during the war. The banks were keen to provide credit, as they were 
buoyed up by increased deposits and the stock market swallowed all share issues 
with ease.9 Because of the delays in gathering and processing information, the 
high number of directorships for 1923 probably still adequately reflects the zenith 
of bank-industry relations in the Netherlands. 

I must now delve somewhat deeper into these credit arrangements, for in my 
view the root of all later problems lies here, in the less than satisfactory switch 
from commercial credit to business finance . The standard conditions in commer
cial credit inherited from the nineteenth century were three to six months ' credit 
on the collateral of the transactions' bills or merchandise. This form of credit was 
not, of course, foolproof, but its security, constant turnover and self-liquidating 
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character gave the banks a measure of control over their obligations, risks and 
liquidity. These simple certainties were lost and not adequately replaced in the 
development of business finance. Though loans against mortgage or personal 
bond were not uncommon, most of the steadily increasing business finance from 
the 1890s onwards took the form of current account credits secured by promissory 
notes signed by the debtor. These notes looked like normal bills of exchange, but 
though they operated in the same way and could be discounted if the bank needed 
cash, there were two crucial differences. The transactions originating the notes 
were fictional, and unlike bills they were not paid, but renewed on expiry. For 
that reason the notes were called kredietpapier (credit paper) rather than han
de/spapier (true commercial paper). 10 

Apart from the risks associated with financing a growing number of companies 
and floating them on the stock market, this shift alone posed a double threat to 
the banks. The bills' inherent security evaporated and the banks lost control over 
their liquidity by allowing short-term instruments to cover long-term credits. 
Though full access to a company's accounts and a seat on the board would be 
standard conditions for the granting of credit facilities, these safeguards could not 
offset the inherent danger from the banks' point of view. Using the accounts to 
monitor company commitments required close attention and sophisticated ac
counting skills and most banks were simply not equipped to do this. The commis
sarissen were often too far removed for effective control. Moreover, 
circumstances could severely limit a banker's influence on the board. For 
example, during an expansionary period there would always be a rival bank 
standing ready if the banker refused to oblige on grounds of financial prudence; 
a recession tied him hand and foot to the company by freezing the bank's credits. 

These dangers were not fully recognised by the banks when they switched to 
business finance in the 1890s; in the unprecedented credit boom between 1915 
and 1920, all caution was brushed aside. The Nederlandsche Bank from time to 
time condemned the increasing use of kredietpapier, but refrained from taking 
drastic action, fearing it would be too disruptive. The bank has been severely 
criticised for its reluctance to tackle the problem head on, yet it is difficult to see 
viable alternatives. II At the time, the central bank had only its discount policy to 
put pressure on the commercial banks. Though an announcement of stricter 
guidelines on paper accepted for discount might have induced some restraint, this 
could not be enforced since at least the big commercial banks had enough deposits 
at their disposal to keep the kredietpapier comfortably maintained within their 
portfolios. 12 
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3. Crisis, crossroads and a u-turn 

The sharp recession ending the long boom in the autumn of 1920 exposed the 
risky practices banks had adopted. As company after company went under or 
failed to meet its financial obligations, banks' assets became dissipated or frozen. 
The main casualties of the crunch were the smaller provincial finns , but the 
financial system was shaken to its foundations in 1922-24 when Marx & Co.' s 
Bank had to close its doors and the Bankassociatie Wertheim & Gompertz and 
the Rotterdamsche Bank only narrowly avoided bankruptcy. According to con
temporary estimates, about/200 million in bad debts had to be written off in the 
course of three years.13 

With the dangers of its past credit policy so painfully revealed, Dutch banking 
now came to a crossroads. Rather than adapting their practices to suit business 
finance and thereby limit the risks, the banks opted to return to the strict principles 
of commercial credit, extolling them as the tried and tested formula for sound 
banking clear and simple and with and limited risks. Having taken their cue from 
German banking and its close involvement with industry for over ten years, 
bankers now started to extol the virtues of the English system as the model to 
follow, based as it was on an excessive concern for liquidity underpinned by 
providing only short-term credit.14 The combined balance sheets of the five 
biggest banks clearly reflect this shift in an increase of short-term credits accom
panied by decreasing long-term loans and share participations. IS The drop in the 
number of bankers ' commissariaten between 1923 and 1931 is another indication 
of both the decline in active commitments to business and a return to credit 
arrangements requiring less day to day supervision. 

Having lost approximately f 31 million in various corporate collapses, the 
Nederlandsche Bank led the way in the return to pre-war principles. Its annual 
report for 1925-1926 once more criticised the use of kredietpapier and added that 
the bank intended to clean up the money market by censuring and penalising 
offenders. First to be pilloried in this way were the two main farmers' cooperative 
banks; after a lengthy criticism of their organization, the discount facilities were 
withdrawn. 16 This was a rather arbitrary decision, since both banks had withstood 
the crisis without difficulty and rarely used the facilities anyway; they were 
probably used to set an example. 

4 . Clinging to the past 

This shift in banking policy led to vociferous complaints from industrialists 
concerned at the lack of credit facilities, which resulted in a lively public debate 
in the late 1920s and earl y 1930s.17 The arguments used by bankers in this debate 
show an unwillingness on their part to keep pace with the rapidly changing 
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economy around them. Their view of the principles of sound banking was really 
only suited to the nineteenth century world of commercial credit, which involved 
a regular turnover and convenient collateral. But the Dutch economy had under
gone a marked transformation since then, characterized by strong but even growth 
in all sectors. 18 Apart from the traditionally strong trading sector to which banking 
practices had been geared, manufacturing industry, services and agriculture now 
presented their rather different credit demands. Since the end of the nineteenth 
century these had all been rejected by bankers with the same arguments: increased 
risk for no extra return; dangers inherent in long-term credits and difficulties in 
monitoring firms; no suitable collateral; the lack of interest among investors for 
industrial shares. 19 Trying to keep pace with the rapid developments after about 
1900, the banks gradually dropped these objections, but, not really adapting their 
business, they remained an essentially archaic element in a rapidly changing 
environment.20 Frightened no doubt by the losses sustained in the 1920s, Dutch 
banking returned to the nineteenth century and defended this backwardness with 
vigour. 

This strange attitude of not wishing to adapt to changed circumstances is evident 
elsewhere. After the rapid economic developments since 1900, the practices of 
accountancy, management advice bureaus and academic business economics to 
cope with the increasing complexities of large scale flrms rose sharply?1 These 
problems had an impact in the banking world as well. In 1920 a director of the 
Geldersche Crediet-Vereeniging complained that top management could not 
adequately monitor loans and liquidity because of the time spent on organizational 
problems and the shortage of trained staff.22 The inability of staff to cope with 
rapidly expanding and more complex business was diagnosed as an important 
cause in the near-crash of the Bankassociatie Wertheim & Gompertz?3 The 
economist and one-time director with the Rotterdamsche Bank, H.M. Hirschfeld, 
wrote in 1925 that the economic literature had been urging the banks to develop 
special departments to support business flnance by gathering information about 
the nature of assets, the spreading of risks and the function of credit in company 
flnance, but to no avail. 24 Indeed, industrialists reiterated time and again that in 
Belgium and Germany business enjoyed much stronger flnancial backing because 
of the specific knowledge and contacts built up by the banks for the purpose, a 
view supported by experts.25 

Dutch banks took few steps in the 1920s to remedy this situation, as shown for 
instance by their reluctance to recruit specialist staff for credit monitoring. They 
often claimed to use accountants, but the term is misleading here as it usually 
describes anyone engaged in bookkeeping above a certain level. In 1932 the flve 
big banks employed only one true accountant between them. Of eleven economic 
sectors, banking overall ranked eighth in the number of accountants employed.26 
The Nederlandsche Bank was no exception. Since the near-bankruptcy of the 
Rotterdamsche Bank in 1924 it boasted two accountants employed to monitor 
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discounts; but though both had considerable practical experience in banking, 
neither was formally an accountant. It was only with the sudden collapse of the 
firm Mendelssohn & Co. in 1939, just after the Nederlandsche Bank had granted 
it a large line of credit, that the board decided to establish a separate accounting 
department to supervise and monitor credits.27 But perhaps it is unfair to let the 
banks carry all the blame, as there seems to have been a real staff shortage, at least 
in the 1920s. When the Bankassociatie Wertheim & Gompertz set up a credit 
monitoring department after the reorganization in 1922, the bank had difficulty 
in staffing it. 28 

This reluctance was reinforced by an overt aversion to developing other skills 
for supporting business finance. Bankers reacted rather sceptically to suggestions 
to recruit engineers for assessing the technical and organizational complexities of 
companies, since their highly specialist training coupled with a lack of practical 
experience were thought to render them unsuitable for commercial life. 29 Nor did 
the banks take the initiative in tackling the dangers associated with business 
finance from the opposite end of the spectrum. A widening of the legal definition 
of collateral would have limited risk by enabling them to grant loans against the 
security of merchandise, machinery or raw materials remaining in the debtor's 
possession. Such arrangements operated successfully in Germany, but their 
introduction in the Netherlands had foundered on legal objections in the 1890s. 
Exasperated by the lack of credit facilities in the 1920s, businessmen devised a 
wide variety of schemes to fill the legal gap, only to see them rejected in court. 
The solution came at last in 1929 with a celebrated judgement by the Dutch 
Supreme Court approving one such scheme between two companies. Signifi
cantly, no bank had been involved in any of the schemes. 3o The banks could have 
countered the threat to their liquidity as well, by attracting long-term deposits and 
secured bonds to balance long-term credits. One of the: main farmers' cooperative 
banks did indeed adopt these methods to cover their unusual lending policies. The 
other banks were, however, reluctant to follow this example, rejecting long-term 
deposits as unstable and secured bonds as unsuitable for use as venture capital. 31 

These objections would perhaps not have been insurmountable, but there was 
absolutely no incentive at all for the banks to change. The Dutch capital market 
attracted a growing number of foreign governments and companies during the 
1920s and, stimulated by the Nederlandsche Bank, a large market in acceptances 
financing trade to Germany developed at the same time.32 Rather than involving 
themselves with business finance, the banks could profitably limit their activities 
to low-risk stock market flotations and the trusted commercial credit. Finally, the 
big banks preferred to use their resources for taking over provincial firms hit by 
the crisis; hardly helpful in itself to developing commerce and industry within the 
Netherlands. 
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5. Bank concentration and geographical credit patterns 

Interestingly enough, bank appointed directorships can also demonstrate some of 
the effects of this latter development. The replacement of independent fIrms by 
branch banking is said to have led to more restrictive credit facilities in England, 
as the flexibility of local bankers with intimate knowledge of their clients gave 
way to the bureaucratic procedures of big banks, supervised by centrally trained 
managers brought in from outside the area. Moreover, the big banks operated a 
restrictive credit policy for their branches, preferring the more solid and liquid 
investment opportunities offered in London.33 Contemporary observers noted 
these effects in the Netherlands as well, with some disagreement. By about 1920, 
the Geldersche Crediet-vereeniging operated bureaucratic procedures, as did the 
highly cautious Amsterdamsche Bank. But at the same time the latter was 
nicknamed 'Messrs. Day-after-tomorrow' in Rotterdam because of its centralized 
decision making, which indicates that the practice had not yet been universally 
adopted.34 In 1918 Minister of Finance M.F.W. Treub voiced his fear of bank 
concentration draining resources away from the regions, but experts disagreed 
and pointed to an increase in facilities. 35 

Table 3. Numbers o/bankers' directorships by company seat, 1910-1940 

Randstad Other Total 

1910 170 30 200 
1923 350 81 431 
1931 152 35 167 
1940 255 62 317 

Source: See Table 1. 

Note: Randstad includes Amsterdam, Rotterdam or The Hague. 

Bankers' directorships reflect both the centralizing of credit policy and its 
geographical pattern. Table 3 lists the directorships by location of the company 
seat. In each of the four years used in the example, the vast majority was 
concentrated with companies having their seat in one of the three big cities: about 
80%. Though the main banks expanded into branch networks during this period, 
this is not reflected at all by a proportionate rise in the number of directorships 
outside the so-called Randstad. The importance of provincial commitments in 
their overall business must therefore have declined considerably. The growing 
weight of centralized procedures is reflected by the low number of directorships 
amongst provincial branch managers. In 1931 the Amsterdamsche Bank had 10 
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directorships, 35 branches and 77 managers. The Twentsche Bank showed a 
somewhat different pattern with 39 directorships, 48 branches and 82 managers, 
but that is probably due to local bankers becoming managers after selling their 
fIrms. 

6. Conclusion 

The pattern in the development of bank-appointed directorships in the Nether
lands between 1910 and 1940 can be explained by the curious development of 
Dutch banking between the wars. Up to about 1920 Dutch bankers took their cue 
from Germany, involved themselves with business fInance in a big way and 
slowly built up a commanding position within the economy. The basis for this 
was inherently weak, however. When this was painfully exposed in 1922-1924 
the banks rapidly withdrew from business fInance as being too risky. But the 
near-collapse of the banking system in 1922-1924 had not so much been caused 
by the innate risks of business fInance, as by the banks' failure to keep pace with 
the rest of the economy. However, having fIrst failed to adapt they then refused 
to do so, avoiding any involvement with industry in favour of a return to what 
they saw as the time-honoured principles of sound banking. 

To measure the damage done to Dutch business by this retreat is of course 
impossible. Moreover it would be unfair to criticize the bankers too heavily for 
it, as their losses had been very severe. There is reason however to censure them 
for turning the retreat into a prolonged absence. With ready alternatives in the 
burgeoning market for acceptances and loan flotations at hand, the banks could 
comfortably afford to stay out of the market. This attitude has been mistakenly 
praised as prudence, saving Dutch banks from the deep crisis that hit the German 
and Belgian banking systems, heavily involved in business finance, in the early 
1930s.36 But the curious unwillingness to adapt combined with the increase of 
directorships within the fInancial sector in the 1930s would seem to suggest that 
Dutch banks lacked the keen, enterprising spirit evident in neighbouring countri
es. 

Thus, between 1910 and 1940 Dutch bankers' directorships represented neither 
sinecures nor the sinews of power. They usually represented a real interest, but 
bankers consciously let the opportunity to use them for securing a commanding 
position pass them by. The pattern of bankers' directorships in a given period must 
therefore be placed in the context of the whole of the banking business in that 
period for its development to be properly understood. 
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JA V ANESE LABOUR RELATIONS 
IN A CHANGING RURAL ECONOMY, 1830-1870* 

by 

NicoDros 

1. Introduction; studying labour relations 

During the past twenty years historians have done a considerable amount of 
research on Javanese society during the time of the Cultivation System (Kultuur
stelsel). This resulted in a number of studies - mostly regional in focus - with a 
'Java-centric' rather than a colonial perspective. Processes of change in the rural 
setting after the introduction of compulsory crops are a common topic. J Most of 
the research has been devoted to the economic aspects of the matter, with less 
attention being paid to sociological themes. 

This essay aims to contribute to the discussion about the impact of colonial rule, 
by sketching briefly how the social organization of labour evolved during the 
period 1830-1870. The forced commercialization of the Javanese countryside 
must be regarded as more or less synonymous with a massive mobilization and 
exploitation of indigenous labour power. By reconstructing this process and by 
focusing primarily on changing labour relations we might arrive at a clearer 
understanding of the dynamics in a society under colonial control. 

There are, however, some serious problems in this field of research. A historian 
dealing with labour relations in the social setting of nineteenth-century Java will 
soon discover that these relations did not exist or function in isolation. They were 
closely intertwined with control over local subsistence resources (most particu
larly, arable land), differences in rank and standing, and networks of dependency. 
Furthermore, labourrelations could be quite diverse. Later on in this essay a whole 
range of relations will be considered, varying from types of 'free' labour to forms 
of corvees, or compulsory labour. 

Another complication is the coexistence of two different systems of production, 
the indigenous and the colonial, each based on its own principles. In the course 
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of time the interdependence of the two economic spheres grew steadily and they 
were prone to influence each other's nature. 

A final problem concerns the historical sources. Literature and archival reports 
from the first half of the nineteenth century are not in every respect suitable for 
our research. Contemporary information, if not fully absent, is riddled with 
inadequacies and lacunae. This is due to the nature of Dutch colonial rule in those 
days. The colonial Government used Javanese chiefs to implement its directives.2 

Consequently, there was usually no direct contact between a Dutch official and 
the people from a village (desa). That is why many reports from this period tend 
to be detached and superficial. Fortunately, there are exceptions to this rule. After 
about 1850 the distance between ruler and ruled became smaller. The Dutch 
administration started to investigate the colonized society thoroughly in order to 
get a firmer grip on it. This resulted in an abundance of detailed reports. 

In spite of problems and deficiencies it is, in my view, possible to discern a 
pattern of development in labour relations, one well founded on historical sources . 
This essay deals successively with labourrelations in the early-nineteenth-century 
village world (section 2), the various types of unfree labour, which expanded 
enormously after 1830 (sections 3 and 4), the growing importance of 'free' wage 
labour and its mobili ty (section 5), the role of female labour in the different spheres 
of the economy (section 6), and finally the social effects of the Cultivation System 
and its repercussions on labour relations (section 7). 

2. Stalk by stalk: rice cultivation in the beginning of the nineteenth century 

The picture of changing labour relations after 1830 may become sharper if we 
compare the way labour was organized in the early-nineteenth-century village. 
Though no longer untouched, local society at that time was not yet dominated by 
the ambitions of an expanding colonial power. 

Our historical image of this early period is rather fragmentary . Unfortunately, 
few ethnographic documents on village matters are at our disposal. For that 
reason my description and reconstruction of labour in the early village is not 
exclusively based on contemporary sources. Some information about 'traditional ' 
practices and arrangements is derived from documents of a later date. Assuming 
that these practices did not change fundamentally during the period in question, 
I project this information backwards. 

Around 1815 the lion's share of arable land in Java already consisted of sawah, 
i.e. plots which could be irrigated. The principal crop was rice (padi), mostly 
followed by one or more secondary crops (palawija) .3 

Here we will concentrate on rice. The labour devoted to the rice crop was 
carefully embedded in a framework of religious and ceremonial rites. Local 
specialists (dukun sawah) were consulted by the peasants. Through esoteric 
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chronology and astrology the dukun determined on which days (and hours!) 
specific activities should be performed for the best result. Agricultural operations 
were preceded and concluded by sacrificial meals (slametan) and other cere
monies. Important phases in the labour cycle were, if possible, adorned with 
shadow play (wayang) and gamelan music to appease the supernatural powers.4 

In light of this, it ought not surprise us that in several Indonesian languages the 
words for 'labour' and 'festivity' are synonymous.5 

Especially during transplanting and harvesting, rice cultivation had extreme 
labour peaks. Family labour ran short; 'reciprocal aid [was] needed ... and it was 
this condition that possibly created the desa life with its so-called communal 
labour,.6 Mutual assistance on the rice field was a labour arrangement that 
flourished within the Javanese 'little tradition'. During the time of transplanting 
the seedlings, the helper was rewarded with food. Quantity and quality of the 
meals depended on the tasks performed. Later on, when harvesting began, helpers 
outside the family were rewarded with a proportion of the part they harvested with 
their own hands. This share in sheaves was called bawon. It was not a fixed share, 
but differed with time and place. The size of someone's bawon was determined 
by such factors as low or high yield, land/labour ratio, and previous participation 
in fieldwork. Usually it ranged from 1/8 to 1/3 of a share. 

While harvesting the rice a special practice was prescribed. The rice was cut 
with a little knife (ani-ani), stalk by stalk. In Javanese terms this was done in 
honour of Dewi Sri, the goddess of rice. This religious precept had a particular 
social implication. There were 'hundreds of hands needed for an activity that one 
man could do in case he would use a scythe. So many reapers share the yield'.? 
This old Javanese custom reflected the peasants' 'moral economy', creating an 
opportunity for the village poor to get their share too, even though they were 
landless. 

According to a study by Van der Kolff, mutual assistance was an appropriate 
labour form in a desa society, consisting of farming families of more or less the 
same means and standing. 8 The question is whether we may consider the early 
nineteenth-century village as such an egalitarian community. Javanists of the 
recent past were sometimes inclined to do SO.9 Recent publications dispute this 
point of view, arguing that Javanese rural society 175 years ago must have been 
highly stratified. The plausibility of this hypothesis finds good support in contem
porary evidence. A report dating from 1825 by J.I. van Sevenhoven tells us that 
in the villages of Central Java three main social ranks could be discerned. He 
distinguishes the landholders, their clients and at the bottom a group of youngsters 
and strangers without any means. 10 A description of social stratification in villages 
of Yogyakarta by Resident Valek (1831) and one from De Haan's outstanding 
work on the Priangan regencies in the eighteenth century give similar pictures. 11 

Regional differences aside, the basic pattern seems to have been the same. One 
group of peasants had almost full control over access to arable land. In general, 
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these peasants were descendants of families who in the past had reclaimed the 
wilderness and founded the desa. Local chiefs sprang from the same group. Below 
this class, two or more social strata existed; these were clients or dependents of 
the core villagers. 

This social inequality gave desa labour relations their special features . Land
holders delegated the cultivation of their land (or a part of it) to their clients. This 
could be arranged under various conditions. The client worked as a sharecropper, 
or else as a labourer who received compensation in the form of shelter, food, 
clothing and maybe some money. In both cases the arrangements were meant to 
be valid for a certain length of time, varying from a single agricultural season to 
several years. A few remarks about the peasant landowner and his clients may 
clarify their relationship. The landowner exercised a kind of patriarchal authority 
over his clients and he exploited their labour power. Nevertheless, he could not 
go too far in this. Compared to land, labour at that time was quite scarce in most 
places. 12 An oppressive master ran the risk of having his work force depart to 
another peasant holding or village. To keep people at his disposal a landholder 
had to offer reasonable rewards and prospects. 

Ties with a certain landholder supplied a client with protection, livelihood and 
perhaps a family life. In the long run the relationship might offer the client an 
opportunity to raise his social position. Perhaps he could marry the daughter of 
his master and succeed his father-in-law when the time came. But such a marriage 
was not essential to upward mobility. In other cases the patron could lend his client 
equipment or funds to reclaim new plots, whereby the client might become an 
established peasant himself. Likewise, a patron might propose him as a candidate 
for a vacant share in the village lands. 13 

These client networks were the basic principle on which social life was or
ganized. In a study on Cirebon Breman stressed the 'total dependency' of the 
lower strata on the landowning classes. The position of these clients was weak 
and oppressed. 14 While this view of Breman' s may have been a regional truth, it 
certainly did not apply to the whole of Java. In general, Javanese clients were not 
serfs, but rather servants with prospects. Their relations were defined by the 
outcome of bargaining. 

3. A traditional tribute in kind; on corvee labour 

According to an old Javanese precept, privileges and burdens should be in good 
harmony. This was expressed in the way rulers used to levy tribute from their 
subjects. Only families who held possession of arable land were requried to pay 
tribute to the ruler or his 'vassal ' in the region. 15 Depending on custom and 
circumstances this tribute was levied either in money, a share of the rice crop or 
in labour. Taxation in the form of labour was called herendienst (corvee service; 
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statute labour) in the colonial sources. Corvee services were used for public works 
(construction and maintenance of roads, construction of bridges and waterworks) 
and for personal services for the ruler or his aristocracy. 

Possession of land and the obligation to perform services were Siamese twins, 
but the ways in which the two were connected could differ in practice. In regions 
of Java's northeast coast two systems of land tenure formerly existed. Most of the 
land was in individual, hereditary property (sawah yasa; sawah pusaka). A minor 
part of the land belonged to the village, and was a kind of communal property 
(sawah desa; bumi kongsen). Villagers who served as corvee labourers were 
rewarded with a (temporary) share in the communal sawahs. Periodically, other 
villagers took their turn at corvee labour. So corvee obligations and possession of 
communal plots rotated within the desa.16 

Elsewhere in Java communal property was unknown, as in the Priangan regen
cies. Under regional rulers in earlier times a certain number of household clusters 
(cacah) had been recorded. Every cacah was supposed to represent a certain 
amount of sawahs. The headmen of the cacahs were responsible for particular 
corvees and other tributes, in proportion to the amount of land they controlled. 17 

In the era of the indigenous kingdoms compulsory services were probably not 
overly oppressive for the people. Infrastructure was not yet well developed and 
demanded relatively little labour. Moreover, Javanese rule was not very alert. 
Increases in population and arable acreage were not recorded and remained 
outside the levying of tribute. The steady growth of Dutch territorial power 
changed this situation drastically. As the 'legitimate' successor of the Javanese 
rulers the colonial State continued levying corvee tributes. From now on people 
and sawahs were administered more accurately. Public works became more 
ambitious in scope and demanded much more labour and materials from the 
people. This tendency could be observed in regions of Java's northeast coast as 
early as the end of the eighteenth century. The trend of increasing corvee pressure 
spread allover Java after 1830, when infrastructural facilities for the new tropical 
export economy were being constructed. 18 

It is quite a problem to illustrate the increasing burden of corvees with accurate 
figures. Statistics in this field were incomplete and misleading in the early period 
of colonial rule. After 1854 the colonial Government tried to regulate this kind of 
statute labour more strictly. After that time, each residency had to compile annual 
surveys concerning the levying of corvee. In most cases these surveys were not 
very accurate, as the reporters sometimes frankly admitted. Officials who tried to 
investigate this field felt as if they were out alone in the jungle at night. Figures 
on corvee labour are at best estimates, so that the data in Table 1 can give us no 
more than an impression of the burden of these services. 

The figures in Table I indicate that in a number of residencies the connection 
between possession of land and liability for corvee had become looser. On the 
one hand, there were regions where people without a sawah, but only in possession 
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of a tiny house, yard or cottage workshop were required to perform statute labour, 
be it generally less frequently than landholders. On the other hand there seem to 
have been regions where the percentage of landholders outstripped the percentage 
of corvee labourers. Here, part of the peasants were probably exempted from 
duties after having bought them off. This was an abuse in which local chiefs 
discovered new sources of income. 19 Whenever it happened on a large scale, 
conditions for the remaining corvee labourers deteriorated. 

Table 1. Percentages of landholding and corveable households, and average 
number of services per corvee labourer in some residencies of Java around 1858 

Residency % landholding % corveable number of 
households households corvee days 

Pekalongan 69 69 45.5 
Surabaya 53 55 73 
Madiun 67 59 52 
Kediri 65 62.5 27 
Pasuruan 65 103* 26 
Probolinggo 64 74 48.5 
Besuki 84 74 30.5 

* Probably more than one male per household liable to corvees. 

Sources: ARA: MvK: Collectie de Vriese, Kultuurverslagen, nos. 44, 49, 51, 
58, 59, 60, 69nO. 

A closer examination of these surveys not only shows striking differences between 
residencies, but also between districts or regencies within the same residency. For 
example, it was reported in Kediri that during 1859 a corvee labourer in the 
residency worked an average of 27 days a year for the Government. In the district 
of Berbek, however, the number of working days amounted to 48.5, while in the 
adjacent district of Kalangbret 14.5 days sufficed?O Other regions of Java show 
similar variation. 

For almost three-quarters of a century the central Government tried to regulate 
this tribute on strict and reasonable foundations. It seems that in some residencies 
progress was indeed made in this respect after 1856. For Java as a whole there 
was little improvement until the beginning of the twentieth century. By then, 
however, the lion's share of former corvees was already being performed by free 
coolies. 
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4. A new corvee in traditional form: on cultivation services 

Statute labour for public works can be regarded as a tribute that fits in with 
Javanese tradition. With regard to compulsory cultivation services (kultuurdien
sten), the situation was somewhat different. In my opinion, it would be more 
appropriate to speak of the 'invention of tradition'. 

In the early eighteenth century compulsory cultivation services were instituted 
for the first time to coffee cultivation in the Priangan regencies. 21 In the course of 
the century this agricultural corvee was introduced step by step in other regions 
where coffee was grown. A large-scale introduction of these services began in the 
era of the Cultivation System. For a better understanding of how labour was 
organized in this system, it will be necessary to give a brief sketch of the principles 
on which it was founded. 

Around 1830 a new phase in colonial policy started. Half-hearted 'liberal' 
experiments came to an end. Compulsory cultivation of crops for the European 
market became the dominant creed. Regions where formerly only agrarian self
sufficiency and small-scale commodity production had existed, were reshaped 
within a short time into important suppliers of coffee, sugar, indigo, tobacco and 
other products. The heyday of the Cultivation System lasted from about 1840 to 
1860.22 Data from the annual Cultivation Reports indicate that in the period 
1837-1851 between 65% and 75% of agrarian households were forced to work in 
colonial agro-industries.23 

The Javanese elite played an essential role in mobilizing 'indigenous labour 
power'. Javanese chiefs used their authority to implement and enforce the direc
tives from Batavia. Agrarian commercialization in Java can be seen as implying 
a renewed mandate for the indigenous aristocracy. 

The new system was devised by Johannes van den Bosch, the conservative 
Governor-General at that time. He wanted to make the Javanese peasants employ 
their land and labour for the benefit of the export economy. For both production 
factors, this should comprise about a 1/5 share, according to his plan. In exchange 
for this, the peasants would be exempted from landrent. So a 4/5 share of their 
produce would remain untaxed. This out line was changed in 1836. Henceforth 
the Javanese planter had to pay an annuallandrent again; he received, in propor
tion to his yield, a crop payment (plantloon). It can be noted here that prices for 
export products were kept artificially low by the colonial Government.24 

The Cultivation System was not a uniform system of exploitation. Per region or 
export crop, conditions and practices differed significantly. If coffee had to be 
planted on outlying desa lands or in the forests, the life of the peasants was not 
severely disrupted. Work for the coffee crop could easily be combined with daily 
subsistence activities . When the peasants were coerced to grow coffee on particu
lar plantations, however, their conditions could change drastically. Reclamation, 
seeding and transplanting, maintenance, picking and preparation of the product 
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were usually organized by 'levee en masse'. Work on plantations a long way from 
the village forced people to migrate temporarily, leaving their houses empty and 
unguarded?5 

The introduction of crops like sugar, indigo and tobacco often led to a real 
encroachment upon local agriculture. A yearly rotating part of the sawah plots 
had to be reserved for these crops. Of the lowland crops, sugar became the most 
important. The whole cycle of sugar lasted from 16 to 20 months. A description 
of the Governmental sugar enterprise 'Kalie Bagor' in Banyumas may throw more 
light on the impact of labour requirements for cultivation and harvesting during 
the period of the year in which these activities were concentrated. 

In 1854 about 2000 bau (ca. 1400 hectares) belonged to the territory (kring) of 
this enterprise. A one-fifth share (400 bau, 280 ha) was planted in sugarcane. 
There were 2264 households (huisgezinnen) in the area, of which 1546 (68%) 
were counted as landholders. 1347 households among them performed together 
the bulk of the cultivation and harvesting labour. From May 15 until November 
30, 1854 their services comprised the working days given in Table 2. 

Table 2. Total number of compulsory services performed by corveeable house
holds in Kalie Bagor sugar enterprise, May IS-November 30,1854 

a) preparation of the soil 
b) further maintenance 
c) cane-cutting 
d) transport 
e) factory labour 

Source: ARA: Archief Commissie-Umbgrove, Vol. to. 

93,442 
30,440 

1,987 
o 

34,989 

days 
days 
days 
days 
days 

According to the figures in Table 2, 1 bau (0.71 ha) of sugarcane demanded an 
average of 310 days of cultivation labour (a+b). We also know that in this 
particular region 3.35 households per bau were at work. So this meant a yearly 
input of 92.5 days per household for cultivation labour. Together with the corvees 
for the sugar harvest (c+d+e), the number of days rose to 120.26 It is obvious from 
these figures that part of the labour for harvesting was being performed by free 
workers. The number of services for cane-cutting was almost negligible and 
transport services had already been reduced to zero. Apparently, even in the 
seedbed of compulsion, little offshoots of voluntary labour could develop. 

To complete this survey of compulsory services we should also take into account 
the statute labour used for public works. As a rule the same households performed 
these services as well. An appendix from the report of the Kalie Bagor enquiry 
shows that labour required for public works averaged about 40 days per household 



JA VANESE LABOUR RELATIONS 141 

yearly. So the total number of unfree labouring days in this sugar region amounted 
to about 160 days a year per landholding household. 

This was of course an enormous burden on the people. From the same report it 
becomes clear how the sugar planters solved this problem. In the region 1278 
rayat were counted. The rayat was a dependent, a helper and usually a boarder 
of the landholder. 

In Cirebon, an adjacent residency, where the percentage of landholders was 
quite small (50%), a class of tightly bound dependents (wuwung) existed. One 
Resident once called them 'the true beasts of burden among the people' .27 

By that time comparable lower strata were living in most of the sugar regions. 
They functioned as indispensable reservoirs of labour for the landholders.28 

But what about the districts where other export crops were grown? Can we 
extrapolate our findings from the sugar regions and project them onto other parts 
of Java? I assume we can, at least to a considerable extent. If so, this may result 
in the following statement: about 25 years after the large-scale introduction of 
export crops, traditional client relations were still functioning as the main mech
anism for mobilizing labour for the performance of the various compulsory 
services. A well-tested recruitment strategy from desa agriculture had been 
transplanted to the colonial agro-industry. In this respect, in spite of a drastically 
changing economic context, there was real social continuity. 

Around 1850 there was another possibility for the Javanese peasant who wanted 
to delegate his corvees to someone else. He could hire a substitute for a certain 
task or period. In some residencies this labour arrangement was a familiar 
phenomenon in daily life. The hired substitute (remplacant) had a favourable 
position. He earned a double wage or more: he was paid by the peasant who hired 
him, as well as by the colonial entrepreneur for whom he had to work. Hired 
substitution flourished in regions with a low population density, scarcity oflabour, 
a monetized economy and a relatively high income per head. Usually dependency 
relations were absent or too weak in these regions to be used to mobilize enough 
manpower. Regions in eastern Java fit these characteristics.29 

The substitute had a more businesslike relationship with the landholder than did 
the ordinary dependent or client. He was paid in cash, while the dependent was 
to a large extent rewarded in kind. The bargaining position of the remplacant, at 
least in the short run, was much stronger. 

In fact the hired substitute's situation was somewhat ambiguous. He was a free 
labourer who performed someone else's corvee for a high wage. He worked in 
the colonial sector but only after being assigned by the Javanese peasant. 
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5. The growth of free wage labour 

Discussing labour relations in the era of the Cultivation System inevtiably entails 
stressing its predominant compulsory character. However, this should not blind 
us to the (co)existence of 'free' labour in the same period. 'Free' wage labour has 
been neglected or minimized by historians and it is only recently that this historical 
image has been somewhat revised.3D The word 'free' in combination with labour 
here simply means: work which people performed out of economic necessity, 
without any administrative command or incitement. 

As early as the eighteenth, and probably even the seventeenth century, free wage 
labour existed to a limited extent. Seaport towns and the Environs of Batavia were 
populated, apart from a substantial number of slaves, by a motley crowd of free 
craftsmen and coolies who (temporarily) worked in these centres of industry and 
commerce.3! 

Such early-nineteenth-century Governmental enterprises as the Engineering 
Works and the Mint in Surabaya used different types of labour. 'Free wage labour 
and corvee labour were employed side by side, frequently in one establishment, 
and often at the same wages. ' A small minority consisted of slaves.32 

In the privately owned colonial enterprises of those days free wage labour was 
well known. This could lead to considerable concentrations of workers. Some 
examples may illustrate this. At the end of the eighteenth century there were about 
50 sugar mills in the Environs of Batavia. Each mill employed an average of 200 
people. Thus, about 10,000 free craftsmen and coolies were working in this sector. 
Commercial horticulture and various industries in the same region worked with 
free labour as well.33 A statistical report from Banten (1820) mentions two sugar 
mills, each employing 200 or 300 free workers from Cirebon.34 A sugar mill and 
a rum distillery from Krawang employed about 400 labourers in the same year, 
recruited mainly from 'unmarried locals' without any involvement of Javanese 
chiefs. Their labour agreements lasted from six to twelve months.35 There is com
parable information from Bogor, Pekalongan, Samarang, Gresik and Surabaya?6 

On the desa economy before 1830 we have a few contemporary data indicating that 
even there, landholders had occasionally been employing wage labourers.3? It must 
have been a marginal phenomenon in the village in those early days, but it did 
exist. 

The policy of forced cultivation starting in 1830 thwarted further development 
of free wage labour at first. Demand for labour always outstripped supply in the 
rapidly expanding export economy. When massive mobilization had become a 
daily practice, forced recruitment was also applied to work which formerly had 
been performed as free labour. According to the colonial view, unfree labour was 
more profitable than its free counterpart. If one used statute labourers, supply 
conditions were more stable, and through perintah (command by traditional 
chiefs) labourers were easier to manipulate. Wages for corvee labour were kept 
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artificially low by the Government. A free person would never be prepared to sell 
his labour for such a price. 

Thus, free wage labour came under pressure, though it never vanished com
pletely. In some branches it even made a comeback from the 1840s on. One of 
the first branches where this reversal could be observed was tea cultivation. 
Around 1850 the Government was no longer involved in the management of this 
crop, and private entrepreneurs had taken over. Most 'corveable' households were 
replaced by a group of permanent labourers and a changing number of seasonal 
workers.38 

Governmental sugar cultivation did not yet show so much advancement around 
1855, but it is true that a growing number of free labourers joined in the harvesting 
work. According to information from the enquiry reports, cane-cutting in 60 of 
the 94 sugar regions was performed by corvee labourers. There was a mixed work 
force of unfree and free persons in 21 sugar regions, while in 13 regions the work 
was performed solely by free workers. With regard to transport of cane and 
manufactured sugar, more than three-quarters of all sugar enterprises worked with 
free labourers. In the proximity of the sugar companies, cottage-industries and 
handicrafts for the delivery of all kinds of material had developed by that time. 39 

In the sugar factories there were two kinds of labourers. Every factory used a 
core of specialists and skilled workers. Their know-how was crucial for the 
manufacturing of the final product. These jobs demanded too much skill and 
training to leave them to corvee labourers, who usually worked in periodically 
changing shifts. Free skilled labourers were needed for these jobs. 

Things were somewhat different in the case of coolie work. It did not require 
skill, but muscles and toughness. Only 5 of the 94 Governmental sugar factories 
in 1855 worked with a complete coolie work force of free labourers. Almost half 
of the Governmental sugar factories worked with a mixed work force. For four 
sugar residencies we possess figures concerning the number of statute labourers 
and free factory labourers (Table 3). 

Table 3. Percentages of free and corvee labourers in sugar factories in four 
residencies iniava, 1855 

Residency 

Japara 
Surabaya 
Pasuruan 
Probolinggo 

Source: ARA: Archief Commissie-Umbgrove. 

% free 
labour 

32 
37.5 
63 
28 

% corvee 
labour 

68 
62.5 
37 
72 
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Partly, the volunteers came from the direct environment of the factory. Stagnating 
desa agriculture sometimes compelled villagers to sell their labour to the colonial 
entrepreneur. Elsewhere, a high population density might lead to further occupa
tional diversity. In this process, part of the villagers became dependent on factory 
work. The majority of the free workers, however, be it skilled workers or coolies, 
consisted of migrants. The importance of migratory labour is so striking that it 
warrants a separate discussion. 

Around the middle of the nineteenth century labour appeared to have consid
erable mobility. The trek, as it was called, was not a phenomenon of recent origin, 
but must have had a long tradition in Javanese history. The old centres of industry 
and commerce used to attract vast bands of artisans and coolies from elsewhere 
every year. Prominent regions for recruitment were Cirebon, districts of Sama
rang, Tegal and Pekalongan. 

Migration was not limited to the natural borders of the island. From time 
immemorial people from Banten in western Java moved to south Sumatra during 
the season in which pepper was harvested. From outside Java each year thousands 
of Chinese and Madurese swarmed out allover Java.40 

In these masses of Javanese migrants one can discern three segments. For 
Javanese youngsters the temporary trek to somewhere else was a normal phase in 
their life cycle. Someone departed, for instance, if work with a good landholding 
master in his own village was not to be found. Such a bachelor (bujang) tried to 
earn some money elsewhere, in indigenous or colonial agriculture. He usually 
planned to return to his native village, get married and make an attempt to establish 
himself as a landholder of some standing.41 

Another group of migrants consisted of peasants and cottars who did not have 
sufficient means of subsistence in their own village. 'In each residency there are 
districts', we are told by a report from 1840, 'of which many inhabitants leave for 
other districts, even for other residencies, to work as daily labourers with the aim 
of earning money to pay their landrent' .42 The size of such seasonal migration was 
determined by the yields of local agriculture. In years of crop failure and scarcity, 
migration of labour increased; in years of abundance movement contracted again. 

If possible, these two segments of labourers maintained connections with their 
village or region of birth. There was a third segment which did not. This group 
was socially uprooted. In the sources these people are referred to as orang 
melancong, or vagrants. Colonials designated them as 'Javanese gypsies' and 
despised their low moral standards, eagerness to gamble and addiction to opium 
and liquor. 43 

We have some figures on migratory labour, though it is unknown in what 
proportion the three segments were represented. In 84 Governmental sugar 
regions a total number of 13,500 migratory labourers was recorded, i.e. an average 
of 155 per region.44 Probably only the labourers working in the sugar factories 
were registered and not the ones who were employed in village agriculture. 
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In regions where Governmental coffee cultivation was flourishing, migratory 
labourers were employed as well. People from elsewhere assisted in harvesting a 
bumper crop of coffee beans. In general, they were remunerated with a share of 
the harvest, varying from 1/3 to 1/2, which could be sold to State storehouses. 
Around 1860 some 3000 pickers from Samarang went to the Sumowono district 
in Kedu.45 The highlands of Tengger (Probolinggo) yearly employed about 6000 
harvesters from the lowlands, Madura and even from Kediri and Madiun.45 From 
about the same regions and the island of Bawean came the pickers who worked 
in the abundant coffee harvests of Pasuruan. In the years 1855-1865 their numbers 
ranged from 13,500 to 20,000!45 

These figures are quite impressive, but it can be assumed that they constitute 
only a fraction of the total number of migratory labourers. 

Up to the mid-nineteenth century, the Government now and then tried to 
intervene in the mobility of labour by stimulating or blocking it. Mobility could 
be coerced by the regional authorities, as was the case in Madiun until 1859. 
Inhabitants of the township of Magetan, mostly consisting of artisans, were 
commanded to work in coffee plantations a long way from home.45 Agents 
working for European or Chinese entrepreneurs tried to shanghai youngsters by 
giving them opium or money in advance. If this failed, they turned to the Javanese 
chiefs and interested them in their cause by way of bribing them. The chiefs then 
commanded the youngsters to follow the agent. This is what happened in Cirebon 
in 1834. Colonial officials from the region had tolerated these practices, but 
Batavia made an end to them.45 Javanese or colonial administrators had also been 
trying to block the migratory movement from their region, because they feared a 
(temporary) labour shortage. 

The sources show us many Governmental attempts to intervene in the mobility 
of labour. But the success of the attempts must have been limited. Economic 
factors were the strongest in determining the volume of labour migration. 

6. Labour a/women and children 

Due to traditional roles, the part played by females in the domestic economy was 
crucial. Women probably contributed more to the subsistence of the family than 
did men. In many regions, transplanting and harvesting of rice were tasks 
performed solely by women. Often the weeding was done by them too. Males 
limited their contributions to working the seedbed, maintaining the watercourses 
and sawah dikes, and doing the further preparation of the soil, including plowing.45 

Children began as little helpers. They took care of the indispensable buffalo, as 
Saidjah did in Multatuli's famous novel. In time they were integrated into the 
family labour routine, gradually and as a matter of course. 
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Indigenous cotton cultivation seems to have been an almost purely female 
affair.46 Women also played a majorrole at the local market place (pasar), selling 
fruits or small surpluses of rice or other crops. Spinning (of cotton), weaving and 
Javanese textile dyeing (batik) were not just female handicrafts to meet family 
needs. This art could develop into small-scale commodity production. In 1837 in 
Cirebon, about 1400 batik artists were listed in Government records and '2 or 
3000 weavers', all female. They produced for the regional market.46 A survey 
from Pekalongan 22 years later recorded about 15,000 female textile artists, 
presumably working on a commercial basis.47 

The role and position of women in the colonial economy is less clear. Fundamen
tal research in this field has not yet been undertaken. According to an older view 
the proportion of females (and children) employed in the sugar industry increased 
considerably towards the end of the nineteenth century. After structural changes 
in the labour process had been introduced (as a result of the world-wide agrarian 
depression in those years), many light tasks were created, which could also be 
performed by women and children. According to data from 1904, about 17% of 
all the factory work in the sugar industry was done by them. By 1926 this figure 
had risen to 46%. Employment of females and children was profitable for the 
entrepreneur, because of their lower wage level. And they were eager to work. 
During the last decades of the nineteenth century, population pressure with its 
pauperizing effects had put Javanese family budgets under heavy strain.47 The 
question is: were the last decades of the century indeed the period in which females 
and children started seeking employment outside the domestic economy? Un
doubtedly many of them did, but many had already entered the colonial economy 
in the previous era. 

Around 1855 women were participating in the labour process in 31 Governmen
tal sugar regions. In most places they worked in the fields, nursed the young crop 
or assisted in cutting the matured cane. Only in five regions did women work in 
factories. But a travel account on Pasuruan, published in 1862, stressed the labour 
participation of women and children in sugar factories . 'Female labour', con
cluded the account, 'is nowadays a matter of daily life. ,47 

Turning to Government coffee, it should be noted that cultivation of this crop 
was primarily founded on family labour. Women joined in different stages of the 
coffee growing. The meticulous work of harvesting the beans was preferably left 
to women and children. In a number of regions in the Priangan, where coffee was 
the dominant export crop, women were even 'corveable' in another way. The 
Government coerced hundreds of them to work in the coffee establishments, 
where the beans were prepared according to the more complex 'West Indian' 
method.47 

It seems that when the Government withdrew from tobacco cultivation and left 
it to private entrepreneurs (starting around 1850), female labour in the drying 
barns grew steadily. One colonial entrepreneur wrote in an account that about 600 
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women were working daily for his enterprise. Profound changes, he wrote, had 
taken place in his territory. In former times it had been shameful for women to 
work outside the domestic economy, but now the adat (local custom) had been 
reconciled to this practice.48 

I conclude with another striking case of female labour outside the domestic 
economy. As a rule women could not be required to contribute labour for public 
works. It was even forbidden for them to substitute for male corvee labourers. 
However, women sometimes got involved in male duties. A report on statute 
labour in the Priangan (1857) tells that the construction and maintenance of roads 
in these mountainous regencies could be so labour-intensive that even women 
were sent to work by the local chiefs.48 Perhaps this was an exceptional case, 
perhaps it was not. 

It is still too early to draw frrm conclusions about the role and position of women 
in the nineteenth-century colonial economy. Yet, the information presented here 
points in one direction: the labour contribution of women in this sector, be it on 
a compulsory or a voluntary basis, was much more important than historians up 
until now would be willing to admit. 

7. The interweaving of traditional and modern labour relations 

According to an older vision of Javanists the social stratifrcation of Javanese 
peasant society had begun to fade after 1830. This trend towards social levelling 
was caused by a colonial policy which strove persistently to convert individual 
peasant landownership to communal tenure. Periodic redistribution of land-shares 
became the rule. Formerly landless villagers got the opportunity, or were even 
coerced, to join the ranks of the landholders. To Javanese (and colonial) standards, 
an extension of the number of landholders implied a proportional growth of people 
liable to corvee. And this was the main purpose of the colonial administration. 

There is indeed evidence for the assertion that the introduction of compulsory 
cultivation may have led to levelling in landownership. Many reports from the 
enquiry committee of the Governmental sugar regions are very clear on this point, 
though statistical evidence on this topic is lacking.48 The famous Final Summary 
of the enquiry into the nature of Javanese rights to land also illustrates this point 
of view with striking examples.48 

Recent studies, however, dispute this historical image. Instead of equalizing 
trends, these historians stress processes of differentiation in local society, due to 
the workings of the Cultivation System. It is argued that special segments of the 
peasantry responded to opportunities created by the new export economy. Agro
industries gave rise to a new occupational diversification in rural society. Local 
elites profited by their administrative power, which was built into this system of 
compulsory modernization, to get their share of the benefrts (crop payments).49 
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These two images reflect the extremities of possible outcomes to which the 
Cultivation System could lead, depending on the export crop in question and local 
circumstances. In regions where a labour-devouring crop with disappointing 
results was introduced and where requirements for public corvees were heavy, 
levelling processes must have had a good chance. Peasants under such conditions 
found that landholding implied more burdens than benefits. Thus, they must have 
been willing to transfer part of their land to have-nots, who then became liable to 
corvee as well. 

Possibly, this is what happened in districts where Governmental indigo cultiva
tion was introduced, or in areas alongside the northeast coast of Java, notorious 
for its massive corvees. For the time being, this assertion is hypothetical, be it 
very plausible. As far as I know there are no regional studies yet to support or 
falsify it. 

In many parts of Java another pattern of development unfolded. Where the 
export crop did not exhaust the labour power of the population and where 
reasonable rewards could be expected, the social effect was not of a levelling kind. 
In such circumstances, peasants resisted colonial policy encouraging 'social 
homogeneity' and were tenacious in defending their land rights. In parts of Java 
where export crops flourished, as did crop payments, de-levelling even took place. 

It is this kind of development which can be observed in many Governmental 
sugar and coffee regions. Our information concerning sugar regions is the most 
detailed. Around 1855 this crop was still organized primarily by Governmental 
coercion. Most regions had converted their lands to the communal type. Commu
nal shares, however, were in general not of equal size and fertility. Distribution 
of plots was limited to a certain group in the village. The percentage of landless 
people in these regions was substantial. For the 94 sugar regions it encompassed 
35% of all households. This figure was highest in the most important sugar 
residencies of Java: in Pasuruan 40% of the households were landless, in Tegal 
42%, in Probolinggo 44% and in Cirebon even 50%.49 

The social composition of the population in these advanced regions was much 
more differentiated than it was in Java as a whole. Levelling trends in the initial 
phase of the Cultivation System, through forced redistribution of arable land, were 
apparently nullified in the long run. Landholders in these regions began to use the 
system of communal tenure to get a tighter grip on land allotment. 

Our documentation on the Governmental coffee regions is less extensive. 
However, it may be assumed that similar processes occurred here. Mostly, the 
benefits of landownership and the (often modest) crop payments still outweighed 
the iabour burden of this crop. Peasants were eager to defend their rights to land, 
both the individual or the communal type of tenure. 

Thus, in most regions of Java the social structure, inherited from the older 
peasant society, was not swept away in the heyday of the Cultivation System. The 
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basic features of society were still standing, but they were mixed up with modern 
elements, created by the advancing colonial sectors in the economy. 

A comparable dualistic pattern can be observed in the evolution of labour 
relations during the period 1830-1870. On the one hand 'traditional' labour 
recruitment strategies remained in force : Governmental coercion combined with 
local patronage. Crop payments and remaining subsistence resources gave peas
ants the economic basis to maintain their clientship. The bulk of the enormous 
compulsory labour burden for the export sectors came to rest on the shoulders of 
the strata beneath the (fonnally corveable) peasantry. The nature of dependency 
relations had not changed profoundly for either the patron or the client, though 
conditions for 'the true beasts of burden among the people' had become more 
difficult with time. 

On the other hand the economic dynamics of export crops gave rise to the 
development of 'modern' labour relations. Not initially, as we have seen, but 
certainly after 1850. Colonial agro-industries stimulated growing occupational 
differentiation and the development of all kinds of secondary or sideline small
scale industries. Meanwhile the numbers of (semi) proletarians among the 
Javanese increased, as did their dependency on (seasonal) employment in the 
colonial sectors. 

The share of female labour in these branches was already impressive around 
1850. In some export crops women had shared compulsory services from the 
outset. And when wage labour increased in this part of the economy, female 
participation did likewise. 

Until 1870 traditional and modern labour relations functioned in a complemen
tary way. In practice, they were inextricably interwoven. We distinguish three 
main types of labourers: the dependent, the wage labourer and the substitute. The 
groups who represented these categories could overlap. In the life of the Javanese 
it was entirely possible that one person took upon him the three different roles 
and positions within a relatively short span of time. 

The future was to pave the way for the domination of wage labour. Ongoing 
monetization, increasing indebtedness of small peasants and the continuing 
growth of the landless strata stimulated this development. This was, however, a 
process which had its decisive phase in the years after 1870. 

I conclude with a few words about desa agriculture in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century. Labour relations in this field had been affected too by the 
gradual commercialization of the countryside. Wage labour, especially with 
regard to the preparation of the soil, had replaced older labour arrangements in 
the rice cultivation of many regions. But this was only a partial or gradual change, 
rather than a straightforward transition to a modern pattern. Even more striking, 
perhaps, were the characteristics of rice cultivation which had not yet changed. 
At the end of the century rice growing was still embedded in a cycle of religious 
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and ceremonial rites. For the Javanese, labouring the rice field remained a feast. 
While singing, women continued to harvest the fruits of Dewi Sri, stalk by stalk.49 

NOTES 

* I would like to thank Prof. H. Sutherland and Dr. P. Boomgaard for their comments. 
Onghokham, The residency of madiun; Priyayi and peasant in the nineteenth century 
(ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University 1975); C. Fasseur, 'Organisatie en sociaal
economische betekenis van de GouvernernentssuikercuItuur in enkele residenties op 
Java omstreeks 1850', Bijdragen tot de Taal- , Land en Volkenkunde 133 (1977) 261 
293; M.R. Fernando, Peasant and plantation economy; The social impact of the 
European plantation economy in Cirebon residency from the Cultivation System to 
the end of the first decade of the twentieth century (Ph.D. dissertation, Monash 
University 1982); J. Breman, Control of land and labour in colonial Java; A case 
study of agrarian crisis and reform in the region ofCirebon (Dordecht 1983); R.E. 
Elson, Javanese peasants and the colonial sugar industry; Impact and change in an 
East Java residency (Singapore 1984); A. van Schaik, Colonial control and peasant 
resources in Java; Agricultural involution reconsidered (Amsterdam 1986); F. 
Hiisken, Een dorp op Java; Socia Ie differentiatie in een boerengemeenschap 1850-
1980 (Overveen 1988); P. Boomgaard, Children of the colonial State; Population 
growth and economic development in Java 1795-1880 (Amsterdam 1989). 

2 H.A. Sutherland, The making of a bureaucratic elite; The colonial transformation 
of the Javanese priyayi (Singapore 1979) 1-19. 

3 Boomgaard, Children of the colonial State, 73-109. 
4 H.A. Steyn Parve, 'Bijdrage tot de kennis van de rijstkuItuur op het eiland Java', 

Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde (1856) 399-440; J.H.F. Sollewijn 
Gelpke, 'De rijstkultuur van Java', Bijdragen tot de Taal- , Land- en Volkenkunde 
(1874) 109-197. 

5 GJ. Vink, De grondslagen van het inlandsch landbouwbedrijf(Wageningen 1934) 
72. 

6 J.H.F. Sollewijn Gelpke, Rapport over de padi-kultuur in de afdeeling Ngrowo 
(Batavia/Weltevreden 1875) 26. 

7 [Anon.], 'Rijstcultuur in de Ommelanden van Batavia', Tijdschrift van Neder
landsch-Indie (1842) 4:2-458, in particular 449-450. 

8 G .H. van der Kolff, The historical development of labour relationships in a remote 
corner of Java as they apply to the cultivation of rice (Batavia 1937) 9. 

9 E.g., D.H. Burger, De ontluiking van Java's binnenland voor het wereldverkeer 
(Wageningen 1939) 104-106. 

10 Algemeen Rijks Archief [ARA; = National Archivesl, The Hague: Collectie H.M. 
de Kock: Vol. 148-149. Rapport over de Javaanse Vorsten landen door J.I. van 
Sevenhoven (1825). 

11 Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde [KITL V, = Royal Institute 
of Linguistics and Ethnography], Leiden: Collectie Westerse Handschriften, no. H 
266. Inlichtingen omtrent de huishoudelijke inrichting der dessa's door F.G. Valck 



JA VANESE LABOUR RELATIONS 151 

(1831); F. de Haan, Priangan; De Preanger-regentschappen onder het Neder
landsch bestuur tot 1811 (Batavia 1910) I: 361-366. 

12 L. Blusse, 'Labour takes root; Mobilization and immobilization of Javanese rural 
society under the Cultivation System', !tinerario 8 (1984) I: 77-118, in particular 
83-87. 

13 ARA: Collectie H.M. de Kock: Vol. 148-149. Rapport over de Javaanse Vorstenlan
den van J.I. van Sevenhoven (1825). 

14 Breman, Control of land, 10-12. 
15 ARA: Collectie H.M. de Kock: Vol. 148-149. Rapport over de Javaanse Vorstenlan

den (1825); Arsip Nasional [AN, = National Archives], Jakarta: Arsip Daerah 'Pasar 
Ikan' : Vol. 70. Memorie van Toelichting op de herendienstregeling in de Priangan 
(1857). 

16 P. Boomgaard, Between sovereign domain and servile tenure; The development of 
rights to land in Java , 1780-1870 (Amsterdam 1989) 16-27. 

17 AN: Arsip Daerah 'Pasar Ikan': Vol. 70. Memorie van toelichting op de herendien
stregeling in de Priangan (1857). 

18 ARA: Ministerie van Kolonien [Mv K, = Department of Colonial Affairs]): Mailrap
parten 1888 no. 54. Rapport over de herendiensten in Kedoe door de Inspecteur der 
Kultures Wiselius, ch. TI ; Eindresume van het onderzoek naar de rechten van den 
inlander op de grond in Java en Madoera (Batavia 1896) In: 103, appendix A.6. 

19 J.H.F. Sollewijn Gelpke, Naar aanleiding van Staatsblad 1878 no. 110 (Batavia 
1901) 12-13, 17. 

20 ARA: MvK: Collectie W.H. de Vriese. Vol. 49. Kultuurverslag Kediri 1859. 
21 A.M. Juliati Suroyo,'Conditions and systems of exploitation; Some preliminary 

remarks on colonial exploitation in Java and India in the nineteenth century', 
1tinerario 1 (1987) 61-83, in particular 68. 

22 For an anthology of administrative documents concerning colonial policy during the 
first decades of the nineteenth century: S. van Deventer, Bijdragen tot de kennis van 
het Landelijk Stelsel (Zaltbommel 1865-1866); C. Fasseur, Kultuurstelsel en kolo
niale baten; De Nederlandse exploitatie van Java, 1840-1860 (Leiden 1976) 

23 R. van Niel , ' Measurements of change under the Cultivation System in Java 1837-
1851',Indonesia (1972) 89-109, in particular 95-98. 

24 Boomgaard, Children of the colonial State, 99-100. 
25 A good introduction to coffee cultivation is: F. van Baardewijk, 'Rural response to 

intensifying colonial exploitation; The forced cultivation of coffee in Central and 
East Java', Paper for the Fifth Dutch-Indonesian Congress in Lage Vuursche, the 
Netherlands 1986. 

26 ARA: MvK: Archiefvan deComrnissie-Umbgrove 1853-1857: Vol. 10 (Banyumas). 
27 Van Deventer, Bijdragen, II: 270. 
28 This statement is based on an analysis of 94 enquiry reports from the governmental 

sugar regions; ARA: MvK: Archiefvan de Comrnissie Umbgrove 1853-1857. In my 
forthcoming dissertation detailed evidence on this and other topics will be published. 

29 ARA: MvK: ArchiefCommissie-Umbgrove 1853-1857 : Vol. 11 -15 (Besuki),41-57 
(pasuruan), 59 (Pekalongan), 86,94 (Surabaya). 

30 R.E. Elson, 'Sugar factory workers and the emergence of "free labour" in nineteenth 
century Java', Modern Asian Studies 20 (1986) I: 139 174; G.R. Knight, 'Peasant 



152 DROS 

labour and capitalist production in late colonial Indonesia; The 'campaign' at a North 
Java sugar factory 1840-1870', Journal of South East Asian Studies 19 (1988) 
245-265; P. Boomgaard, 'Why work for wages? Free labour in Java 1600-1900', 
Economic and Social History in the Netherlands 2 (1990) 37-57. 

31 Boomgaard, 'Why work for wages?', 41-45. 
32 Boomgaard, Children of the colonial State, 123. 
33 1. Hooyman, 'Verhandeling over den tegenwoordigen staat van den landbouw in de 

Ommelanden van Batavia (1779)', Verhandelingen van het Bataviaasch Genoots
chap voor Kunsten en Wetenschappen (Bataviaffhe Hague 1825) 123-184, 152-154, 
173. 

34 ARA: Collectie Schneither: Vol. 83. Bantam (1820). 
35 ARA: Collectie Schneither: Vol. 87. Krawang (1820). 
36 ARA: Collectie Schneither: Vol. 84, 85, 90, 91, 95, 96. 
37 [Anon.], 'De rijstkultuur op Java, vijftigjaar geleden', Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land

en Volkenkunde (1854) 1-118, 31, 83; V.J.H. Houben, Kraton en Kumpeni; Su
rakarta en Yogyakarta 1830-1870 (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Leiden 1987) 
29l. 

38 ARA: MvK: Collectie W. H. de Vriese: Vol. 37. Kultuurverslag Bagelen 1859. This 
report mentions 10,500 bujangs working in the regional tea cultivation. 

39 Information from: ARA: MvK: Archief van de Commissie-Umbgrove 1853 1857. 
Detailed evidence in my forthcoming dissertation. 

40 Hooyman, 'Ommelanden van Batavia (1779), 152; F. Tichelman, 'Problems of 
Javanese labour; Continuity and change in the nineteenth century, servitude and 
mobility',ltinerario 11 (1987) 155-192, in particular 159, 163, 167, 173; Husken, 
Een dorp, 58. 

41 [Anon.], 'Bijdragen tot de kennis der inlandsche huishouding op Java', Tijdschrift 
voor Nederlandsch-Indii! (1862) 73-81, l37-143, l39. 

42 ARA: MvK: Verbaal 08-08-1840 (268) Geheim, Memorie over de heren diensten 
van J.I. van Sevenhoven. 

43 B.R.P. Hasselman, Mijn ervaringen als fabrikant in de binnenlanden van Java (The 
Hague 1862) 27-28; Breman, Control of land, 20. 

44 ARA: MvK: Archieven van de Commissie-Umbgrove 1853-1857: Vol. 10 103 . 
45 Handelingen van de Staten-GeneraaI1871-1872, 2462-2463. 
46 Handelingen van de Staten-Generaal (1872-1873) appendix 5, 50. 

47 ARA: MvK: Archieven Commissie-Umbgrove 1853-1857: Pasuruan no. 40, l35; 
Handelingen van de Staten-Generaal (1871-1872), 2509, 2548 2549. 

48 ARA: MvK: Collectie W.H. de Vriese. Vol. 51, Kultuurverslag Madiun (1859); 
Handelingen der Staten-Generaal (1871-1872), 1635. 

49 Van Deventer, LandelijkStelsel, II: 316-319. 
50 P. Boomgaard, 'Female labour and population growth in nineteenth-century Java', 

Review of Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs 15 (1981) II: 1-26; E.B. Locher-Scholten, 
'Some remarks on the role of women in the indigenous agriculture in Colonial Java', 
in: S. Kartodirdjo, ed., Papers of the Fourth Indonesian-Dutch History Conference 
(Yogyakarta 1986) 196-240. 

51 Boomgaard, 'Female labour', 16. 
52 Fernando, Peasant and plantation economy, 189. 



JA VANESE LABOUR RELATIONS 153 

53 J.A. van der Chijs, 'Overzicht van den nijverheid in Nederlandsch Indie in het jaar 
1858', Tijdschrift voor Nijverheid en Landbouw in NederLandsch-lndie (1861) 
125-167, in particular 138. 

54 Ph. Levert, De inheemsche arbeid in de lava-suikerindustrie (Wageningen 1934) 
119, 125-126; Elson, 'Sugar factory workers', 169-174. 

55 J. Hageman, 'Over de nijverheid in zuid-oostelijk Java', Tijdschrift voor Nijverheid 
en Landbouw in NederLandsch-lndie (1862) 26-66, in particular 44. 

56 Handelingen van de Staten-GeneraaL 1870-1871, 2927-2929. 
57 J. de Mol van Otterloo, De vrije arbeid te Rembang en Kediri, getoetst aan de 

waarheid (Utrecht 1859) 11-12. 
58 AN: Arsip Daerah 'Pasar Ikan ': Vol. 70. Memorie van toelichting op de herendien-

stregeling in de Priangan (1857). 
59 ARA: MvK: Archiefvan de Commissie-Umbgrove 1853-1857. Vol. 95-99 (Tegal). 
60 Eindresume, IT; 82-83, 142-143, 152-153, 182-184,200. 
61 Fernando, Peasant and pLantation economy; Elson, Sugar and peasants. 
62 ARA: MvK: Archiefvan de Commissie-Umbgrove 1853-1857. Vol. 10-103. 
63 H.C.H. de Bie, De Landbouw der inLandsche bevoLking op lava (Batavia 1901-1902) 

20. 



l 



IX 

NOST ALOIA FOR A BETTER FUTURE 

ORGANIZATION OF ECONOMIC LIFE IN 
A COLONIAL TRADING TOWN: PADANG (WEST SUMATRA), 1906-1942 

by 

Freek Colombijn 

1. Introduction 

In the nineteenth century the West Sumatran town of Padang was one of Indone
sia's main ports of export. Its importance is demonstrated by the fact that one of 
the five Chambers of Commerce in the colony was founded there. In the first half 
of the twentieth century the town was still important, but the inhabitants did not 
have an easy time of it economically. They had to ride out the storm of the First 
World War and the Depression of the 1930s, and felt increasing competition from 
trading centres on the east coast of Sumatra, such as Medan and Palembang. 
However hard they tried, the inhabitants of Padang could not restore the town to 
its former position. There was an atmosphere of 'nostalgia for a better future'. 1 In 
this article I shall offer a picture of the economic efforts of the Padang residents 
during the first half of the twentieth century. 

Indonesia is back in the spotlight of Dutch economic historians, after a period 
of little interest attributable to the Dutch post-colonial trauma. The major topics 
these days are the Dutch East India Company (VOC), Java in the nineteenth 
century, and the Outer Provinces in the twentieth century? Attention focuses on 
quantifiable economic and demographic developments, on policies for the best 
ways of exploitation and of dealing with the Depression, and on private com
panies.3 One of the topics largely neglected so far concerns the role of various 
ethnic groups in the economy. I here advocate an actor-oriented approach to the 
economic history ofIndonesia. An article by E.A. Ranken about West Kalimantan 
shows the attractiveness of such an approach;4 unfortunately she leaves out 
Western entrepreneurs. An actor-oriented approach may profit from an additional 
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research technique, namely interviews with former traders .5 Research on Padang 
also meets recent calls by Thee Kian Wie and Anne Booth for more regional 
studies.6 

I shall analyse economic life in Padang from 1906 till 1942. First I will present 
a conventional study of trade, including sections on the general pattern, metho
dological problems, and the quantification itself. Then we come to the less 
conventional part of this article, concerning the organization of economic life. 
This part contains sections on regional redistribution networks and the main fIrms . 
Finally, the rivalry between the west coast and the east coast is sketched. The year 
1906 has been chosen as the starting point, since the municipality of Padang was 
founded in that year, while 1942 was the year that Dutch colonialism in Padang 
came to an end. 

2. General pattern 

Padang was a small village until the Dutch East India Company opened a trading 
station there in 1663. The place became a port of export of gold and cash crops 
from the hinterland, which consists of a narrow coastal plain and the Padang 
highlands. The Padang highlands are closer to the west coast than to the east coast 
as the crow flies, but east of the Barisan mountain range, which forms the 
watershed of Sumatra. When someone wants to get products from the highlands 
to Padang he must go over one of two passes. In the twentieth century this can be 
done by car, train or on foot. Goods were shipped from the Emmahaven harbour, 
which lay in a bay a few kilometres south ofPadang and was completed in 1892. 
The census of 1930 tells us that the total population of Padang was 52,000, of 
whom 41,000 were indigenous, mainly Minangkabau, in addition to 7000 
Chinese, 2500 Europeans, and 1500 Tamils (Klingalezen) or Arabs. 

We are fortunate that one of the five Chambers of Commerce in the Netherlands 
Indies was located in Padang. The following description is based on its annual 
reports. Padang was a typical trading town, closely linked with its hinterland. It 
is impossible to study economic life in Padang apart from the whole residency of 
West Sumatra. West Sumatra was densely populated by Minangkabau, who grew 
cash crops, such as coffee, copra and cassia vera, or collected them in the woods, 
such as rattan and gum. There were no large estates. The cash crops were brought 
together in Padang and shipped from there by export fIrms to other residencies 
(residenties) or foreign countries. Prices in Padang were set by the world market 
and determined the supply of crops by the indigenous producers. When prices 
were low, part of the agricultural capacity went unused: coffee gardens were 
neglected, rubber trees remained untapped, and no wild plants were collected in 
the woods. 
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The income earned from exports by these producers generated the demand for 
import goods.7 A wide variety of products was imported, but the bulk consisted 
of textiles of all sorts, colours and origins. Imports and exports fluctuated hand in 
hand. The export and import firms did not deal directly with producers and 
consumers, but traded via a whole redistribution network of intermediary traders. 
Of course there was a time-lag in the whole chain, which means that a decline in 
exports was not translated into a decrease in demand for imports until about a year 
later.8 Padang was the centre of the West Sumatran redistribution network. But 
the demand for imports by the Padang residents themselves was negligible, 
compared to the demand by the producers of cash crops. 

In much historical research, attention is focused on foreign exports. This 
attention is justified if one is speaking about the whole colony, but for a single 
region, trade with other regions is just as important. From 1917 till 1936 51 % of 
the exports from Padang went abroad, 27% to Java and 22% to other Outer 
Residencies. Interregional trade fluctuated less than foreign trade and so mitigated 
fluctuations of the total balance of trade. 9 

This general picture of trade must be supplemented in three ways. Agricultural 
products came not only from the highlands, but also from the more sparsely 
populated coastal strip, the islands off the Sumatran coast and the residencies of 
Bengkulu and Tapanuli, south and north of West Sumatra respectively. Import in 
the highlands was partly supplied via Pekanbaru on the east coast, and some 
imports in Padang were re-exported to the adjacent regions of West Sumatra. An 
insignificant part of the products was offered by plantation companies, in particu
lar some coffee and rubber and all tea and chinchona. 

As far as the balance of gold and currencies is concerned, not all money earned 
by the producers through exports was spent on imports. Part of the income was 
invested in gold and jewellery, which could be turned into cash if need be. The 
picture is further complicated by money leaking away from the region by 
pilgrimages to Mecca. 10 

To complete the picture we must also add the balance of principal and interest. 
Large sums were invested by the State in the Umbilin coal mines and the railways. 
Private entrepreneurs invested in a cement factory, some gold and silver mines, 
and several plantations. Most of these enterprises were enclaves, which had little 
to do with the surrounding land. Yet there was no 'dual economy' in the strict 
sense. ll The cement factory provided some employment, the contract coolies of 
the estates spent part of their money on clothes and food and the estates sold their 
products to export firms in Padang. A final influence on the local economy was 
the fact that the supply of coal attracted more ships to Padang. 

An example of such an enclave is the Salida silver mine, an alien element in the 
West Sumatran economy. The capital came from Europe and capital goods were 
imported by the company itself. The staff members came from Europe and the 
coolies came from Java; when their job was done they took their earnings home 
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with them. The output of silver and gold was sold outside the residency and most 
of the profits drained away to participating companies with the remainder being 
divided among shareholders in Europe. 12 

3. Limitations of a macro-economic approach 

If we try to quantify the general pattern sketched above, we encounter several 
limitations. We must ask ourselves whether the available sources are valid and 
reliable indicators for the economic development of Padang. 

We have figures from the national statistical office (Centraal Kantoor voor de 
Statistiek), the local Chamber of Commerce and Industry (Kamer van Koophan
del en Nijverheid ), and the local trading association (Handelsvereeniging). \3 

These sources only give figures on exports and imports, with the emphasis on 
exports. But it would be wrong to view the regional development only as a 
derivative of the export. Such an 'export-based model' of regional development 
does not allow for autonomous investment, capital accumulation, technical 
change, immigration, production capacity, regional demand, and the development 
of other regions, and the whole outside world is lumped together. 14 However, such 
disadvantages of an export-based model are not significant in the case of Padang 
and West Sumatra. The economy was based solely on extra-regional demand for 
export goods. The whole outside world came together in a single point, Emma
haven, especiall y during the first quarter of the century when roads to other regions 
of Sumatra had hardly been developed. Production capacity did not constitute a 
problem, because with little effort and without technical innovations a larger 
supply could be realized. Thus it is possible to study the economy of Padang prior 
to 1942 from the perspective of exports. 

Another source is the Handboek voor Cultuur- en Handelsondernemingen in 
Nederlands-Indie, a list of firms and companies which provided information 
about themselves voluntarily. After the starting years it must have been fairly 
complete as far as Dutch firms are concerned, but less reliable for Chinese firms. 15 

We must realize, however, that subsistence and informal activities are not 
mentioned in the sources. 16 The best example of subsistence production in Padang 
was the growing of fruit in extensive yards. Many characteristics have been given 
of the informal sector, such as little capital and labour-intensive work by family 
members of the owner. According to L. Boer, the crucial distinction between the 
formal and the informal sector is the presence or absence of Government regula
tions. Pressure groups advocate the creation of such regulations and try to 
eliminate competitors by making the activities of their rivals illegal. l7 Seen in the 
light of Boer's distinction, companies with limited liability (naamloze vennoot
schappen, NV) and so-calledfirma's belonged to the formal sector, while nearly 
all Minangkabau, many Chinese and possibly some European entrepreneurs were 
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outside the formal sector, however big their enterprises sometimes were. The way 
the formal companies benefited from the regulations was that they got export and 
import licenses more quickly, and thus could keep their informal rivals off the 
market. 

Entrepreneurs from the formal and informal sectors in Padang were comple
mentary in the redistribution network, and also competed with each other. 
Individuals can switch back and forth between the formal, informal and subsist
ence sectors. During the First World War and the Depression of the 1930s many 
Minangkabau producers of cash crops switched to growing rice. Imported corru
gated iron for roofs was partly replaced by home-made atap (thatch), and other 
import goods, such as biscuit, beer and cigarettes, were replaced by products from 
an informal subsistence industry. IS We shall shortly see interesting cases of 
Minangkabau traders moving to the formal sector. 

The Chamber of Commerce reports on informal entrepreneurs only if they did 
not adequately 'fulfil their task'; for example when they were prosecuted by a 
formal creditor and ran, or when they seriously competed with a formal firm, such 
as home weavers competing with a weaving mill. 

The conclusion of this expose is that trade statistics are a valid indicator of the 
economic development of Padang, since the town strongly depended on its 
exports. The validity is limited, however, because the informal and subsistence 
sectors are left out. For this reason I interpret the statistics with caution. 

From the validity I tum now to the reliability of the figures, which does not make 
the historian feel more cheerful. One problem of trade statistics is smuggling, 
which is by definition not registered. The existence of smuggling is apparent from 
the fact that retail prices in the Padang highlands were at times lower than 
wholesale prices in Padang. 19 

Customs officials noted when goods crossed a certain border, but did not register 
the origin or destination of the goods. When tea from the adjacent region of 
Bengkulu started to be exported directly instead of via Padang, this was registered 
as a decline in 'West Sumatran' output. And many 'imports' in West Sumatra 
were transported on to other regions. We do not need to worry about this particular 
lack of completeness in coverage, however, as we are interested in the turnover 
at Padang and not in West Sumatra. 

The volume of trade was declared at customs. To know the value of trade, one 
can either use the value as declared or derive it by multiplying the volume with a 
constant standard price as fixed by the authorities. BJ.M. Ammerlaan rejects the 
second method as prices are hard to fix?O Unfortunately, however, this was the 
method used in contemporary trade statistics. The total value of a certain West 
Sumatran good equals the actual quantity multiplied by the average national price 
of the preceding year. This figure does not account for price fluctuations within 
a year (and the subsequent fluctuations in turnover), the price trend over the years, 
the traders' knowledge of the goods, or differences in region, quantity and qUality. 
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An example of poor statistics because of price trends being disregarded was the 
coffee price in Padang, which was underestimated and overestimated21 by an 
average of over one-fifth between 1929 and 1933. The net effect was a gross 
overestimation of the value of coffee exported (Figure 1). In general, the use of 
standard prices of the preceding year results in the flattening of actual trends. 

Two examples of poor statistics due to the application of standardized prices 
disregarding quality differences may suffice. First, a single price was assigned to 
all cars imported!22 Second, West Sumatran tobacco was of poor quality and 
unsuited for export but in some years a substantial proportion was exported to 
Penang and Singapore for local consumption and then assigned far too high a 
price. The effect was that official statistics showed a spectacular 'increase' in the 
value exported. 

Figure 1. Actual and registered prices of coffee in Padang, 1929-1933 
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Source: Kamer van KoophandeJ, Verslag 1929, 24; Verslag 1930, 31,32; Verslag 
1931,40; Verslag 1932, 44, 45; Verslag 1933,51. 
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In conclusion, reliability leaves much to be desired, because of unregistered 
smuggling and the use of fixed standard prices. In the next section I present the 
figures with great reservation. Although the trade statistics allow us to give precise 
figures, and I see no reason why I should not present these precise figures, the 
figures in fact reflect only trends. 

4. Export and importfigures 

In this section I shall fill in the general pattern sketched earlier. I give rough trends 
of exports and imports, the composition of the export and the import packages, 
and the destination of exports and origin of imports. 

In 1906 some 7 million guilders worth of goods was exported abroad from 
Padang (Table 1, Figure 2). Foreign exports rose unevenly towards 10 million in 
1915, but came to a near standstill during the First World War. During the war 
there was a loss of ships, because many had been torpedoed or requisitioned by 
the Dutch Government or the Allied forces. German ships did not sail at all (some 
of them had sought refuge in Emmahaven and their crews acted at times as dance 
bands for club parties). High insurance premiums made the shipping of cheap bulk 
goods, such as copra, impossible. The Nederlandsche Overzee Trust Maatschap
pi} regulated prices and quotas of goods to be shipped. Domestic exports mitigated 
the decline and sustained economic life?3 

Table 1. Balance of trade ofPadang, 1906-1940 (annual averages in thousands 
of guilders at current prices) 

Foreign Total Foreign 'Total' * Balance 'Total' 
exports exports imports imports balance 

1906/14 7588 8492 -905 
1915/18 6781 13811 10066 18071 - 3285 - 4620 
1919/24 17686 36072 18735 30304 - 1049 8589 
1925/29 29411 45140 22078 37762 7333 7378 
1930/35 8813 17529 8289 16021 524 1508 
1936/40 9188 14694 8753 12802 436 1892 

Sources: See note 13. 

* 'Total' import is the import from abroad and Java, excluding import from other 
Outer Residencies . 
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Figure 2. Value offoreign exports and imports of Padang, 1906-1940 
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Value expressed in thousands of guilders at current prices. 
Star: exports. 
Square: imports. 
Source: see note 13. 

The years immediately after the war, 1919 and 1920, were two boom years, as 
pent-up demand was satisfied and old stocks were sold at great profit. The boom 
can be largely attributed to an increase in prices.24 The value of foreign exports 
fell back from 22 million in 1920 to 13 million in 1921 when demand reached 
saturation. Exporters and intermediary traders lost much money because they had 
unwisely speculated on increasing prices.25 After this bad year foreign exports 
grew steadily, and remained high until the Depression. The fat years 1925-1929 
are mainly attributable to foreign exports, which only during these years counted 
for more than 60% of total exports. Exports declined from 1929 until 1935, when 
export value was back on the level of 1906. From 1936 to 1940 foreign trade 
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recovered slightly, partly because of the depreciation of the Dutch guilder in 
September 1936. Political disturbances in West Sumatra in 1908 (tax revolt) and 
in 1926/1927 (communist insurrection) might have caused the small dips in 
exports of those years. 

By and large the fluctuations of foreign imports resembled the variation in 
foreign exports. Yet there were also differences. Value of foreign imports re
mained on the old level during the First World War, as a decline in volume was 
compensated by price increases. The ever scarcer import goods became more and 
more expensive.26 

The saturation of pent-up demand for import goods after the First World War 
came one year after the export boom. The end of 1920 and the year 1921 were 
disastrous because of collapsing prices and stocks that were far too large and often 
unsaleable . During the prospering years from 1925 to 1929 foreign imports were 
behind exports and the domestic balance of trade remained in equilibrium. The 
surplus on the balance of trade was spent on pilgrimages to Mecca and on savings. 
When the Depression began, money hoarded in preceding years returned to 
circulation. Imports thus decreased less sharply than exports. Money was brought 
back into circulation by selling gold to traders in Java.27 

The West Sumatran economy was highly dependent on foreign demand for cash 
crops and the region was closely linked to the world economic situation. This is 
shown by the rise and decline of total trade figures and by the prices in Padang, 
which in turn were exogenously determined in the world market. 28 During the 
Depression exporters partly compensated for declining prices by increasing 
volume: in 192963,000 tons were exported, in 1931 47,000 tons and in 1937 
85,000 tons. Importers did not succeed in increasing volume imported. West 
Sumatran terms of trade worsened during the Depression. Dependency on the 
world situation is also shown by fluctuations in the demand for certain goods. 
Rattan can serve as an example. At first demand declined, because of smaller 
houses in Europe, which did not have room for voluminous rattan furniture. Later, 
a new fashion of rattan furniture and the use of rattan for American snowsweepers 
stimulated demand. When snowblowers replaced snows weepers, the market once 
again subsided?9 

The package of products exported to foreign countries was very varied, which 
was favourable during hard times: one could always hope that some products 
would do well (Table 2). Coffee was a major product; most of it was Robusta and 
some of it was of the superior Arabica sort. Some coffee was grown on estates 
but most of it came from indigenous producers. Coffee from West Sumatra was 
mostly exported to the United States, especially after the prohibition on alcohol.30 
Another major product was copra. It was a bulk good for which freight costs 
became a heavy burden when tariffs were high, as they were during the First World 
War, or when prices were low, as they were during the Depression. Padang copra 
was notorious for its poor quality, moist and mixed with sand, so that it was 
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sometimes excluded from the market: European finns were known to ask for 
'Netherlands Indies Mixed [copra] no Padang'. Copra gradually lost its import
ance, because of the rise of other sorts of oil, such as soya, palm oil and whale 
oil.3l Rubber grown by the indigenous population was a minor product until the 
eve of the Second World War, with the exception of the nationwide boom year 
of 1925. 

Table 2. Major products in theforeign exports of Padang, 1906-1940 (average 
percentage shares in total value offoreign exports) 

Coffee Copra Rubber Cassia Tea Rattan 

1906/14 23 32 3 4 0 5 
1915/18 23 31 4 7 0 
1919/24 32 39 3 5 0 
1925/29 46 25 10 3 0 1 
1930/35 42 19 3 9 7 1 

1936/40 16 17 25 7 11 1 

1906/40 30 28 7 5 3 2 

Sources: See note 13. 

Second-rank products were cassia vera, rattan and tea. Cassia vera is a sort of 
cinnamon (cinnamomum cassia) that is only grown in West Sumatra and China. 
Because of its good quality Padang 'cassia', as it is called for short, was assured 
of a certain demand and had a stable share in total exports. Rattan, collected in 
the forests, was important in the nineteenth century but quickly lost significance 
during the period under investigation. Being a bulk good with a low price per 
volume, it had the same transport problems as copra. Tea was grown on estates 
and for years seemed to hold great promise for the Chamber of Commerce; these 
expectations were not met, however, except during the last couple of years before 
the Second World War. Minor products were: damar (a gum collected in the 
woods), gambir, benzoin (a sort of resin), nutmeg, mace, cloves, tobacco, shells, 
hides, wood, and, after a good harvest, rice. Finally, coal was taken in for fuel by 
passing ships, but this coal was not registered under exports. 

Exports within the archipelago looked quite different. The major products were 
cement, coal and gambir.32 Gambir is the juice - which has been boiled down and 
dried - of leaves of a bush, uncaria gambir. Small quantities were exported abroad 
as dye. Far more was sold for domestic consumption, namely as an ingredient of 
sirih, or betel chew. An important share of exports to other Outer Residencies 
consisted of transit trade in consumer goods. 
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sirih, or betel chew. An important share of exports to other Outer Residencies 
consisted of transit trade in consumer goods. 

Imports consisted of all sorts of textiles, iron goods (especially corrugated iron 
to replace atap roofs), and furthermore a wide variety of food and drinks, fuel, 
and capital goods.33 From other Outer Provinces fuel was the main import.34 

Most foreign exports went to Europe, whereas some goods, particularly coffee, 
were sold to the United States. Imports came from Europe, the United States, 
Japan, British India (textiles) and Australia (milk, butter). During the First World 
War, when connections with Europe were cut off, the share of American and 
Japanese imports increased. During the Depression Japan agressively conquered 
the market for textiles. Its share rose from 14% in 1929 to 81 % in 1935, then 
declined to 35% in 1938, but only after measures against Japan had been taken 
on 14 February 1934. The Netherlands profited more from these protective 
measures than did other producers of textiles, such as Great Britain, India and 
Italy. The Dutch share, which was 22% in 1930, rose from 8% in 1935 to 40% in 
1938.35 The advance of Japan was less outspoken in other branches but still 
considerable. 

5. The redistribution network in West Sumatra: exports 

So far I have given a more or less conventional picture of economic life in Padang 
based on trade statistics. The next sections reflect a less conventional approach 
and deal with the organization of economic life. 

Export and import firms in Padang formed the central hub of the redistribution 
network of trade in West Sumatra. Some firms were specialized in either exports 
or imports, while others combined the two. Exports were largely in the hands of 
European firms. They offered advance payments to suppliers of export products 
and waited until these payments were compensated by deliveries. In the store
houses on the old river quay the delivered products were differentiated by quality, 
purified or, as in the case of high-quality coffee, just left to ripen. When foreign 
demand was high, export firms invested considerable sums in advance payments 
to suppliers. If they were not able to finance this advance money, they could get 
a loan at a bank with the goods in store as security (up to 60% of the value of the 
goods in store). One could also secure a loan if one could show a contract with a 
foreign buyer.36 

There were two types of export firms . One type consisted of outsiders; these 
were branches of major export firms. The headquarters of these firms were outside 
Padang - elsewhere in Indonesia, in the Netherlands, or in other countries. The 
main decisions of these branches were taken at headquarters and not in Padang. 37 

The offices of these firms were staffed with Europeans who had been born outside 
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Indonesia. The staff was often transferred to other branches. These transfers 
caused frequent changes in the board of the Chamber of Commerce at Padang. 

The other type consisted of local fIrms. These fIrms were owned by persons who 
lived permanently in Padang and who often were of Indo-European descent. The 
owners of these fIrms were less well represented in the Chamber of Commerce 
but once they had become members, they often stayed on for a long time. 
Therefore they probably exerted considerable influence.38 

The two types of fIrms operated in different ways. The outsider fIrms received 
supplies from Chinese or Minangkabau intermediaries, who collected goods in 
the hinterland from Minangkabau producers. Since these intermediaries desired 
a profIt margin, the prices paid by these fInns were rather high. Also, outsider 
fInns were vulnerable in direct contacts with the Minangkabau, because they did 
not know the rules of the game. They were not familiar with the way the 
Minangkabau traded. When foreign demand was high and prices were rising, the 
producers or intermediaries did not fulfIl their promises. They did not deliver 
goods in return for the advance but sold them directly to other exporters for a 
higher price. Such illegal acts were protected inderectly by adat ('traditional') 
law, which was respected and observed by the Dutch courts. When an aggrieved 
fIrm tried to recover a loan, the debtor rejected the claim, stating that it had not 
been given to him but to his clan. And if the debtor was caught with export goods, 
he or she turned away acclaimants by saying that the goods belonged to an adik, 
a 'brother' or other member of his family.39 

Local fIrms were seldom caught in such traps. They were more familiar with 
the adat, and what is more, they stood on good, personal terms with the producers. 
Local fIrms excluded intermediaries and traded directly with the producers. A 
large part of their profIt stemmed from the margins that otherwise would have 
been paid to intermediaries. Furthermore, local fIrms had a better knowledge of 
the goods, and could better assess the quality of the crops offered. For example, 
if one wrongly estimated the percentage of moisture in a delivery of copra, profit 
could turn into loss, as water was being bought at the price of copra. Expert 
knowledge was even more necessary for assessing the quality of cassia with which 
outsiders did not easily gain acquaintance, as it was only grown in West Sumatra. 
Local fIrms were also much more likely to see through deliberate frauds in 
deliveries, such as mixing good-quality coffee with poor-quality, or even with 
sand. In 1924 the governor of West Sumatra promulgated a law to impede coffee 
frauds. Nevertheless, when trade was feverish and export fIrms desperately 
needed crops to fulfIl foreign demand, local fInns too had to accept poor quality, 
if they wanted to get any goods at all. An inexperienced outsider offering too high 
a price drove up the price for other fInns as well.40 

The advantage that local fIrms gained over outsiders on the buying side of their 
trade, however, was lost on the selling side. The big outsider fIrms directly 
exported to their own offIces in Europe and the United States. Local fIrms could 
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not hold such offices and had to sell to agents, who naturally wanted to make a 
profit too. In short, local firms both bought and resold products at lower prices as 
compared to outsider firms. 

The two types of finns reacted differently to the Depression of the 1930s. The 
local firms tried to hold out until the end of the Depression. They had large stocks, 
since they were obliged to buy up some crops now and then in order to keep on 
good terms with their indigenous business relations. The outsider firms responded 
to the Depression by closing down their local branches in Padang, or by reducing 
their staff. The outsider firms, then, were more disruptive for Padang's welfare. 

Besides the two types of European firms, there were also small Chinese 
exporters who gradually came to play an ever larger role.41 They nearly monop
olized trade with Java, Singapore and Penang (Malaysia). This meant that they 
held a near monopoly on the trade of certain goods such as tobacco and gambir, 
which were shipped mainly to these destinations. European firms largely with
drew from trade in these products. At times the Chinese firms also exported to 
Europe. After the First World War, there came more small traders, who exported, 
in the words of the Chamber of Commerce, 'without much experience, capital or 
sense of responsibility' .42 These negative words may reflect efforts by the big 
European trading houses to discredit the increasingly competitive small Chinese 
trading houses. 

6. The redistribution network in West Sumatra: imports 

Imports were distributed along a chain of ever smaller traders: from European 
import firms in the hands of Europeans to large Chinese and Minangkabau 
wholesale traders in Padang, and further to inland merchants, smaller traders on 
the local pasar (market), hawkers and finally to consumers. There were no direct 
links between import firms and consumers. Despite the many intermediaries, the 
prices of consumer goods were not extremely high. The intermediary traders were 
satisfied with very small margins, such as 0.25 on a bottle ofjenever (Dutch gin) 
selling for 4.00. The distribution of iron goods, earthenware and drinks and 
provisions was mostly in the hands of Chinese. However, the wholesale and retail 
trade of textiles, the main import commodity, was dominated by Minangkabau. 
The saying went that 'everywhere a Chinese man arrives poor, and departs rich, 
except in West Sumatra, where he comes rich and leaves poor, and that is because 
the Minangkabau are good traders '.43 Of course this saying is exaggerated, but it 
expresses the exceptional (for Indonesia) presence of a strong indigenous mer
chant class. 

Imports, just like exports, were based on a credit system. The main task of the 
staff of the import firms was to assess and control the creditworthiness of 
wholesalers. Contrary to the export sector, advance payments were made not in 
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money but in consumer goods. One borrowed in kind and repaid in money. Small 
traders repaid the credit to larger ones after having resold the goods.44 

It is not clear whether only the price of the goods was repaid or interest as well. 
In the reports of the Chamber of Commerce there is no mention of import firms 
earning money on loans. However, Groeneveld states that small traders received 
goods in commission from bigger traders and shared the profit. 45 Receiving goods 
in commission and sharing the profit would seem to imply borrowing and paying 
interest. Groeneveld also describes how small banks were started in the Padang 
highlands, so-called negari banks. These banks lent money to small traders, who 
seem to have used the money to pay larger traders in cash upon delivery. This 
indicates that small traders had had to pay interest to larger traders and that negari 
banks offered a cheaper interest rate. It is therefore likely that smaller traders paid 
bigger ones the price of the goods plus interest. 

Not all traders turned for credit to negari banks instead of to bigger traders. This 
became clear during the crisis of 1921, and during the Depression, when exports 
collapsed and consumption dropped. Nobody along the import chain could 
dispose of his goods, and nobody along the chain could repay his debts to bigger 
traders. This shows that the chain of credit and indebtedness was still intact. 
During these crises consumers, hawkers and small traders with debts too big could 
simply hide. The wholesalers in Padang could not hide so easily, and were forced 
to terminate their activities. If a wholesaler failed, the import firms recovered only 
about one-quarter of their loans to the wholesaler. Therefore import firms did not 
press wholesalers too hard. Instead, import firms co-operated to support the 
wholesalers, so that these in their tum could continue to collect debts among 
smaller traders, and repay some of their debts to the firms . The banks in turn 
supported the import firms .46 

During the economic decline of 1921 traders from Java dumped their textiles in 
Padang to cut their losses, thereby further aggravating the situation in Padang. 
Wholesale traders in Padang decided to close their ranks and to buy only from 
Padang import firms. The crisis was further deepened by the fact that the 
Government insisted on collecting taxes on war profits during the First World 
War. Money that could have been used to keep the chain of credit intact was 
drained away to the exchequer. Minangkabau merchants were harder hit than 
Chinese as the former worked with less of their own capital. After this dramatic 
year only one major Minangkabau merchant was able to continue in business, and 
so more trade shifted into the hands of Chinese.47 The saying that Minangkabau 
merchants were superior to Chinese ones did not hold true then! Gradually, 
however, Minangkabau merchants recovered their former position. 

The lesson that import firms, in order to minimize their risks, should never give 
out too many goods was forgotten during the prosperous second half of the 1920s. 
Newcomer import firms tried to get a foothold by giving credit lavishly. When 
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the Depression came, all traders in the distribution network once again found 
themselves in trouble.48 

We may consider the whole distribution network from the perspective of 
'linkages'. The most important linkage is the one between import firms and 
wholesalers in Padang, as this linkage transcends the border between formal and 
informal economic business (however big these informal businesses may be).49 
The Minangkabau traders in Padang had not formally organized their trade in 
firms or companies with limited liability and therefore, when a merchant could 
not repay his debts, an import firm could not petition his bankruptcy. It could not 
lay claim to his property either, since most of it was harta pusaka ('ancestral 
property'). One option open for the firm was to imprison the trader for debt. The 
debtor's family felt such imprisonment as shameful, and would try to pay the debts 
in order to free him. The family might even spend harta pusaka for this aim! At 
times a smart Minangkabau merchant applied for the status of a firm shortly before 
he became unable to pay his debts and after he had saved his personal belongings 
somewhere else. To the anger of the European firms, this status was easily granted 
by a simple administrative act. Once he had passed the border between an 
informal, personal business and a formal firm, he could not be imprisoned 
anymore. The import firm could of course present a bankruptcy petition against 
him, but contrary to imprisonment, this was not felt to be a disgrace. The bankrupt 
trader would simply stop his payments.50 

The import firms in Padang formed the central hub of the whole West Sumatran 
distribution network. One wholesaler held connections with several firms in order 
to have a broad assortment. Although import firms had strong personal ties with 
wholesalers in Padang, these ties of loyalty did not impede competition among 
them. Competition was fought out by means of the provision of credit, and 
furthermore by brands, price, quality, display, and advertisement. 

Advertisement was not for the name of the firm, but for the brands in his 
assortment, as customers preferred well-known brands. Geo. Wehry, for example, 
had a strong brand with a red triangle, which was recognizable even to illiterates. 
The firm Dunlop & Co. imported Bear-brand sterilized Swiss milk. This amounted 
to importing mainly water over thousands of miles. It was profitable, because 
Chinese considered this trademark good for their children, better than locally 
produced fresh milk. 51 The competition between import firms, each with his own 
brand, is most evident in the trade in tyres. Dunlop tyres were exclusively 
imported and distributed by Van Houten Steffan, Firestone by Veth and so on: 
Goodrich (Lindeteves), Goodyear (Maatschappij voor Handel en lndustrie), 
Michelin (Borsumij), Pirelli (SocietG Commissionaria), Continental (Geo. 
Wehry), Fisk (Soei Bie), and Bridgetown (Tokhai).52 

Not all firms were European. There were Chinese importers too and after 1916 
Japanese ones as well. European firms imported European goods, Chinese and 
Japanese firms imported Japanese products. The steady ascent of Japanese pro-
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ducts during the Depression was therefore at the same time a shift in the respective 
market shares between European import firms on the one hand, and on the other 
hand Chinese and Japanese ones. Reluctantly, but inevitably, European firms were 
forced to include Japanese textiles from 1931 onwards. 53 

7. An overview of Padang firms 

In 1886, the first year for which we have data, 12 European local enterprises in 
Padang were registered.54 The number of local firms declined to five in 1906, the 
beginning of the period under investigation. Among these were the notorious 
firms of Pahamy, Haacke, Van Houten Steffan, Tels and Veth, to which I shall 
return shortly. The number of local firms stayed more or less at that level until 
1938.55 During the Depression some firms stopped their activities, but others were 
started. 

The decline of local firms was accompanied by an increase in firms that had 
their headquarters elsewhere. In 1906 only two outsider firms are mentioned, but 
from then on the number grew to seven in 1914, surpassing the number of local 
firms. The number jumped to 15 in the postwar boom of 1920, sliding back to 
nine in 1927, and growing with minor fluctuations during the Depression to 15 in 
1938. Several of these firms, however, put their activities on ice during the 
Depression. 

We can infer from these figures that the European firms suffered little from 
bankruptcy during the Depression. The Chinese firms, however, did suffer. In 
1906 there were six Chinese firms registered (but we do not know whether they 
were engaged in export/import activities or not). The number steadily increased 
to 26 in 1925. In 1927 it jumped to 37, which is probably due to the fact that, for 
one reason or another, more Chinese firms suddenly registered themselves vol
untarily.56 In 1928 the maximum of 41 was reached, then came the Depression, 
which hit hard and caused many bankruptcies. In 1938 ten firms were left. 

Japanese import firms profited from economic problems on the world scene. 
The first Japanese firm opened its office in Padang in 1916, when Indonesia was 
nearly entirely cut off from Europe. The second firm came in 1929, the third in 
1932. Due to restrictions on Japanese imports by the Netherlands Indies Govern
ment, two of the three Japanese companies had withdrawn by 1937. The Japanese 
advance also affected shipping. Between 1911 and 1932 only 13 Japanese ships 
sailed directly to Padang but between 1933 and 1938 this number rose to 72 
ships.57 

This description of the development of business in Padang preludes a brief 
survey of the main firms .58 First some outsider firms. The oldest and biggest 
non-local firm was a bank, the Nederlandsche Handel-Maatschappij (NHM, = 

'Netherlands Trading Co.') with headquarters in Amsterdam and a subscribed 
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capital of 40 million guilders in 1938. It was the only large firm that completely 
closed its office in the Depression, shutting its doors in 1930. Ever since 1895 the 
Nederlandsch-Indische Escompto- Maatschappij of Batavia ('Escompto' for short 
and with 13.5 million guilders subscribed in 1938) maintained a branch-office 
in Padang. In 1912 came Geo. Wehry, a trading-firm that was mainly involved in 
imports. In 1915 the Milanese importer Sociira Commissionaria Orientale op
ened a small branch in Padang. In the boom years after the Great War many 
trading-frrrns (export and import) came to Padang: in 1919 Lindeteves (seated in 
Semarang, subscribed capital in 1938: 6 million guilders); in 1920 Giintzel & 
Schumacher (Medan, 3.25 million guilders) and Internatio (Rotterdam, 20 million 
guilders); in 1921 Borsumij (The Hague, 15 million guilders). In 1935 the exporter 
and importer Jacobson van den Berg (Rotterdam) opened an office in town. 
Internatio, Borsumij, Geo Wehry, Giintzel & Schumacher and Jacobson van den 
Berg were called the 'Big Five' in the colonial Indonesia.59 

There were many local frrrns.6O It is interesting to note that the local frrrns were 
all active in many sectors at once: trade, plantation, industry, insurance, and 
transport. I will mention some of them. In 1883 L.E. Tels founded the Padang 
import frrrn that was named after him.61 In 1910 he resigned and possibly sold this 
import firm. The seat was moved to Amsterdam. In 1938 it still imported a wide 
variety of goods and had a subscribed capital of 3 million guilders. Besides the 
former headquarters in Padang, which had become a branch office after the seat 
was moved to Amsterdam, Tels had branches in Batavia, Surabaya, Semarang, 
Medan, Palembang, Macassar (Ujung Pandang), and Singapore. 

Another local success story is the frrrn of the brothers B. and F.R. Veth with 
their father 1 Veth as a limited partner, founded in 1886. B. Veth, F.H. Veth, IC. 
Veth, F. Veth, CO. Veth, 10. Veth, and again CO. Veth led the frrrnin succession 
until 1908; in addition, R.J. and W.P. Veth held positions in Padang. In 1920 the 
limited partnership became a company with limited liability, with the shares 
owned by the (extended) family (subscribed capital 1.5 million guilders), head
quarters in Amsterdam and offices in Padang and Macassar. On the frrrn's fiftieth 
anniversary in 1936 the founder F.R. Veth was still director! It had started as an 
import and export firm; became agent for several insurance companies; and also 
owned for some time the toko Baumer, mining exploration companies and the 
Kinandam-Sumatra Mijnbouw-Maatschappij, proprietor of the Salida silver 
mine. Another activity was a bus company in Tapanuli, north of the residency of 
West Sumatra. Most important, perhaps, the firm was the director and major 
shareholder of the Nederlands-Indische Portland Cement Maatschappij, the first 
major industry in West Sumatra.62 

Van Houten Steffan & Co. was another Padang trading-firm that went into 
industry. It is one of the oldest firms in Padang. In 1890 P.I van Houten fought 
in vain for the concession of the Umbilin coal mines.63 In 1916 the firm was 
renamed Maatschappij tot voortzetting der zaken van Houten, Steffan & Co. Its 
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subscribed capital in 1918 was 200,000 guilders. In 1928 it amounted to 600,000 
guilders, but in 1938 it levelled out at a reconstructed base of 135,250 guilders. 
It kept its headquarters in Padang. Among its activities were export, import, 
reparation of cars, and agencies for mining-exploration companies, shipping 
companies, insurance companies and plantation companies. The firm itself owned 
plantations too, and also a coffee-hulling machine. Shortly before the Depression 
it started a weaving mill. 

In 1900 T. Boon started the Maatschappij voor Handel en Industrie. It exported 
and imported and was agent for the Standard Oil Company. In 1905 Oei Kim Hien 
bought the firm, and resold it five years later to Eng Hoat Ang, a Chinese who 
was rightly considered one of the richest inhabitants of Padang. Oei Kim Hien 
became commissioner of the firm. Eng Hoat Ang expanded the activities of the 
firm: he got several agencies of insurance companies and also the agency for the 
oil company Dordtsche Petroleum-Maatschappij. Later he owned and exploited 
cinemas, a plantation in West Sumatra, a shipping line to Bengkulu, a ferry of 
prahus, and a mill for copra oil. In 1938 the capital of 200,000 guilders was wholly 
subscribed, and the firm had a reserve of another 434,000 guilders.64 

To show that non-European firms were not the smallest ones, I mention the 
trading company of Haji Moona Shaik Abdul Cadir and his brother. These two 
Indian brothers started their firm in 1917. It had its headquarters in Padang and 
branches in Fort de Kock (Bukittinggi), Fort van der Capellen (Batusangkar), 
Pekalongan, Surabaya, and Cuddalore (province of Madras, British India). The 
subscribed capital was 600,000 guilders. Probably they imported cloth from 
Cuddalore. The last mention of the firm in the Handboek was in 1930. It is not on 
the list of bankruptcies in the reports of the Chamber of Commerce. 

I conclude this survey by mentioning Turki, the biggest Minangkabau trader, 
who lived from 1880 till 1953. It is unclear where he got his name (,Turkey') . In 
conformity with Minangkabau adat he inherited a rich trade in manufactures from 
his mother's brother Haji Mohammad Tahir. Traders from all of West Sumatra 
came to his store at Pasar Moedik, which was the centre of the textile trade in 
Padang. He was acquainted with Mohammed Yamin, a nationalist member of the 
Volksraad ('National Advisory Council') and was also in high favour with the 
Dutch, who conferred knighthood upon him. In 1941 the Government gave Turki 
an import license, the first one to be granted to an Indonesian trader. European 
importers envied this license and boycotted Turki, causing Mohammad Yamin to 
urge the colonial Government to intervene. The boycot is an interesting example 
of formal firms trying to discredit an informal trader (in Boer's sense). The 
Japanese invasion impeded any actual import activities by Turki, and when Turki 
resumed his business in 1949, he once again got his goods from Dutch irnporters.65 
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8. Industry 

Besides trade, industries also formed an economic activity in Padang. The biggest 
factory was the cement factory Nederlandsch-Indische Portland Cement Maats
chappij, which was quite capital-intensive. In 1906 Carl Cristophus Lau, an 
officer of the Royal Netherlands Indies Army (Koninklijk Nederlandsch-Indisch 
Leger, KNIL), discovered the possibility of building a cement factory at Indarung, 
a few kilometres outside Padang. In 1907 he applied for a concession and in 1910 
he started the cement factory. The main shareholder was the firm of the brothers 
Veth. The factory is founded on an ideal spot, at the foot of the BukitKarang Putih 
hill, where all the components of cement are found together, with a river nearby 
to power a hydraulic plant. Technical problems caused a slow start, but the 
difficulties of importing cement during the First World War gave the factory a 
powerful impetus, especially as it was the only cement factory in the archipelago. 
During the Depression Japanese cement, dumped in Indonesia, threatened to 
sweep away the Padang cement. In 1932 the importers and the factory concluded 
a gentlemen's agreement that the importers would pay a bonus of 30 cents to the 
Padang factory for each barrel of Japanese cement imported. Though financially 
attractive, this rule did not stop the factory from losing ground. So the next year 
the Government imposed import restrictions on cement. This restriction prompted 
a heated debate in the Volksraad, where Dutch liberal members objected to such 
Government intervention, and Indonesian members objected to the inevitable 
price increase. Due to the import restrictions the factory in Padang once again 
expanded production and in 1935 a fourth kiln was even built. 66 

In terms of local employment and sales, the weaving mill of Van Houten Steffan 
was of more importance. Started in 1927, it expanded against the economic current 
of the Depression. In 1937 it employed 500 people and counted 76 looms. 
Although its manufactures were on the expensive side, they were in demand 
because of the designs, which were quickly adapted to the local fashion. The 
firm's greatest competitors were Japanese import firms, who copied the designs. 
In 1931 Van Houten Steffan instituted legal proceedings against the Japanese 
firms because of a patented design and won the case. At first the weaving mill 
drove home products off the market, but later these recovered ground with the 
help of modem looms, extension agents and weaving schools. Another rival was 
a Dutch-run factory with hand 100ms.67 

Copra was a promising raw material, used to make oil and other products such 
as soap. A big factory was set up by Oliejabrieken 'Insulinde' at the local port, 
Emmahaven. The factory became operative in 1920 after many technical prob
lems. One year later it had to close, when this nationwide operating company went 
bankrupt in the 1921 crisis. In the 1930s there were two copra-oil factories. One 
of them, owned by Lam Kiauw, bought up the other in 1933, closed it, got a virtual 
monopoly and managed to export oil to other regions. Lam Kiauw doubled its 
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proouction capacity in 1935.68 Another industry was the processing of rubber, 
which was done rather primitively. The output was not ready for use yet and had 
to be remilled in Singapore. Small industries were boiling gambir, boiling kecap 
(soya-sauce), making furniture, repair shops, tanneries, small oil mills, and 
brickyards. The oil mills became operative when the price of copra fell during the 
1930s.69 

9. Urban rivalries 

Padang's economic ups and downs blur a long-term development. Padang and the 
west coast of Sumatra as a whole were gradually but unmistakably being outdone 
by the east coast of Sumatra. In 1826 the NHM had only one office outside Java, 
the one in Padang.70 When Chambers of Commerce had been set up in the 
mid-nineteenth century, Padang was the sole chamber in Sumatra, which shows 
its leading position at the time. At the end of the nineteenth century and the 
beginning of the twentieth century the residencies and towns of East Sumatra grew 
in importance. Medan became the centre of the fertile Deli plain, with its tobacco 
and other cash crops. Palembang became the centre of an oil industry and Jambi 
the heart of rubber cultivation. From 1931 on, the import via Pekan Baru to the 
residency of West Sumatra was worth mentioning in the reports of the Chamber 
of Commerce of Padang. Entrepreneurs in Padang hoped that in the future the 
town would regain the leading position it had enjoyed in the nineteenth century -
nostalgia for a better future. Even when Padang made much progress, as in the 
1920s, it was always outpaced by its rivals. The Chamber of Commerce saw itself 
losing out to the east coast in every battle for facilities or privileges. 

The Barisan Mountain range, which forms the watershed of Sumatra, lies much 
closer to the west coast, thus dividing unequally the economic hinterlands of the 
west and east coasts. Another disadvantage of Padang compared with its main 
rival Medan was the narrow coastal plain and the small number of West em estates 
that could fit there. The estates were not very successful, pardy because of bad 
transportation. Outsiders sneeringly called Padang a 'dead town', which 'did not 
sound promising ... since it was on the wrong side of Sumatra,.71 

A perpetual complaint was the shortage of cargo space. At the end of the 
nineteenth century ships from Batavia on their way to Europe only made a stop 
in Padang when they had empty space left in their hold. Ships going from the 
Netherlands to the east also repeatedly left goods behind for Padang. A disap
pointment came in 1921 when several companies diverted their lines from 
Emmahaven to Belawan, the harbour of Medan, because of the small offer of 
freight in Padang. Exports to the United States had to pass through Tanjung Priok, 
the port of Batavia. In 1923 came a major blow when the Rotterdamsche Lloyd 
diverted its fortnightly mail service from Emmahaven to Belawan. Padang was 
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definitely behind Medan, but a few shipping companies nevertheless entered 
Padang in their service in the following years. For example, in 1927 the Royal 
Packet Shipping Company (KPM, Koninklijke Paketvaart MaatschappiJ) started 
a fast packet-boat service between Padang and Batavia that cut travelling time 
from two days to one. During the Depression it was cancelled again, and Padang 
had nothing to offer in the competition for a fast connection with Batavia, as 
compared with Medan (fast shipping line and air connection), Palembang (fast 
shipping and air and railway connections) and Macassar (fast shipping line). In 
1936 Padang still did not have a telephone connection with Batavia. Padang was 
lucky that during the Depression four shipping companies, the Stoomvaart
Maatschappij 'Nederland', Rotterdamsche Lloyd, Blue Funel Line and the Ham
burg-Amerika Packetfahrt A.G. combined in the Bataviaase Vrachten 
Conferentie to arrange regular transport to Padang.72 

Emmahaven continuously improved and expanded its facilities in order to 
compete with Belawan and other harbours on the east coast. In 1910 an experiment 
by Norddeutsche Lloyd to include Padang in its service failed because its ship was 
too deep to enter the harbour. The Chamber of Commerce frequently corre
sponded with the Governor-General to get funds to improve the harbour facilities. 
The interest on the extension works weighed heavily on the yearly financial 
balance of the harbour. A major attraction of Emmahaven was its fame as one of 
the fastest coaling stations in Asia. But its position was weakened when its status 
as a quarantine station was lowered from first to second rank. In vain people had 
protested against this setback.73 

For interinsular shipping within the archipelago Padang depended on the KPM. 
Here too Padang was afraid of losing ground. The Chamber of Commerce had to 
protest against the intended discontinuation of lines of the KPM to Singapore or 
to the rescheduling of KPM lines that retarded the mail to and from Europe. In 
1941, after half a century of KPM shipping along the west coast, the only major 
change was the discontinuation of the line to Singapore. Citizens also arranged 
their own transport. De Maatschappij voor Handel en Industrie of Eng Hoat Ang 
had two coasters to places along the west coast and the islands off the coast, and 
there were some other private, coastal shipping lines toO.74 

Again and again Padang was on the defensive. In 1915 it protested against the 
closing of the American consular agency. The city Government then mobilized 
the authorities at Batavia, the Dutch Chamber of Commerce, and private 
American business respectively; the Government in Batavia, in its turn, 
mobilized the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs. In 1928 the Chamber of 
Commerce filed a formal protest with the Netherlands Indies Government against 
the intended abolition of the Chamber itself. In 1914, 1922, and once again in 
1932 the Government planned to close down the Court of Justice and to subsume 
it under the court at Medan. Furiously the Chamber of Commerce of Padang 
protested. It stressed the importance of the Court of Justice, the number of cases 
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dealt with, the impossibility of going to Batavia for such cases, or - Heaven forbid! 
- to Medan, and the small savings if the court were discontinued. The indigenous 
Minangkabau population also protested against the proposed closure; they had a 
lust for going to law and needed the Court of Justice as the final court of appeal. 
Chinese organizations sent a protest to the Volksraad as well. The Chamber of 
Commerce sent the barrister J.J. de Flines, author of a protesting pamphlet, to 
Batavia to appeal at the Volksraad. He succeeded: the Volksraad advised against 
closing down and the Government did not carry out this plan. On his return De 
Flines received the Padang equivalent of a tickertape parade.75 

The ascendancy and pride of Padang was once again at stake when Sumatra was 
to become one province and a capital had to be chosen. This administrative unit 
never got much weight, but the struggle to become its capital is illuminating. In 
1933, after much discussion and lobbying, the Government opted for Padang 
instead of Medan, Palembang or Fort de Kock (Bukittinggi). Cuts in state 
expenditures impeded this decision being carried out immediately. In 1935 
rumours circulated that the decision had been withdrawn, and the lobbying started 
again. This time the lobbying agent was the mayor, together with the municipal 
council, and not the Chamber of Commerce, and the Volksraad was the battlefield. 
When finally a provincial government was installed, the former decision was 
indeed withdrawn and the seat was placed in Medan. The Western population of 
Padang was very disappointed, because it had lost out on attractive employment 
opportunities, and also because Padang had been set back to second rank.76 

With the advance of aviation Padang lost another battle. In the 1930s the 
Koninklijke Nederlandsch-Indische Luchtvaart Maatschappij (KNILM) opened 
a line Batavia - Palembang - Pekan Baru - Medan. To transverse the Barisan range 
was troublesome and Padang was left out of the flight scheme. The Chamber of 
Commerce urged the KNILM to start flights to Padang, or at least to Payakumbuh, 
east of the mountain range, but close enough to Padang to be able to reach Batavia 
in one day by combined road··air transport. With great enthusiasm the municipality 
collected funds to make an airstrip at Tabing, a few kilometres north of the town, 
but this took more effort than expected. The site was selected in 1930, and funds 
were raised by the 'Padang Airfield Association' in 1934. The airstrip was already 
'nearly ready' in 1934, and people were even discussing a second runway. 
Technical and financial problems and steeply rising construction costs delayed 
completion, however, despite financial support from the national Government. So 
in 1941 the municipal council was discussing the beginning (!) of construction 
the following year. To open a new flight along the west coast, Padang had to wait 
for the construction of airstrips at Bengkulu and Tapanuli. Nothing came of flights 
to Padang before the Japanese occupation.77 

Although Indonesian and Chinese entrepreneurs have now taken over the Dutch 
positions, and new export products such as timber have come to the fore, the 
situation today is not very different. Padang still longs for a better future. The 
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provincial and municipal administrations strive for an international airport, hope 
to re-establish estates in West Sumatra and plan to upgrade the harbour facilities. 
And Padang still lags behind its rivals on the east coast. 

10. Conclusion 

The economy of Padang was closely linked with its West Sumatran hinterland 
during the first half of the twentieth century. It was primarily a trading town, which 
exported coffee, copra, rubber, cement, coal and other products from its hinterland 
and imported textiles, iron works and other goods for the West Sumatran popu
lation. Trade with other parts of the archipelago was nearly as important as foreign 
trade. 

Export and import goods flowed through a redistribution network. Trade along 
the chain of relationships in this network was carried out with the help of credit; 
credit was in the form of advance money in the case of exports, and advance 
supplies in the case of imports. The central hub of this West Sumatran redistribu
tion network was formed by the big firms in Padang, of which there were three 
kinds. First, there were local firms, owned by Indo-Europeans who had expert 
knowledge of local products and of the culture of their Minangkabau trading 
partners. Second, there were branches of major firms that had their headquarters 
elsewhere in Indonesia, or in Europe; the European branch managers had less 
local knowledge, but these firms had better overseas contacts. Finally, there were 
smaller Chinese firms who mainly traded with other Chinese in Singapore or Java. 

Trade statistics are a valid indicator of the economic ups and downs of Padang 
but they are not very reliable; they only reflect trends. From 1906 until 1914 the 
economy expanded; during the First World War the economy declined. The first 
two years after the war were boom years, during which pent-up demand was 
satisfied. During the 1920s the economy quickly expanded until the Depression, 
when trade dropped back to the 1906 level; from 1936 until 1940 trade slightly 
recovered. These trends reflect the general trend in world trade, because Padang, 
just like the whole of Indonesia, was closely linked with the world economy. 

The trend, which is on the whole expanding, blurs the fact that Padang was 
gradually outdone by trading towns on the east coast of Sumatra: Medan, Pekan 
Barn and Palembang. These towns were more prosperous because they had a 
larger and more fertile hinterland, and had better connections with both the 
hinterland and overseas destinations. Whether it concerned cargo space, shipping 
lines, air lines , harbour facilities, the Court of Justice, or the proposed capital of 
the province of Sumatra, Padang was always on the defensive. Entrepreneurs in 
Padang continued to dream that in the future Padang would regain the pre-eminent 
position that it had occupied in the middle of the nineteenth century. 
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FOREIGN INVESTMENT IN LATE-COLONIAL 
AND POST -COLONIAL INDONESIA 

by 

1. Thomas Lindblad 

1. Introduction 

Foreign investment occupies a key position on the agenda of economic policy in 
Suharto's Indonesia. Capital and technology from abroad are considered to be 
indispensable to economic expansion. This open attitude since the late 1960s 
contrasts starkly with the preceding policy pursued by Sukarno, with its emphasis 
on the mobilization of indigenous resources and successive waves of nationaliza
tion of foreign property. As a consequence the policy of the Orde baru (New 
Order) fits far better into the tradition dating from before Independence, when 
investment of foreign capital lay at the very core of the expansion of the colonial 
economy. The abrupt shifts between openness, hostility and renewed openness in 
Indonesia in the course of the twentieth century obscure the fundamental long-run 
continuity between late-colonial and post-colonial Indonesia with respect to the 
dependency of economic expansion on foreign investment. It is my intention to 
highlight this continuity by identifying some major characteristics of foreign 
investment in Indonesia both before and after Independence. 

My argument consists of three sections. First, attention will be given to the 
theoretical framework in which the relationship between foreign investment and 
economic growth is to be established. Such a framework is necessary for a 
systematic analysis of foreign investment before and after Independence. The 
second and third sections deal with the late-colonial and post-colonial periods 
respectively. Special emphasis is given to the interwar years and the Suharto era. 
The interwar period is chosen to allow us both to examine the final outcome of 
the preceding build-up of the Westernized economy in the colony and to observe 
the response of foreign and indigenous firms to the ups and downs of the 1920s 
and 1930s. The Suharto period embraces both the accumulation of foreign vested 
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interests in the Indonesian economy since the introduction of liberal investment 
policies in 1967 and the increasing emphasis on reducing dependency on oil 
revenues. 

The major bottleneck in analyzing foreign investment in Indonesia concerns the 
weak statistical base. In colonial times there was no central authority registering 
foreign investment projects. This may be ascribed at least in part to a general 
reluctance on the part of the Dutch colonial Government to mingle in the affairs 
of private business. Besides, investments by Dutch business in the colony were 
not considered to be 'foreign' in the first place - this raises an important point of 
semantics to which we shall return in due course. Due to the lack of central 
registration we are forced to rely on indirect indications. l 

For the post-colonial period direct evidence does exist, based on the registration 
of new foreign investment by the BKPM (Badan Koordinasi Penanaman Modal; 
Capital Investment Coordination Board). Yet these figures have been found to be 
grossly inadequate, as they reflect intentions or approvals rather than realized 
projects and as they exclude such key sectors as mining (including oil) and 
banking. 2 As a result, indirect evidence has to be drawn upon for the post-colonial 
period as well. This is above all the case when we try to proceed one step further 
and look at the impact of foreign investment on economic expansion. 

2. Foreign investment and economic growth 

The literature on foreign investment is so vast that even a hasty perusal unearths 
a wide spectrum of divergent theories, puzzling revisions and mutually incom
patible empirical evidence. We will confine ourselves to a number of dominant 
trains of thought referring to both the rationale behind foreign investment and its 
economic effects.3 

A preliminary point concerns the very concept of foreign investment. According 
to the conventional defmition of the International Monetary Fund, foreign invest
ment is 'made to acquire a lasting interest in an enterprise operating in an economy 
other than that of the investor'.4 This definition excludes portfolio investment, 
credit transactions without equity content and official development aid. Use of 
the term 'economy' as opposed to 'nation' extends applicability to the colonial 
setting. Terms such as 'enterprise' and 'investor' underscore that our concern is 
with private investment, ultimately done in pursuit of profit, and not with public 
investment. 

This is straightforward enough as long as we deal with sovereign nations. 
However, a conceptual problem arises when we turn to investments in a colony 
made by enterprises in the mother country, e.g. investments by Dutch firms in 
colonial Indonesia. One consequence of the colonial link is that some fmns with 
headquarters outside the colony, i.e. in the mother country, were less 'foreign' 
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than others.5 Moreover the process of colonial State fonnation which gained 
momentum in Indonesia after 1900 implied an increasing pennanent Dutch 
settlement in colonial Indonesia with business interests generated and maintained 
in the archipelago itself.6 The subsequent enterprises appeared even less 'foreign' 
in the colonial context than those having their base in the Netherlands. Yet another 
complication concerns the presence of Chinese businessmen in the colony, a 
group often perceived as more indigenous than foreign by the colonizers but more 
foreign than indigenous by those colonized.? Such intricacies compel us to apply 
a fourfold classification of foreign finns in colonial Indonesia (next to the few 
truly indigenous finns run by Indonesians). We distinguish between the following 
categories, ranked by increasing degree of alienation with respect to local circum
stances: 
1. Asian but non-Indonesian finns, with headquarters in Indonesia and a non
Western name - primarily Chinese finns; 
2. Netherlands-Indies finns, with headquarters in Indonesia and an unmistakably 
Western character - these finns fonned part and parcel of the Dutch segment of 
society in colonial Indonesia; 
3. Dutch firms, with headquarters in the Netherlands and subsidiaries in Indonesia 
(and possibly also elsewhere); 
4. Truly foreign finns, with headquarters outside both Indonesia and the Nether
lands - above all American, British or Japanese enterprises. 
Finns in the first two categories were virtually always exclusively oriented 
towards Indonesia, whereas this need not be the case with finns in the last two 
categories. 

Several hypotheses have been advanced to explain why foreign investment takes 
place. Recent trends indicate a differentiation between American and Japanese 
approaches, stressing advantages to be obtained on location and a wider context 
for the division of labour respectively. There is also a growing need to account 
for new fonns of overseas commitments involving no equity obligations in the 
first place.s The following four models may be selected as offering alternative 
modes of explanation of foreign investment: 
1. Conventional theory of finn-specific competitive advantages, where entry into 
a foreign economy is determined by a technological lead either in exploiting vital 
raw materials or in delivering to the local market - these are the supply and 
demand sides of this model respectively; 
2. Product-cycle explanations of how production shifts to overseas locations as 
the product enters a more mature stage in its life-cycle with subsequent higher 
relative costs of production; 
3. Offshore-type investments, where an intermediate stage in production is shifted 
to overseas locations in order for the finn to reap profits from more favourable 
cost structures before re-importing the product for further processing in the home 
country; 
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4. Bandwagon effects, where multinational enterprises in an oligopolistic market 
are likely to follow main rivals in establishing production overseas in order to 
forestall possible competitive advantages accruing to the rivals - a type of effect 
that may be generalized to embrace competitive strife among different ethnic 
categories of producers.9 

These models are not likely to be equally applicable at all times. Product-cycle 
and offshore-type investments date from after the Second World War, whereas 
competitive advantages and bandwagon effects apply both at earlier and later 
stages. 

Much has been written on the growth effects of foreign investment in the host 
country but a comprehensive theory has yet to be formulated. There is an extensi ve 
' linkages and leakages' literature referring to concomitant advantages and built-in 
drainage respectively.lO Suffice it here to distinguish between direct and indirect 
growth effects in the short and long run respectively. 

Direct effects pertain to both income generation and repercussions for the 
balance of payments, whereas indirect effects concern the transfer of skills as well 
as structural or even political change. Income effects include the contribution of 
foreign investment in terms of new income and employment via linkages, both 
backward and forward on the supply side and via consumption and tax receipts 
on the demand side. II The balance of payments effect covers both the balance 
between incoming capital flows and outgoing remittances of profits and the 
balance between new export revenues and new expenditures on foreign imports. 
The skills effect focuses on gains in terms of productivity and efficiency by way 
of demonstration and diffusion of technology. The structural effect entails a 
possibly modernizing influence on economy and society in the recipient country, 
including both transformations in the composition of production and less tangible 
changes of mentality. The political effect, finally, is of particular relevance to the 
post-colonial period as resentment of foreign capital came to determine the policy 
of former colonies. Without anticipating the full analysis below, we may state that 
Indonesia under Sukarno forms an illustration of such an adverse political effect. 

When analyzing the impact of foreign investment it is tempting to distinguish 
between actual cost and opportunity cost. The former refers to negative effects 
such as drainage of profits or market distortions due to the presence of foreign 
investment. The opportunity cost arises from the counterfactual argument of what 
the situation would have been like in the absence of foreign investment. Such 
hypothesizing may include postulated substitutions of foreign investment by 
either foreign trade or domestic investment. 12 However, it goes without saying 
that any assessment of such costs carries a substantial speculative element. 

Application of a formal theoretical framework does, however, presuppose a 
higher quality of statistics than what is now available. Leaving aside for the 
moment the incomplete statistics on foreign investment in Indonesia, we are 
forced to recognize a major paucity of reliable data on national income formation 
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and productivity. This calls for a pragmatic approach. The analytical framework 
used here will above all serve as a source of inspiration. Growth effects of foreign 
investment in the case of Indonesia will have to be identified with the aid of 
circumstantial evidence, for instance concerning that part of foreign trade which 
may be linked to the activities of foreign investors. 

3. The late-colonial period 

Just before the Second World War the accumulated value of private foreign 
investments in colonial Indonesia was estimated at about 3.5 billion guilders, or 
slightly more than $ 1.4 billion. 13 This figure illustrates both the great importance 
of private foreign economic interests in the colony and the high degree of 
integration into the world economy which had evolved. In order to properly 
appreciate the role of foreign investment in late-colonial Indonesia we need to 
know more about the influx of foreign capital and how this affected economic 
expansion. This section contains three parts: an assessment of available sources, 
a survey of the evidence extracted from these sources and, finally, an analysis 
along the lines suggested above. 

We may distinguish between four types of sources offering raw data on the 
volume and composition of foreign investment in Indonesia during the first half 
of the twentieth century. These sources are: 
1. Contemporary spot estimates referring to scattered points in time; 
2. Surviving Dutch central bank records on capital flows and commodity trade; 
3. Backward extrapolations from claims raised by Dutch firms for compensation 
because of property lost in the nationalizations of 1957/58; 
4. Annual directories of business firms operating in Indonesia, which are only 
recently attracting attention as a valuable source of information. 

Each of these sources deserves a separate commentary. 
Numerous attempts were indeed made by contemporaries to estimate the 

accumulated volume of foreign investment in the colony.14 Yet the resulting 
figures are without exception rather global, allowing little more than an indication 
ofthe orders of magnitude involved. More often than not the method of estimation 
is shrouded in mystery and at times the estimates even contradict one another. 
The prime interest of at least Dutch observers was in the proportion of total Dutch 
capital that had found its way to the colony - approximately one-fifth in the 
interwar period. IS No running series were constructed depicting changes in 
investment activity over time. Yet a number of estimates, especially those by 
detached observers from third countries, do inspire some confidence. 16 

The balance of payments data supplied by the Dutch central bank, our second 
source, pertain to both capital flows and commodity trade. A major bottleneck in 
using the data on capital transactions is that many capital flows apparently went 
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unregistered. The official balance of payments of the Netherlands Indies records 
an annual average of 71 million guilders of private capital flows to the colony in 
the years 1925-1939.17 This corresponds to a mere 2% of the estimated accumu
lated stock in the 1930s, which is improbably low. Much of the capital required 
for expansion of private business enterprises in the colony was obviously drawn 
from retained profits. IS 

At first sight the data on commodity trade appear more promising. As there was 
precious little production of capital goods in colonial Indonesia, we may expect 
expenditures on machinery and equipment to appear as foreign imports on the 
current account of the balance of payments. Still, use of foreign imports of capital 
goods as a proxy for investment activities poses serious problems. The category 
of capital goods is not given as such in the source but has to be defined by the 
researcher himself, which inevitably introduces an arbitrary element into the 
analysis. Moreover the import data refer by definition to all types of investment, 
whether foreign or domestic and whether new investment or replacements. It is 
preferable to apply the data on imports of capital goods at a lower level of 
aggregation, e.g . in relationship to the individual region for which the structure 
of local production is better known. 19 

The third source at our disposal draws on claims submitted by Dutch firms to 
the Dutch Government after the Indonesian nationalization in 1957/58. Each firm 
was asked to state the value of their nationalized possessions in the colony. With 
the use of this information, the late P. Creutzberg, first editor of the important 
series of statistical source publications entitled Changing Ecorwmy in Indonesia, 
retraced the expenditures on fixed assets in Indonesia for 564 Dutch firms, thereby 
reaching back to the early years of the twentieth century.20 This reconstruction 
has resulted in some very interesting global estimates of Dutch investments in 
Indonesia. Yet we must not overlook the inherent limitations of this source. The 
reliability of data reported by the firms themselves for years long past is question
able. Besides, this source by definition covers only Dutch firms and only those 
that were still in operation in 1957/58. 

Our final source is a directory of Western-type firms in Indonesia brought out 
each year by a private publisher, De Bussy, in Amsterdam.21 The directory 
comprises one entry for each firm, rendering details on the firm's age, type of 
activities, total share capital, latest dividend payments and also on the locations 
of its headquarters, offices and production plants. The information makes a 
reliable impression, as it appears to agree with data from other sources about the 
same firms. A major advantage is the wide coverage of the directory, although 
firms with non-Western owners are likely to be left out to a disproportionate 
degree. This source does, however, possess a number of shortcomings. One 
concerns the very name of a business firm. As spellings and even the name itself 
may change over time, an elaborate procedure has to be designed in order to link 
observations from various years pertaining to the same firm. Another problem 



FOREIGN INVESTMENT IN INDONESIA 189 

concerns equity, which for multinationals is not reported separately for Indonesia. 
As a result this source does not lend itself to any meaningful aggregations of 
capital invested.22 

Our analysis of this source covers five years of observation - 1919, 1924, 1929, 
1936 and 1939 - which were chosen in such a way as to make the impact of 
international business cycles more easily detectable.23 This enables us to view the 
Westernized part of the colonial economy in both a static way, focusing on the 
entire body of firms mentioned at one point in time and another, a more dynamic 
way, highlighting changes between the five years of observation. The static view 
is based on some 6,100 different business firms appearing at least once in our 
sample, whereas the dynamic view is based on 14,000 observations about firms 
distributed over the five years.24 

But the time is now ripe to turn to the evidence itself. 

The statistics 
Most spot estimates concur in depicting a successive increase of private foreign 
investments in Indonesia from the turn of the century up to the eve of the 
Depression. Aggregates run from 750 million guilders in 1900 to about 1.5 billion 
guilders in 1914, culminating in 4 billion around 1930. The Depression had an 
adverse effect on investment activities in such a way that the accumulated 
aggregate had fallen to some 3.5 billion guilders by 1940.25 An acceleration of 
new investment appears to have taken place in the 1920s, whereas some disin
vestment might have occurred in the 1930s. 

About two-thirds of the foreign capital invested in colonial Indonesia was 
exclusively Dutch, originating either in the Netherlands or in the colony itself. 
The British followed in second place and the Americans in third, but it appears 
that these two positions were interchanged during the 1940s, resulting in far 
greater American interests in colonial Indonesia than before. Investments of 
French and Japanese capital remained rather limited?6 

The distribution of foreign investment by sector is best known for the Dutch 
capital. About 45% went into agricultural estates, 20% into mining and the 
remainder into services and industrial processing of all kinds. Dutch predomin
ance was especially strong in sugar, tin mining and transportation, but far less 
pronounced in for instance rubber and oil. The Dutch share was considerably 
higher in Java than elsewhere?? 

The spot estimates may be confronted with Creutzberg's projections of annual 
incoming flows of Dutch investment capital. The projected average reaches its 
highest level in the 1920s at about 250 million guilders, but falls to barely 50 
million in the 1930s.28 Accumulation over the entire period 1910-1939 results in 
a stock of almost 5 billion guilders. This figure is twice as high as contemporary 
spot estimates, which put the Dutch proportion of accumulated foreign investment 
at 2.6 billion guilders. Yet we must not forget that Creutzberg's method of 
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estimation does not allow for any differentiation between new investment and 
replacements. We thus expect his figures to tum out higher, but it remains 
questionable whether the margin should be so wide. 

Both the contemporary estimates and Creutzberg's projections reflect the suc
cessive emergence of a whole network of business enterprises organized along 
Western lines. This process may be examined in greater detail with the aid of the 
annual directory of business frrms?9 Although the process had its roots in the 
nineteenth century, most firms still in operation during the interwar period were 
remarkably young. Less than 10% dated from before 1900, and one frrm in three 
had been established in the decade 1910-1919 alone. That decade apparently 
witnessed the true breakthrough for Western economy in Indonesia. 

There were three important shifts of emphasis in the process of building up a 
Westernized business sector in the colony: from the primary sector (estate 
agriculture) to the tertiary sector (trade), from Java (Batavia, Surabaya and 
Semarang) to the Outer Provinces (Sumatra and Kalimantan), and, finally, from 
frrms with a base in the Netherlands to frrms with headquarters in the colony itself. 
The process of build-up of the Western economy was one of diversification, 
extension to new regions and strengthening of the local basis. 

We may differentiate by both sector and location of activities. Most firms, 48%, 
were found in the tertiary sector against 35% in the primary sector and only 17% 
in the secondary. Trade and commerce dominated in the tertiary sector, whereas 
oil companies formed the strongest category within the secondary sector. West 
and East Java were the most popular locations for business activities of Western
type frrms. Out of every five frrms, two operated in either Batavia or Surabaya 
and another two elsewhere in Java, leaving only one for all the Outer Provinces. 
This indicates the establishment of an elaborate network of trading firms catering 
to a regional market. 

With respect to nationality, the largest category was the one labelled 'Nether
lands Indies': firms maintaining headquarters in Indonesia but without Chinese 
or Indonesian ownership or management. This category mixes foreign and do
mestic elements by virtue of enterprises being controlled by permanent Dutch 
settlers in the colony. Three out of every five fIrms in the interwar period belonged 
to this category, whereas one in five had a Chinese owner and almost one in five 
were uniunbiguously controlled from outside Indonesia. Most of the last-men
tioned firms were Dutch concerns, leaving only a small slice of the total to British, 
American and Japanese capital. These percentages are difficult to combine with 
the distribution by nationality found in the spot estimates as the latter are based 
on cumulative value, not on number, and also because Chinese enterprises are 
mostly left out in the spot estimates. 

Indeed, numbers alone do not tell the whole story. If we use the average capital 
in the primary sector as a yardstick (100), then this is slightly more than the 
average in the tertiary sector (90) but only half of the average in the secondary 
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sector (190). The largest capital was noted for fIrms with headquarters outside 
Indonesia, reflecting both the multinational character of these enterprises and their 
wider access to the international capital market. Among fIrms with headquarters 
in the archipelago itself, Western fIrms had almost twice as much capital on 
average than Chinese fIrms. Yet both types offmns were relatively small in terms 
of equity. Sheer numbers clearl y exaggerate the importance of Netherlands Indies 
fIrms and understate the role of truly foreign capital originating in the United 
States, Britain or Japan. 

A more dynamic view arises from a systematic comparison of the fIve years of 
observation during the interwar period. The most striking observation concerns a 
successive decline in number of fIrms, both in the early and late 1920s and above 
all during the Depression in the early 1930s. The rate of contraction increased 
over time. It appears that the contraction in the 1920s was the logical consequence 
of undue optimism during the immediate post-war peak after 1918. Too many 
new fIrms were established and many had to close again within a couple of years. 
This implies that the contraction in the 1920s had an internal cause as opposed to 
the contraction in the 1930s, which was obviously externally imposed by the 
failing world market. 

The changes in composition by sector during the interwar years displayed a 
strange mixture of continuity and discontinuity. There was considerable change 
in the short run but little change in the long run. In the early 1920s the tertiary 
sector gained ground at the expense of the other two, but in the late 1920s the 
primary sector recovered at the expense of the secondary. The Depression was 
particularly harsh on the tertiary sector and favoured the secondary sector in 
particular. As a result the percentage distribution at the end was rather similar to 
the one in the beginning of the period under analysis. 

An important case of discontinuity, however, concerns the regional distribution 
of fmns . The share of the Outer Provinces in the total rose considerably during 
the latter half of the 1920s and did not fall again. At the same time there was a 
marked westward shift in Java itself, from Surabaya and Semarang to Batavia. At 
this time Batavia was consolidated as the undisputed economic centre in Java, 
whereas the Outer Provinces took the lead in economic expansion. 

Nationality was another key variable determining the effects of the ups and 
downs of the interwar period. On the whole, Chinese and Netherlands Indies firms 
lost, whereas foreign-controlled fmns gained. This was caused above all by the 
Depression in the early 1930s. The foreign-controlled firms, whether Dutch or 
run from a third country, were larger and possessed greater resilience when faced 
with the misfortunes of the Depression. The position of foreign capital grew 
stronger as a result of the Depression. 

The directory of Western-type enterprises also allows us to examine the perfor
mance of private business fmns as expressed by profItability. Dividend payments 
are known for a great number of fIrms and the average shows considerable 
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vanatlon over time. The reconstructed average dividend payment fluctuates 
between some 10% in the early 1920s or late 1930s on the one hand and some 
18 % immediatel y after the First World War or in the late 1920s on the other hand.30 

The shifts in dividend percentages follow the path of the international business 
cycle rather faithfully. There was no significant difference in this respect between 
Dutch firms controlled from the Netherlands and Netherlands Indies firms. 3 l At 
any rate these dividend percentages do suggest that there was much profit to be 
made in colonial Indonesia on foreign investments. 

This is about as much as current research using the available primary sources 
can tell us about the volume and composition of foreign investment in late-colo
nial Indonesia. We have to draw on circumstantial evidence in supplementary 
sources to find out more about why foreign investments took place in the colony 
and what the effects were on economic growth. 

Investment and expansion 
Private foreign investment in late-colonial Indonesia may be linked to the spec
tacular expansion of production for export which took place in the archipelago 
between about 1905 and 1930. This expansion was based on a simultaneous 
widening of the range of exports and a rapid enlargement of volumes exported. It 
implied a shift of emphasis from traditional commodities such as sugar, coffee 
and tobacco to new products possessing very promising market perspectives such 
as rubber, oil and copra. It also implied a shift of gravity within the colony from 
Java to the Outer Provinces. 32 We expect a high degree of interdependency 
between foreign investment and foreign exports. Capital from abroad was at
tracted by the high profits to be had in export trade, which in turn could expand 
faster precisely because capacity was enlarged with the aid of foreign funds. 

The entry of foreign investment as projected by Creutzberg for Dutch capital 
does indeed fit neatly into the path of expansion of total exports leaving colonial 
Indonesia (Table 1). Both foreign investment and foreign exports experienced an 
acceleration from about 1910, culminating in the peak of the late 1920s.33 Both 
also underwent a marked dip at the time of the Depression. 

The relationship between foreign investment and foreign exports can be further 
substantiated by a systematic examination of annual fluctuations in both variables. 
This was suggested earlier by Creutzberg, whose series of backward projections 
forms the sole way of expressing incoming foreign investment on an annual level. 
Relying primarily on a graphic representation of the variables concerned, 
Creutzberg asserts that exports determined investment as there was a close 
correspondence in the behaviour of the two variables over time, even including a 
time-lag between changes in exports and subsequent changes in investment 
volume.34 This argument is interesting enough to be tested in a more formal 
fashion . 
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Table 1. Estimated investment of Dutch capital and total foreign exports of 
colonial I ndonesia, 1910-1939 (average values in millions of guilders at current 
prices) 

Investment of Total value of 
Dutch capital foreign exports 

1910/14 97.2 595.6 
1915/19 117.0 1062.0 
1920/24 188.4 1480.4 
1925/29 219.2 1618.8 
1930/34 68.4 648.8 
1935/39 52.6 672.5 

Sources: P. Creutzberg, Changing Economy in Indonesia; Ill. Expenditure on 
fixed assets (The Hague 1977) 44-46; W.L. Korthals Altes, Changing Economy 
in Indonesia; VII. Balance of payments 1822-1939 (Amsterdam 1987) 109-110. 

Regression analysis with total export revenues as the independent variable and 
projected foreign investment as the dependent variable produces a relationship 
which is statistically significant but not particularly strong (R2 = 0.66 for the 
period 1910-1939). However, no statistically significant relationship can be 
established between these two variables when lagging the independent variable 
by one or two years. This confirms the existence of a close link between foreign 
investment and foreign exports, but does not support Creutzberg's lagged effect 
of exports on investment. 35 

The expansion of exports from colonial Indonesia was not accompanied by an 
increase in trade between the colony and the mother country. On the contrary, the 
successful performance of colonial Indonesia on the world market implied an 
emancipation from the traditionally strong trading relationship with the Nether
lands. 36 No such tendency towards a lesser Dutch involvement may be observed 
on the side of investment. Less mutual trade was accompanied by more in
vestment. We may even consider foreign investment in the colony as a substitute 
for direct trade. Incidentally, such a development also testifies to the increasingly 
international orientation of Dutch business in the interwar period.37 

Much of the foreign investment from non-Dutch sources was directed towards 
the most successful lines of export production in colonial Indonesia, precisely 
those industries which accounted for the emancipation from the trading relation
ship with the Netherlands. The large-scale involvement of British capital began 
with the huge Pamanukan Ciasem estate near Batavia and the oil concessions held 
by Shell in East Kalimantan. At a later stage the managing agency Harrisons & 
Crosfield, predominant in the Straits Settlements, acquired rubber estates in 
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Serdang in East Sumatra whereas several cinchona plantations near Bandung in 
West Java gained British proprietors.38 

American multinationals took a special interest in oil and rubber, the two vital 
raw materials for the emerging automobile industry. Standard Oil spent decades 
trying to gain a foothold in Indonesian oil, whereas United States Rubber estab
lished the world's largest rubber estate in Asahan in East Sumatra. The palm oil 
industry in Sumatra, one of the youngest lines of export production, was in part 
set up by subsidiaries of the American concern Proctor & Gamble.39 Meanwhile, 
Japanese fIrms invested in rubber estates and timber logging, whereas French and 
Belgian fIrms gained control of some of the palm oil industry.4o 

The orientation towards export production at large among Dutch fIrms and 
towards successful export production in particular among non-Dutch fIrms re
veals the foremost rationale behind investing in colonial Indonesia, the struggle 
to acquire and maintain a competitive advantage by gaining access to Indonesia's 
vital raw materials. In addition there are traces of a bandwagon effect materializ
ing in the most attractive areas of export production. One example is Standard 
Oil's infringement at long last on the long-standing near-monopoly enjoyed by 
Royal Dutch/Shell since the amalgamation in 1907; another may be found in the 
rubber trade where Firestone and Goodyear followed in the footsteps of United 
States Rubber.41 

Massive foreign investment in export production had an immediate impact on 
both income formation and external balance in the colony. The contribution of 
export earnings in national income as estimated at the time by 1.1. Polak averaged 
about 30% in the 1920s and some 25% in the 1930s.42 The paucity of national 
income estimates from before the interwar period precludes any comparison with 
the initial phase of export-induced expansion. It must, however, be noted that real 
money supply increased substantially during the early twentieth century and so 
did income terms of trade, which express the purchasing power of export 
revenue.43 Employment in Western enterprises also increased. For instance, the 
total number of coolies working outside Java rose from slightly above 200,000 
around 1910 to some 350,000 in the early 1920s.44 

Backward and forward linkages describe the extent to which original investment 
in productive capacity gives rise to new economic activities at respectively an 
earlier or later stage of production. Examples of backward linkages include 
construction works and possibly also food production for coolies. Yet it appears 
that much of the construction materials and additional rice needed was procured 
from abroad. Oil compounds and Japanese logging operations were notorious for 
their propensity to import instead of buying locally. An important exception to 
the rule was the sugar industry in East Java, which encouraged the emergence of 
a tiny sector of machinery production in and around Surabaya.45 

Colonial Indonesia was essentially an exporter of raw materials . There was no 
export production whatsoever based on imported inputs. Some processing of the 
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archipelago's own raw materials did take place, but it all stayed within the 
confines of the original line of production. Most crude oil was refined, but the 
final product was either exported abroad or consumed locally. Estate rubber was 
dried and Java sugar was refined before being exported, but in both cases 
processing served above all to facilitate marketing abroad. The tobacco and palm 
oil estates in East Sumatra did not deliver inputs for any further local production. 
The scarce ventures towards more industrial processing had little effect. At the 
quinine factory in Bandung the scope of operations was too limited, whereas the 
bankruptcy in 1921 of Insulinde, one-time giant among industrial enterprises in 
Indonesia, discouraged future attempts at processing copra and copra oil in the 
colony itself.46 

Larger revenues in the export trade also implied increasing tax receipts. Foreign 
firms did make an appreciable contribution in total tax revenue, some 40%, and 
it is probable that Chinese intermediaries furnished a sizeable proportion of the 
remainder. Yet the size of the public sector in the colony was too small for this to 
result in a significant positive income effect.47 

Table 2. The external balance of colonial Indonesia, 1905 -I 939 (average values 
in millions of guilders at current prices) 

Balance of trade Current account 

1905/09 145.8 39.2 
1910/14 183.0 9.0 
1915/19 530.1 170.8 
1920/24 590.8 29.6 
1925/29 662.9 112.0 
1930/34 186.4 -25.4 
1935/39 265.4 60.8 

Sources: W.L. Korthals Altes, Changing Economy in Indonesia; VII. Balance of 
payments 1822-1939 (Amsterdam 1987) 88-95; J.Th. Lindblad, 'De handel tussen 
Nederland en Nederlands-Indie, 1873-1939', Economisch- en Sociaal-Historisch 
laarboek 51 (1988) 240-298, in particular 278-279. 

The most conspicuous effect of the heavy foreign investment in export production 
was the substantial improvement of the external balance, at least as far as 
commodity trade goes (Table 2). But for a single exception (in 1921), colonial 
Indonesia enjoyed a continuous surplus on the balance of trade. This surplus 
increased towards very impressive levels in the 1920s. Yet the effect on the total 
balance on the current account, i.e . including money transfers, was far less 
favourable. On numerous occasions, in 1910-1911, 1913, 1918, 1921-1922, 
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1929-1933 and 1938, this balance even registered a deficit (which of course exerts 
a downward pressure on the five-year average in question). 

A major explanation for the less favourable final effect on the external balance 
may be found in the substantial remittances of dividends and profits. This flow of 
funds, as reported by the Dutch central bank, increased from less than 100 million 
guilders on average per year before 1914 to no less than a quarter of a billion 
guilders on average per year in the 1920s. U nderstandabl y there was a sharp drop 
in outgoing remittances during the 1930s.48 The remittances were made by both 
Western business firms and ethnic Chinese living in colonial Indonesia. This 
'double drain' may be held responsible for the overall disappointing growth 
effects of the export-induced economic expansion in late-colonial times.49 

The large surplus on the balance of trade not only tells us about a potentially 
very positive effect of foreign investment on balance of payments. It also reveals 
a less than favourable income effect, as exports apparently generated far less 
income to be spent on imports than what could possibly have been the case. The 
surplus on the balance of trade expressed as a percentage of total export revenue 
averaged 38% for colonial Indonesia as a whole during the period of actual 
expansion, 1905-1930, whereas for the Outer Provinces alone this percentage 
even exceeded 50%.50 In other words a very substantial proportion of export 
revenue was not spent on imports but presumably drained away. With the 
application of a formal macro-economic model it can be demonstrated that 
regional income formation in a major exporting region among the Outer Provinces 
such as Southeast Kalimantan resulted in relatively little new demand and 
relatively much drainage.51 

Transfer of technology counts as a crucial mechanism for incorporating he 
sustained growth in foreign-controlled enterprises into the host country economy. 
The extent of actual transfer is above all determined by two variables: the type of 
technology chosen in the first place, and Government policy. 

In colonial Indonesia the very nature of production of raw materials for export 
implied a low level of technology geared towards labour-intensive techniques and 
little mechanization in estate agriculture and most mining enterprises. With the 
notable exception of oil refining, there was little advanced technology to transmit 
to begin with, and few efforts were undertaken to disseminate the available 
know-how throughout the ethnically determined categories of employees. 52 The 
modern capital-intensive techniques employed by Royal Dutch/Shell and Stand
ard Oil in refining found few if any applications elsewhere in the colonial 
economy. An interesting case of leaming-by-doing may be found in the introduc
tion of rubber cultivation in Southeast Kalimantan, where local residents took up 
employment as coolies on Western estates only as long as needed to master the 
techniques required to set up production on their own.53 It is significant that the 
single most important improvement in the quality of indigenous rubber was 
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achieved in the mid-1930s in response to the implementation of the international 
quota system by way of a special export tax favouring a drier product. 54 

The 'Ethical Policy' of the Dutch colonial Government entailed an explicit 
pledge to further education among the indigenous population. Yet little emphasis 
was put on technical skills and systematic segregation by language effectively 
barred more extensive transfers of knowledge across ethnic barriers. 55 

Structural effects of foreign investment embrace both improvements in physical 
infrastructure and less tangible accomplishments in terms of the organization of 
economic life. Foreign firms, especially those setting up business in remote areas 
outside Java, often took the responsibility for constructing and maintaining new 
roads, airstrips, port facilities and infirmaries. This applied equally well to oil 
refineries, coal mines, timber logging sites and rubber or tobacco estates. Use of 
these facilities was at times restricted to company employees and available to 
other local residents only at a cost. On occasion a foreign-controlled firm suc
ceeded in gaining financial support from the colonial Government in covering the 
expenses of constructing facilities for which the company in question was the 
main or sole beneficiary. A case in point is the extension of the telegraph line in 
1907 from Banjarmasin in Southeast Kalimantan to the island Pulu Laut off the 
Borneo coast, where a Western coal mine had started producing in 1904.56 

The organization of economic life in colonial Indonesia was profoundly affected 
by entry of foreign capital. In the shadow of the successful integration of the 
colony into the world market, vast numbers of small-scale firms were set up by 
the ever-larger group of Dutch nationals taking up permanent residence in the 
colony. As we already saw from our analysis of the directory of business firms, 
an elaborate network of business enterprises emerged embracing the entire 
archipelago and all walks of economic life. The erection of this network of 
Westernized enterprise determined the structure of the Indonesian economy as 
inherited from the colonial period. It is not inconceivable that this structural effect 
formed the most lasting effect of foreign investment on the economy of the host 
country. 

The years of turmoil after 1942, with Japanese occupation, struggle for inde
pendence and eventually the assertion of Indonesia as a new sovereign nation, 
altered the position of foreign capital in Indonesia dramatically. Much foreign 
capital was withdrawn during the 1950s in response to the deteriorating conditions 
of investment under the early Sukarno regime. The exodus culminated with the 
successive waves of nationalizations of Dutch firms in 1957/58 and of British and 
American property in 1963/65. The hostility with respect to foreign investment 
during the initial years of independence formed a political reaction to foreign 
investment during the colonial era. 57 

Despite the shortcomings of primary statistics, we may safely assert that foreign 
investment played an increasingly decisive role in the economy of late-colonial 
Indonesia. The balance-sheet of this type of foreign involvement is marked by 
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contrasts, between large income and balance of trade effects on the one hand and 
leakages and a lack of linkages on the other, between a want of skills effects and 
undeniable infrastructural improvements. The most profound effects probably lay 
in the sphere of economic structure and immediate post-colonial politics. 

4. The post-colonial period 

The break with the colonial past was nowhere more pronounced in young 
independent Indonesia than in the attitude towards foreign investment. Conditions 
grew from bad to worse as access to foreign currency earned was subjected to 
ever more restrictions and as bureaucratic procedures multiplied in the 1950s. 
Many Dutch firms in particular adopted policies of reorientation geared towards 
pulling OUt. 58 As a result the cumulative total fell and the emphasis in commit
ments of foreign capital shifted towards oil and American predominance, with 
Caltex and Stanvac even superseding Royal Dutch/Shell. 59 This gave American 
investments a lead in the renewed investment boom starting in 1967 under the 
Orde baru of the Suharto regime. This section focuses on changes in volume and 
composition of foreign investment since 1967, as well as on the effects on 
economic development. 

The investment climate changed by virtue of the new Foreign Investment Law 
(1967), which unconditionally guaranteed security of foreign investments in 
addition to providing for tax incentives and better facilities for entry and withdra
wal of foreign funds. The intentions of the new regime were underscored by the 
return of nationalized property to major firms such as Unilever, Goodyear, British 
& American Tobacco and Heineken. The traditional concession system inherited 
from the colonial era was abandoned and replaced by production-sharing in oil, 
contracts-of-work in mining and joint ventures in forestry. The new arrangements 
enabled the appropriation of a larger slice of gains from the exploitation of the 
country's natural resources by the Indonesian Government. 60 

Results were not slow in forthcoming. The first contractor outside oil under the 
new regime was Freeport Sulphur (American) with its copper mine in Irian Jaya, 
and International Nickel (Canada) in Sulawesi and Belitung in tin mining (Singkep) 
followed suit. In three years' time no less than 177 new projects worth a total of 
$ 1.2 billion were approved outside oil and banking. By 1977 the accumulated 
stock of such investments reached $ 2.6 billion, to which we must add some $ 3.4 
billion accruing to the oil sector. 51 

Consecutive booms in the world markets for timber and oil during the early 
1970s strengthened Indonesia's bargaining power in general, whereas the anti
Japanese Tanaka riots in 1974 formed the immediate cause for a revision of the 
policy with respect to foreign investment. This resulted in priority lists for fields 
and locations of foreign investment projects and also in more severe requirements 
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for Indonesianization of ownership in joint ventures. Despite an outcry of indig
nation from the foreign oil companies the share of the Indonesian State in the 
profit split in production-sharing was increased from 65% to 85% or even 88%.62 
The result was a certain sluggishness in incoming flows of foreign capital, with 
approved non-oil investments exceeding $ 1 billion per year in 1974-1975, 1979 
and 1981-1984 but falling to very low levels during intervening years. By 1985 
the accumulated stock of foreign investment realized (as opposed to approved) 
since 1967 approached $ 22 billion, out of which almost $ 16 billion in oil. 63 

In the 1980s falling oil prices and a more restrictive investment climate as 
compared to elsewhere in Southeast Asia have brought a certain stagnation in 
incoming flows of foreign capital. Again an adjustment of official policy fol
lowed, which now included general deregulation, revised priority lists and a lower 
profit-split ratio in oil.64 The more liberal policy and the more general effort to 
reduce Indonesia's dependency on oil revenues during the latter half of the 1980s 
have both contributed to an enlargement of incoming flows of foreign capital. The 
new influx of foreign investment during the years 1986-1990 added almost 
another $ 1 billion to the non-oil aggregate, which in combination with constant 
proportions between oil and non-oil investments would bring the accumulated 
post-1967 total to some $ 25 billion.65 

Oil has mostly accounted for about two-thirds of all foreign investment in 
Indonesia since 1967. Initially mining and forestry predominated outside oil, 
accounting for about 45% and 30% respectively among non-oil investments 
approved prior to 1970. However, manufacturing soon surpassed both mining and 
forestry, rising to a share of almost 60% in the non-oil aggregate of approvals as 
of 1978. By 1985 manufacturing, especially in textiles, chemicals and metals, 
accounted for two-thirds of the realized total outside oil, whereas mining and 
forestry between them commanded less than one-quarter.66 Large-scale projects 
included the Asahan aluminium smelter in North Sumatra, constructed with the 
aid of loans from Japan, and fertilizer plants in South and North Sumatra. Starting 
in 1973, several smaller manufacturing firms were established with foreign capital 
in the export-processing zone at Jakarta. 

Patterns of specialization evolved among the investors; on the most global level, 
American companies specialized in oil and Japanese firms turned to manufactur
ing. Because of the predominance of oil, the American share in the grand total 
has remained high throughout the 1970s and 1980s, falling no further than to some 
58% by 1985. The share of Japan is strikingly high outside oil, 68% of the total 
accumulated between 1967 and 1985, but considerably lower in the total embrac
ing all sectors, barely one-fifth.67 Within manufacturing Hongkong ranks second 
after Japan, with the United States, West Germany and the Netherlands following 
at some distance. Canadian capital has entered copper mining, whereas timber 
logging has been set up above all by firms from Japan, Korea and the Philippines. 68 
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The rationale behind investing in Indonesia appears to lie primarily in develo
ping competitive advantages from secured access to either supplies of raw 
materials or a highly protected domestic market. This is equally true for oil, 
mining, forestry and manufacturing. American and Japanese investments in 
manufacturing are known for high capitaillabour-ratios as compared for instance 
to projects controlled by Chinese firms in Singapore, Hongkong or Taiwan. 
Therefore we suspect a trade-replacing strategy among American and Japanese 
investors rather than an effort to reap benefits from locally available advantages 
such as low wages. This may be tested by applying the so-called Kojima hypo
thesis, according to which Japanese investments are allegedly more biased to
wards generating new foreign trade and thus more favourable to the host country 
economy than American investments. The evidence for Indonesia calls for at least 
a modification of the hypothesis.69 

It has been demonstrated that the high capital-intensity in Japanese-controlled 
manufacturing fIrms is statistically related to a high proportion of debt as opposed 
to equity in foreign commitments and also to a high level of foreign contributions 
in cash. In other words, much technology is imported although the degree of 
Indonesian participation is high, at least on the surface, as we allow for the 
possibility of indigenous dummy shareholders purchasing shares with money 
borrowed from the foreign investor. These characteristics of foreign involvement 
are difficult to reconcile with investments of the product-cycle or offshore type.?O 

Next to competitive advantage, the bandwagon effect is the most likely to have 
played a role in foreign investment in Indonesia under Suharto. The most con
spicuous instances are again found in oil and liquid gas, where Caltex and Stanvac 
have been joined by newcomers such as Arco, Huffco, Mobil, Total and Union. 
In manufacturing similar tendencies are likely to materialize in response to the 
inward-looking trade regime, which offers excessive protection to producers 
inside Indonesia. 

The effects of foreign investment on economic growth under Suharto depend 
on both foreign-induced export expansion and new employment or new economic 
activities generated by foreign investment. It is, however, far more difficult than 
in the case of the late-colonial period to disentangle foreign-induced export 
expansion from the enlargement of exports which would have taken place 
anyway. Suffice it to say that the 1970s in particular saw very impressive rates of 
growth in Indonesia, which would most probably not have been realized had not 
policies with respect to foreign investment been altered in the late 1960s. Accord
ing to one estimate 1.9 percentage points out of an average growth rate of gross 
domestic product of 7.5% during the years 1973-1981 depended on investment, 
above all foreign investment.?! Contributions in terms of tax payments by foreign 
investors appear quite sizeable in both oil and timber logging, even if revenues in 
resource taxation are a far cry from being maximized.72 
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Results appear rather disappointing with respect to income effects via new 
employment and linkages. Total employment generated by Japanese-controlled 
enterprises prior to 1980 amounted to no more than 54,000 persons, of which 
44,000 were in Java.73 Because of their capital-intensive technology the inter
national oil companies in particular are notorious for creating relatively little new 
employment. Considering the total output of crude, relatively less refining takes 
place today than in colonial time74. Little new employment and few local linkages 
have been observed in timber logging and large-scale prestige projects such as 
the Asahan smelter. Even inside the export-processing zones, which were set up 
to create spill-over effects in the first place, production has remained small-scale 
and few linkages have been established with the surrounding economy.75 The 
enclave character of foreign-controlled production sites has obviously not van
ished with colonialism. 

Foreign investment affects the balance of payments in very different ways. 
Export revenues increase substantially because of the oil deliveries but foreign
dominated manufacturing often requires new types of imports. The trade impact 
of many Japanese investments in manufacturing can often be depicted in terms of 
intra-firm transfers of equipment between Japan and Indonesia.76 The lack of 
positive trade effects outside oil may above all be ascribed to the inward-looking 
trade regime of Indonesia, which fosters import-substitution under a highly 
protective umbrella and impairs competitiveness of new export production. The 
trade regime in general is probably of greater significance than direct Government 
regulation in determining the environment in which foreign investors operate.77 

Among indirect effects, the skills and structural effects depend primarily on 
opportunities for transfers of technology and efforts by local participants. The fact 
that the higher labour productivity in foreign firms is more strongly related to 
imported skills than to sheer capital-intensity reveals that such opportunities do 
exist, at least in theory. In practice, however, joint ventures do not always appear 
to offer the most efficient mechanisms for transfers of technology, possibly 
because of the high degree of management control retained by the foreign 
participant. On occasion entry of foreign firms has meant less competition and 
also less incentives for developing new skills. Infrastructural improvements are 
less closely tied to the presence of foreign capital today than in colonial days, as 
they depend largely on the allocation of oil revenues by the Indonesian Govern
ment to public works .78 

Critical voices have not been altogether lacking during nearly a quarter of a 
century of modernization according to the Suharto recipe of a massive influx of 
foreign capital and much emphasis on export production. In post-colonial Indone
sia, however, foreign investment in itself appears to be an effect of a shift of policy 
rather than a force bringing about political change. At any rate it is too early to 
assess the full political and social ramifications of the upsurge of foreign invest
ment since 1967. The potentials of foreign-controlled export production have 
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certainly been exploited during the Suharto era but not all effects have turned out 
to be positive or to promise lasting benefits. 

5. Conclusion 

Twenty-five years of turmoil and reorientation between 1942 and 1967 suggest a 
major discontinuity in the role played by foreign capital in Indonesian economic 
growth. Yet on this account the late-colonial and post-colonial periods have more 
in common than is often appreciated. Both before the Second World War and 
since 1967, economic expansion was propelled by an enlargement in export 
production, which in turn was brought about by foreign investment. In both 
periods the strive to capitalize on competitive advantages in access to raw 
materials or an interesting market formed the chief motivation of foreign investors 
entering Indonesia. On occasion this was supplemented by bandwagon effects, 
where rivals within the same fields of production, whether oil, rubber or manu
facturing, followed in each others' footsteps . 

The substantial immediate income effect via production for export forms yet 
another common feature . The same goes for the limited linkages between export 
production and auxiliary production or processing. Also the final impact on the 
balance of payments was less favourable than one might have expected at first 
sight, but for different reasons. In late-colonial times this was due to leakages, 
whereas in post-colonial days foreign investment in manufacturing often implied 
more imports of inputs . 

Among the discontinuities we count above all the change in identity of foreign 
investors, a shift from Dutch predominance to the twin lead enjoyed by American 
and Japanese firms investing in oil and manufacturing respectively. In addition 
foreign investment emerged in late-colonial times in connection with the integra
tion of Indonesia into the world market, whereas in post-colonial days the same 
occurred in response to a radical shift of policy. The greater structural and political 
effects of foreign investment in late-colonial days as opposed to the post-colonial 
period constitute yet another example of discontinuity and so does the higher 
degree of diversification of foreign investment entering not only the primary 
sector but also manufacturing. Whether this implies a dramatically different effect 
in terms of sustained long-term economic expansion remains to be seen. At any 
rate the drainage of gains from foreign investment is probably less today than in 
colonial times. The prospects for a lasting favourable impact on the host country 
economy are at least in principle more promising. 
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