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Introduction

Located off a corner of Eurasia, Island Southeast Asia was once a thriving region, an exporter of precious tropical products that found willing consumers around the world, from China to Europe.1 Today, the Philippines and Indonesia are forced to specialize in exporting their surplus of cheap labor. What explains this reversal of fortune? This book focuses on two prominent causes: high demographic growth and a long history of bonded labor embedded in patron-client relationships. These conditions enabled colonial powers to transform this region, consisting of today’s Indonesia, the Philippines, and Malaysia, into a major exporter of products such as sugar, coffee, tobacco, rubber, and palm oil. Underlying the general trend were major subregional differences regarding colonial regimes and the concrete constellations of production, labor recruitment, and migration. The trajectories of the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, and Borneo have been markedly different from those of Java or Luzon, for example. By elaborating such contrasts, I will argue that today’s massive labor exports are rooted in demography and have been structured by colonial and even precolonial patterns of labor recruitment.

Smallpox vaccination, in conjunction with the suppression of wars and piracy during the early nineteenth century in the northern Philippines and Java, resulted in a form of demographic growth unique in Asia. This was contemporaneous with Britain’s rapid population growth but ushered in trajectories markedly different from those of the Industrial Revolution. Mass migrations did emerge, but the movement of people was to commodity frontiers financed by corporate plantations and mining rather than to cities and factories. Over the past decades, the industrial and service sectors of Indonesia and the Philippines have failed to absorb the rural landless masses, many of whom are now trying to improve their lives as migrant workers. In 2010, an estimated 5.3 million Filipinos and 3.9 million Indonesians were working abroad, but these are conservative figures that do not include the many undocumented migrants. Moreover, the numbers would be considerably higher if we were to add the naturalized migrants from Island Southeast Asia living around the globe.2 Rapid demographic growth has been an undeniable factor in a region with a proportion of the world population that has increased from just 1.7 percent in 1800 to 5 percent by the year 2000.3 However, demography and unemployment alone cannot explain this explosion of mobility, which widely exceeded the emigration flows of countries with comparable degrees of overpopulation and poverty. Moreover, these factors cannot explain why 1.8 million citizens from Malaysia, a relatively wealthy immigrant country, are working abroad.4 Other factors are at play here, such as the way in which colonial British Malaya was forged as an immigrant society with strong transnational linkages, on the one hand, and internal communal tensions, on the other. Migrations have their apparent social, cultural, and systemic contexts and, with that, their historical roots, too.5
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These migration systems, as well as the many worrisome trafficking practices surrounding them, are, I will argue, rooted in the way the region became incorporated in the global economy as a producer of bulk commodities. The resulting almost exclusive reliance on the export of tropical crops produced with cheap labor, in return for manufactured articles from industrialized countries, is usually—and particularly in world-systems research—termed a “peripheral” condition. This notion has its provenance in Latin America, where economists such as Rául Prebisch authored the “dependency theory,” claiming that the exchange of this continent’s commodities for U.S. and European manufactured goods has led to underdevelopment. Over the past decades, this notion, despite its problematic character, has also been applied to Island Southeast Asia.

World-systems research divides the world into macroregions: a core, a periphery, and a semiperiphery. It connects the emergence of the periphery to the ascendency of global capitalism: a small group of early capitalist and industrializing countries in Western Europe and North America reduced most of the other countries of the world to commodity exporters. Following this line of reasoning, the impoverishment of the Global South was the corollary of the economic supremacy of the North. One of the most obvious flaws in this argument is that depressed wages and impoverishment are not the inevitable outcomes of economic reliance on the export of primary products. Australia, Norway, Canada, and, last but not least, Malaysia are clear examples of the opposite. Countries can specialize in the export of commodities rather than in manufactured goods for perfectly sound economic reasons and thrive. We should therefore not apply “peripheral” to all commodity-exporting countries but only to those that over time experienced economic stagnation or even impoverishment. Most of these countries are former colonies. Colonial domination obviously played a key role in coercing local economies into commodity production. Colonialism was, however, often a limited and negotiated phenomenon with spatially highly differentiated effects even within single colonies. Both world-systems and macroeconomic explanations tend to ignore the spatially diverse effects of colonialism and the enormous variety of production and labor regimes involved. This obscures our understanding of peripheralization as a process.

If we understand peripheralization as a subservient and in many ways coerced incorporation of societies to produce commodities for capitalist core countries, it certainly applies to parts of Island Southeast Asia, as well as parts of Latin America, but not to entire regions or continents.6 The question we could ask, then, is: What enabled these peripheral incorporations and concomitant intense migrations to emerge in the case of Island Southeast Asia? I would propose that it was a combination of sudden demographic growth with modes of labor control already in place in precolonial times. This allowed colonial powers to mobilize rural populations for commodity production on a massive scale. This initially happened only in northern Java and the Philippines, through three colonial interventions, first, by recasting existing modes of taxation and patrimonial relations to increase commodity exports; second, by creating conditions for rapid demographic growth through reducing violence, famine, and, especially, the threat of smallpox through vaccination programs; and, third, by facilitating corporate plantation and extraction enterprises through providing cheap land and through tolerating—and even sanctioning—oppressive labor regimes. This book aims to revisit the theme of the peripheralization of parts of Island Southeast Asia by following the histories of demography and modes of labor control. It is an exercise in global labor history, a field of study developed at the International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam.

THE REVERSAL OF FORTUNE AND ITS MECHANISMS

Why Nations Fail is the title of a bestseller that brought to the attention of a large audience the role of colonialism in today’s global inequality.7 The book was the culmination of a long discussion that has a direct bearing on the subject of peripheralization and that was launched in the year 2000 by the economic historians Kenneth Sokoloff and Stanley Engerman. They observed that societies that were relatively advanced before 1800 had become poor by the turn of the twenty-first century.8 Their idea was further developed by Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson, and James Robinson in their famous cliometric articles on the “reversal of fortune” and the “colonial origins of comparative development” and then in Why Nations Fail, Acemoglu and Robinson’s widely read and translated book. The authors were intrigued by the phenomenon that “exploitation colonies” experienced lower economic growth after decolonization than “settler colonies,” even though the former category emerged in the richer and more densely populated parts of the world and the latter in poorer, less inhabited areas. This reversal of fortune has been explained as the upshot of colonial powers recasting existing extractive systems or institutions in exploitation colonies for their own purposes, which inflicted lasting damage on the institutional arrangements. By comparison, in the usually temperate settler colonies, Europeans were able to introduce their own agricultural systems and build their own institutions, with secure property rights modeled on their country of origin.9

While Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson can be commended for launching a strong, simple, and elegant explanation for today’s global economic divergences and for restoring the historical dimension to the economic debate, they also—and deservedly—attracted criticism for holding up the European model to the rest of the world.10 It is, after all, one thing to explain the successes of Europe and its settler colonies by their inclusive institutions but another to explain the “failures” of the Global South by the want of such institutions. Apart from being Eurocentric, the empirical basis for a binary division between secure property rights in settler colonies and extractive institutions in exploitation colonies is weak, if not absent, first, because indigenous property rights were not that insecure and, second, because colonial governments in Island Southeast Asia—as elsewhere in the world, for that matter—did emulate the European model by enforcing individual property rights. However, this did little to protect local populations from exploitation by plantations or other agencies.11 On the contrary, by declaring all waste land to be the domain of the colonial state, for example, they set in motion a process of enclosures that favored plantation enterprise. The protection of property rights by the colonial states did not at all impede what Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson label as “extractive institutions.” The way these authors define them, namely, as institutions that “concentrate power in the hands of a small elite and create a high risk of expropriation for the majority of the population,” perfectly applies to how colonial legislation protected the operations of plantation and mining conglomerates.12

To date, social historians have left this debate on the historical origins of postcolonial social inequalities and high unemployment in Island Southeast Asia to economic historians. They should not stay silent, however, because two crucial dimensions are glaringly absent from this institutionalist debate, namely, labor relations and demography. This is despite the fact that their importance can easily be deduced from the timing of the reversal of fortune. Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson seem to suggest—although they are not entirely consistent on this point—that the reversal was set in motion at the time of the Industrial Revolution.13 In Asia at that time, colonial powers first entered the countryside in the most densely populated parts of the region. In Island Southeast Asia, this inaugurated strongly divergent trajectories of demographic growth and the mobilization of labor for colonial cash-crop production. The northern Philippines and Java were subsumed under systems of colonial commodity production, whereas the rest of the region was more attuned to China for most of the nineteenth century.

The northern Philippines and Java were prosperous wet rice-growing regions that became severely impoverished in the twentieth century. In general, it has been observed that it was precisely the most densely populated and prosperous wet rice deltas of Southeast Asia that belong to the poorest parts of Asia today.14 A reversal of fortune basically means, after all, that what once amounted to the sources of prosperity became the roots of misery over time. In this case, it was a combination of soil fertility, agricultural skills—such as in wet rice cultivation—and political stability. As Wilbur Zelinsky phrased it decades ago: “density of settlement in the deltas is the function of the antiquity of a stable rice culture.”15 These stable rice-producing regions, not all of which were deltaic, stood in the economic vanguard of the Sino-Malay space around the South China Sea, and this included Luzon, Java, and adjacent Bali. The empire of Majapahit (1293–1500), located in East Java, with its fertile volcanic soils and wet rice cultivation, emerged as the dominant economic and political power in the Malay world.16

Yet for the argument advanced in this book, it matters a great deal that this prosperity was based on successful modes of labor control rather than on specific ecological conditions. After all, wet rice cultivation was not confined to monsoon Asia or to fertile deltas, for that matter. It was, for example, also practiced by the Minangkabau in the tropical interior of Sumatra, in the Ifugao Mountains in the Philippines, and on the rice terraces of Bali. In other words, far more locations in Island Southeast Asia were suited to wet rice cultivation than would become famous for it. Ecology was a limiting factor, but it is equally true that landscapes can be the result of labor systems. The secret of the power of empires such as the Majapahit is that they were capable of attracting, and sometimes abducting, peasants to their wet rice complexes and keeping them there.17 Without denying that ecological constraints did matter, I would argue that markets and effective mechanisms of labor recruitment were decisive in creating agricultural surpluses and high population densities.18 As Michael Dove has pointed out for Majapahit, state formation was all about enhancing revenue collection by turning peripatetic swidden cultivators into a sedentary peasantry, a policy further pursued by the European colonizers.19

It is also important to note that we are not dealing here with hydraulic empires, in which central courts organized agriculture. In the rich wet rice–growing parts of Java and Luzon (most notably Ilocos), it was not the rulers but the local communities that were engaged in land clearance and water control. Even in Java, which had the most centralized polities, rulers at best facilitated land reclamation through taxation measures.20 In his study for the Ford Foundation, published in 1956, Clifford Geertz was among the first to point out the role of the local communities and their elites in exerting control over labor. He describes how, in precolonial history, the elites of such communities—and he refers both to Java and the Philippines—were entitled to the labor of their dependents. Geertz could have used the concept of the patron-client relationship, but this term was not yet en vogue in the 1950s.21 Nonetheless, patron-client mechanisms play a key role in his argument about agricultural involution. When labor scarcity turned into labor abundance in the nineteenth century, the same mechanism stayed in place to regulate entitlements to increasingly scarce land.22

The word “patron,” derived from the Latin word pater, suggests a parental relationship between a powerful person and his dependent, a relationship that proved to be remarkably resilient over time. Patron-client relations facilitated the opening up of new land in fourteenth-century Java and gave twentieth-century sugar factories access to land and labor. In most cases, it was shored up by debt bondage, which resisted the numerous laws against it enacted by European and American colonizers in Island Southeast Asia. As has been remarked so often—for the Philippines, for example—the continuation of patron-client relationships made wage labor just a nominal issue.23 In many ways, patron-client relationships have been crucial in rural economies in which food scarcity was ubiquitous in the months preceding the harvest and in which food security, as well as social security in general, was not arranged in a mutualistic way but through hierarchies: the strong helped the poor but at the price of the former turning the latter into their dependents. Eventually, massive rural unemployment would change the balance in such a way that in rural societies the patron relationship between landlord and peasant—or between rich peasant and dependent—lost its protective character. Patrons were no longer interested in securing a loyal labor force once there was such a surplus of labor available.24 However, while the role of patron-client mechanisms may have diminished in agrarian societies, it definitely resurfaced in migration networks that function through the same hierarchical bonds of mutual obligations. Today, many international labor migrants rely on their parents’ funding or on sponsorship by wealthier villagers, which keeps them tied to their village of origin by debts.25 In the absence of banking institutions and social security, the age-old mechanisms of patronage are far from outdated in Island Southeast Asia and in many other regions in the world today.

EMERGING PLANTATIONS ERODING STATE REVENUE

The reversal of fortune stemmed from early-nineteenth-century demographic acceleration in communities that had already successfully mobilized labor for wet rice growing in patron-client relationships. Obviously, these societies were easier to tax than peripatetic communities engaged in swidden agriculture, and this enabled the existence of political superstructures. In this respect, the situation in Central Java was different from that across most of the Malay Peninsula, for example.26 The reversal of fortune was not simply the result of the overtaxation of easily controllable, rapidly growing populations; colonialism also played a distinctive role. The emergence of this part of the world as a bulk-commodity producer went along with a shift from revenue extraction for the state toward extraction of labor for plantation interests. While the strong rulers—and colonial state bureaucracies definitely fall into that category—had become increasingly effective in raising revenue and conscripting labor and military services from rural households, the emergence of plantation economies in the nineteenth century turned the clock back and eroded the state’s revenue basis, which had been strengthened over time in Java and the northern Philippines. This point merits further explanation.

State formation entails bringing subjects under the direct control of the ruler and court, to increase revenue and enhance military strength. Strong polities in Southeast Asia such as Siam and Burma—as well as the Indonesian sultanates of Mataram, Banten, and Bone—enslaved populations of conquered territories and settled them in their heartlands, usually as sharecroppers.27 In their statecraft, slavery just played a transient role, if only because it was a relatively costly mode of labor control requiring permanent supervision and because slaves were rarely conscripted into armies.28 The need for a sustained revenue basis and a male population that could be conscripted into the defense of the ruling elites against foreign invaders propelled the transfer of enslaved people into a class of enserfed commoners. Rural populations were usually heavily taxed. In precolonial Java, taxation ranged from 30 to 40 percent on agricultural output, on top of which came the burden of the many tollhouses, which took revenue from all kinds of trade. Despite the fact that taxation was widely evaded, the overall level of extraction was still considerably higher than in late-colonial Java.29

Colonial powers continued these policies of creating sedentary and heavily taxed rural societies by curtailing the spatial mobility of peasants.30 The Spanish did this by forcing all Christian Filipinos to live within earshot of a church bell, in practice resettling them in villages around churches. Nobody was allowed to leave this community, the pueblo, without permission from the priest. Recalcitrant peasants were put on the galleons connecting Manila with Acapulco (Mexico). In the nineteenth century, the colonial authorities of the Netherlands Indies punished peasants who migrated without permission with a rattan beating. To a certain extent, colonial states used the extractive powers of the precolonial rulers to finance the colonial state—as well as to send considerable funds back to the metropolis—either through taxation or by directing tributary labor to the infrastructure or to cash-crop production.

Victor Clark, an American who made an extensive study of labor conditions in the Philippines and Java at the turn of the twentieth century, painted with a few imaginative strokes the colonial state as the inheritor of the extractive powers of the precolonial rulers: “These national savings went to enrich the hoards of oriental despots and to support the luxury of a sensual court. Under modern colonial government they are devoted to the construction of works of general utility. Public buildings, roads, bridges, irrigation works, wharves and railways represent the crystallized savings of the Javanese.”31

Nevertheless, a lot more could have been spent on infrastructure, education, and health had the colonial state not eroded the extractive powers it had inherited from the precolonial rulers. Particularly in Java, it relinquished its own claims on forced labor in the nineteenth century to give room to private enterprise and alleviate the plight of the rural populations. In general, colonial states favored plantation estates, expecting that these would dramatically widen the revenue basis, as I argue in chapter 3.32 However, corporate plantation enterprises strongly resisted taxation, including duties on their exports. In the end, colonialism restricted rather than strengthened the extractive powers of the state.

During the dismemberment of the patrimonial state and the elimination of many of its revenue-extracting mechanisms, the patron-client relationships at the local level remained unimpaired. These became pivotal for the plantations, which had neither the coercive powers of the state to recruit their workforce nor the supplies of proletarianized labor, despite the fact that rapid population growth was leading to increasing pressure on land. Labor was abundantly available for export agriculture, but only if planters could tie their labor in patron-client relationships, which is exactly what happened in Java, Luzon, and the Visayas. More than any of the other larger islands of the Indonesian archipelago, Java became a plantation island. In 1930, 85 percent of the added value of its export crops came from plantations, compared with a mere 36 percent in all the other Indonesian islands, which I will henceforth describe by the colonial administrative term “Outer Islands.” In Java, plantations dominated export agriculture, whereas for Borneo and most of Sumatra, smallholders did. It was not specific crops that can explain why Java became a plantation island while the Outer Islands were dominated by smallholder production. In Java, rubber was a plantation crop, enabled by enclosures, whereas in the Outer Islands and Malaysia rubber was widely grown as a smallholder crop. It is the differences in population density, population growth, and the concentration of plantations that drove a perfect reversal of fortune: the originally less populated and probably poorer Outer Islands—where plantations had not found the servile labor that was available in Java—benefited more from the commodity boom in the decades around 1900 than Java’s peasantry.33 Java turned from the most prosperous and powerful island of Southeast Asia into one of the poorest.

THE PERIPHERY AND THE COMMODITY FRONTIERS

The reversal of fortune befell stable rice-producing societies in Island Southeast Asia because their effective modes of labor recruitment were enmeshed in patron-client relationships. The stability and resilience of these modes of labor control proved to be of great value to the colonial administrations of the Philippines and Java when they embarked on the promotion of commodity exports. Together with strong demographic growth and a vigorous global demand for commodities, this was the basis for the emergence of plantation-style commodity production that peripheralized the societies in which the plantations were embedded.

The claim that the one-sided orientation of colonial economies on export commodities was the result of deliberate policies of the metropolitan state government is an old one. It started with Indian nationalist economic writing and was given academic credibility by the thesis of underdevelopment of the periphery through the core, as was elaborated by pioneering development economists such as Albert O. Hirschman and Raúl Prebisch. Others have argued, however, that this “underdevelopment” was the result of imperial policies only to a limited extent and was predominantly the upshot of economic specialization, in which colonial regimes were not necessarily instrumental. The increasing availability of cheap industrial cotton cloth and the growing demand for tropical commodities in industrial countries made it attractive to farmers in the tropics to abandon weaving and instead to grow cash crops. Nevertheless, Bassino and Williamson might overstate their case when they note that “Southeast Asia underwent the biggest terms of trade boom, the biggest Dutch disease, and the biggest de-industrialisation in the global periphery.”34 The extent to which this part of the world was industrialized was modest. Much of the manufacturing was actually cottage production, which was carried out in slack hours. Java, for example, was always 80 percent an agricultural economy until the Second World War, and its most important manufacturing was of textiles. According to recent research findings, cottage textile production continued to exist during the commodity boom and the decades around 1900.35

There can be no doubt, however, that the world’s periphery was driven toward commodity exports and away from industrialization. By the late nineteenth century, there was a general trend of declining prices for industrially manufactured goods in comparison with tropical agricultural products.36 Meanwhile, continuously shrinking freight costs facilitated the incorporation of Island Southeast Asia into the global economy as a mass producer. After all, initially, only high-value items such as spices, ceramics, camphor, birds’ nests, pearls, diamonds, textiles, tin, and sugar were transported over the oceans. In the early nineteenth century, Asian rice seldom reached European markets unless carried as ballast. This all changed with the arrival of the steel steamships, which were faster, could carry more, and were—in contrast to rigged vessels—allowed to pass through the Suez Canal, something particularly relevant to Asia. The emerging global market for mass commodities came about at the time when population pressures began to become evident in the most densely populated parts of Java and the Philippines, and it enabled an overflow of labor to commodity frontiers.37

Certainly, national economies relying on commodity production are at a disadvantage compared with industrial nations for a number of reasons, one of which is the higher volatility of commodity prices than those for manufactured articles. However, specialization in tropical commodities did make sense for Island Southeast Asia and, contrary to widely held beliefs, was not necessarily detrimental to economic development. Parts of Island Southeast Asia did well. Malaysia is the key example here, as it achieved impressive economic growth figures with its specialization in tin, rubber, and palm oil. Rather than focusing on a dichotomy between industry and agriculture, this book foregrounds the role of labor control and the mechanisms that siphoned off local wealth. Here, the distinction between plantations and smallholders emerges as a crucial variable. Plantations also figure prominently in the article by Sokoloff and Engerman that set the agenda for research on the reversal of fortune. They observe that sugar plantations were highly efficient in their time but also generated extreme inequality, which, the authors suggest, was eventually responsible for the Caribbean region’s falling behind the initially poorer North American territories.38 For more contemporary times and on a more micro level, it has also been observed that plantations compare badly with smallholder cash-crop production in terms of benefits to the actual workers and local economies.39 It is an observation of direct relevance for contemporary discussions concerning sustainable commodity production. The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), for example, placed the smallholder commodity producer high on the agenda in its 2015 report.40

Plantations not only yield fewer benefits for local rural societies but also subject the economy to more price volatility, first of all because of their high degree of specialization. While early-nineteenth-century European estates in Central Java, for example, still spread their risks over a variety of crops—such as coffee, tobacco, indigo, and sugar—plantations became larger over time and, particularly in the case of sugar, more capital intensive and intertwined with international banking interests. These conglomerates had an edge over individual plantations when overcoming bad harvests or sudden drops in market prices, which leads to the second reason economies dominated by European plantations suffered more from the cyclical nature of commodity prices than smallholders: plantations developed into formidable interest groups that entrenched themselves solidly in the decision-making processes of the colonial administrations and metropolitan governments. These politically and socially entrenched entities were capable of resisting higher taxation during boom times and of wresting tax cuts from the government and squeezing payments to the workers in times of bust. These conditions are termed “extractive institutions” by Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson. The economically oppressive alliance among local elites, the state, and corporate enterprise that played such a prominent role in the diagnosis of rural poverty by the Dependency School is indeed undeniably present within the colonial and postcolonial histories of the Philippines and Indonesia.41

The notion of the “plantation conglomerate” excellently fits the definition of Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson of an extractive institution as “a high concentration of political power in the hands of a few who extracted resources from the rest of the population.”42 The plantation is a powerful tool for controlling labor and robbing cultivators of their negotiating power to divert to other crops; it is also a pivot in the global commodity chain. This is succinctly formulated from a world-systems perspective by Dale Tomich in his article “Rethinking the Plantation”: “World market and division of labor and social relations of production are integrated with one another through the institutional matrix of the plantation.”43 However, rather than the sugar plantation in the early-modern New World, which was an insular phenomenon, we need to understand the plantation in Asia in a broader sense, namely, as a conglomerate of estates firmly entrenched in the colonial state and capable of controlling a countryside and a labor force, even without being the proprietor of either of them. Control was, after all, exerted via patron-client relationships, which in the twentieth century were coupled with advanced methods of control over plantation workers by issuing passes with fingerprints. Although the “plantation” was a business model engrained in the imperial mind, backed up by a powerful colonial state and therefore initially discarded by the postcolonial states, it did make a remarkable comeback over later decades.

Plantations need the constant support of the state, because smallholders are almost invariably capable of producing at lower cost: they do not need supervision, use slack hours for raising cash crops, and are better motivated because they keep the rewards of their work, as I argue in chapter 3. Ordinary workers barely shared in the profits made by plantations. This was particularly the case when planters had to pay high recruitment fees to obtain labor and squeezed the maximum profit out of their laborers by resorting to physical coercion, taking justice into their own hands, or enlisting the collaboration of state officials in their oppression. Colonial governments enacted labor contracts with a penal sanction on desertion in an attempt to remedy the evils of human trafficking and the abuse of plantation workers, though this sacrificed the bargaining power of the laborers. The penal sanction imposed labor discipline and suppressed any collective action against payments far below market levels. The plantation belt in East Sumatra was notorious in this respect.

Individual labor contracts with a penal sanction proved to be inferior to patron-client relationships in terms of ensuring a stable workforce, as I explain in chapter 4. For that reason, the penal sanction disappeared after a brief existence in Java in the 1870s and was never introduced in the Philippines. In Malaysia, it was abolished when the booming rubber sector in the 1910s led to serious labor shortages and to a massive desertion of labor gangs toward smallholder cash-crop production. Kongsis (Chinese labor gangs) of tin miners escaped to more lucrative mining outside the concessions granted to corporate enterprise. The labor gangs had beaten the indentured-labor system, and wages rose, particularly in the rubber plantations.44 Throughout Island Southeast Asia, patron-client relationships in a diversity of settings—ranging from labor gangs in Javanese cane fields to Chinese tin kongsis—greased the wheels of colonial extraction. The only locations where the penal sanction continued to exist until the end of colonial rule were plantations and mines in Indonesia’s Outer Islands, where wages were the lowest in the region and, not coincidentally, where Javanese workers were not recruited in labor gangs but through professional agencies. Patron-client systems coupled with land scarcity allowed plantations to thrive, a fact that applied most notably to Java, where commodity production was dominated by plantations.

DIVERGENT LABOR REGIMES, DIVERGENT ECONOMIC TRAJECTORIES

Within Island Southeast Asia, the plantation economy was most dominant in Java, which not coincidentally was also clearly lagging behind the rest of the region in terms of economic performance (see table 0.1). This certainly does not mean that the relationship between plantation dominance and the reversal of fortune is a monocausal one. First of all, the example of British Malaya shows that plantations and mines cannot ignore the laws of labor demand and supply. The Lewisian elasticity of labor supplies is, according to Arthur W. Lewis, not necessarily permanent. While the capitalist plantation and mining sectors expanded, they drew labor from the countryside, which resulted in higher returns on capital and, eventually, further demand for labor. At a certain stage of economic development—which is termed the Lewisian turning point—emerging shortages of labor will lead to rising wages. Even within the peripheral economy of Java, laborers benefited from the cyclical commodity booms of the 1860s to 1870s and of the early twentieth century.45 The final decade before the First World War allowed a 2.5 percent annual growth of per capita income in Indonesia, which trickled down to poorer segments of the rural population.46 However, this was a temporary phenomenon, particularly in Java, where living conditions deteriorated in the course of the 1920s, leading to, among other things, undernourished workers streaming toward the East Sumatra plantations.47 Java’s per capita income stagnated after 1913, despite the fact that the island had a buoyant and well-managed plantation economy dominated by one of the most efficient and best capitalized sugar industries in the world.

Two other factors need to be considered in order to explain Java’s economic stagnation. First, land scarcity: the availability of land was a key determinant in the living standards of the still overwhelmingly rural populations in this part of the world.48 The crux of the matter is that in the context of Island Southeast Asia, the plantations and population density are highly correlated and also connected by modes of labor recruitment. The second factor, which again is intertwined with the plantation interests and population density, is the rate of colonial-metropolitan remittances. The Dutch economist Jacob van Gelderen observed in the late 1920s that over the two previous decades, the colony’s positive trade balance had widely exceeded that of the Philippines. While the latter was still receiving substantial investment in the plantation sector, as well as in irrigation and industry in the 1910s, the Netherlands Indies massively remitted corporate profits and expatriate pensions abroad.49 Because of the entangled character of peripheralization, it is important to compare different production systems and their relationship with local and metropolitan economies. Island Southeast Asia offers a rich field for such comparisons: In early-twentieth-century Java, metropolitan plantation agriculture dominated. In the northern Philippines, it was indigenous plantocracies, and in Indonesia’s Outer Islands and Malaysia, smallholder cash-crop production abounded.

The comparative analysis is important in order to explain not only short-term economic performance but also further prospects for growth, which are, in addition, determined by the potential for economic diversification. Tropical commodity producers can achieve a meaningful diversification of their economies, as Findlay and Lundahl have shown, but the question is, of course, under what conditions.50 This is an issue central to this book and directly related to the question of how this part of the world was able to become a mass exporter of labor. In Java, for example, some forward and backward linkages developed during the boom years, but they were apparently too weak to create a robust sector with a relatively high productivity to bring about a sustained rise of real wages for a rapidly growing population. However, was this because of plantations or because of commodity production in general? Under certain conditions commodity exporters can compete very well with industrializing countries in terms of economic performance. In the early years of the twentieth century, Japan had not yet presented the convincing argument that labor-intensive industrialization could catapult a country well beyond being a producer of primary products in terms of per capita income (see table 0.1).

The paths of economic growth are volatile, and fortunes could turn dramatically in the course of a few decades, as table 0.1 shows. The Philippines were doing much better than Java in the first half of the twentieth century, with a more varied economy, less population pressure, better education, and less dominant plantation interests. With the highest per capita income among the Southeast Asian countries in the 1950s, the Philippines were expected to follow Japan in a surge of industrial growth. Instead, the Philippines would become the poorest country in Island Southeast Asia thirty years later. While there is no unanimity about the causes of this deeply disappointing development, the detrimental effects of demographic growth rates (of over 3 percent per year in the 1960s) are too obvious to be ignored. In line with this observation, it should be noted that much of the predicament of the Philippines under Ferdinand Marcos had already been in the making in the late-colonial era, when plantation agriculture became increasingly dominant, exploiting the growing population pressure.

TABLE 0.1

GDP per capita, 1880–2000 (in 1990 USD)
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The Philippines


	
	
624
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Malaysia
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1,609
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7,788





	
Indonesia (Java)*
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934
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Indonesia (Outer* Islands)
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1,003
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Singapore
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1,839
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Japan


	
	
863


	
	
1,304


	
	
1,850


	
	
2,816


	
	
9,714


	
	
20,481







* The 1880 figures show more divergence between Java and the Outer Islands than is realistic. This is because of an extrapolation that has been applied to compensate for the paucity of data for the nineteenth century.

Source: CLIO-INFRA. For Java and the Outer Islands, see Bosma, “GDP per Capita Netherlands Indies,” in Bosma, “Data on Demography, Migration, Slavery, and Employment for the Netherlands Indies, the Philippines, and British Malaya 1800–1950,” http://hdl.handle.net/10622/NCJVLW.

British Malaya, and later on Malaysia, tells a story of paths of sustained growth based on commodity exports. This experience also suggests that investment in agriculture and irrigation might have been a more effective scenario than entering into competition with, for example, manufacturing in Hong Kong and Japan. This is what some observers had actually suggested in the early twentieth century as a way out for the stagnating economy of Java.51 Plantations were, however, often capable of offering better wages than such industries. Accordingly, specialization in commodities made sense, and it apparently went well in Malaysia after the Second World War. Nevertheless, Malaysia did not reach the economic growth achieved by the industrializing countries of East and Southeast Asia. Today, it has an economy that offers abundant employment for unskilled and low-skilled labor but not enough for the higher educated, who have been migrating in large numbers over the past decades.

For Island Southeast Asia as a whole, at least three different strata of migration emerged in colonial times: first, the labor or “coolie” migration toward the plantations; second, the educated urban toward Singapore and Manila; and, third, the peasant settlers’ migration. In the Philippines, where education stood at a relatively high level in colonial times, the trek to the city was already substantial under the American administration.52 In Java, massive by-employment of marginal and landless peasants in plantations and in the infrastructure brought about intensive circular labor migrations. The peasant settler migration would eventually cover the entire area of Island Southeast Asia. In the cases of the Philippines and Indonesia, it brought only temporary relief from the pressures of high demographic growth. In the Philippines, it became massive in the 1970s and replaced the ailing sugar industry as a source of foreign currency in the subsequent decade. Java had better prospects of releasing its “surplus population” to the Outer Islands, but here the limits of colonization were also reached in the decade to follow. Moreover, the new postcolonial plantations in the thinly populated islands of Southeast Asia were different from their colonial equivalents because they needed far less labor per hectare under cultivation. We can think of the huge sugar plantations in New Guinea, where the cane is harvested by combines. Since the capacity of the frontiers to absorb settlers or plantation laborers was limited, international migration became the way out. Indonesian and Philippine migration patterns transcended their national boundaries toward a widening circle of richer East Asian countries and Gulf States.

THE BOOK’S OUTLINE

The investigation into the “making of the periphery” examines the precolonial and colonial roots of postcolonial global inequalities. This is an ambition shared both by world-systems scholars and by the practitioners of the new institutional economic history. In this regard, it is salient that the concept of “extractive institutions,” which is part of the “reversal of fortune” thesis, overlaps strongly with Dale Tomich’s description of the plantation as a pivot in the global economy. Precisely this pivotal role of plantations in peripheralization should make us critical about macroanalytical explanations of global economic inequalities. Not all of Island Southeast Asia was covered by plantations, and the main argument in this book is that rural societies became integrated in the global market in various ways, covering the full gamut from slavery, sharecropping, indentured coolie labor, and wage labor to independent smallholdings. These trajectories have their own historical specificities.53

A reversal of fortune occurred in Island Southeast Asia not in the seventeenth century, as Anthony Reid argues in his brilliant and evocative Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce, but almost two centuries later. Chapter 1 describes how smallpox vaccination in the early nineteenth century in the northern Philippines and Java resulted in demographic growth figures that were unique for Asia: twice as high as the already remarkable annual demographic growth of 0.7 percent attained by China at that time. Only the British possessions on the Malay Peninsula kept abreast with this growth, not through reduced mortality but thanks to growing numbers of Chinese and Tamil immigrants. Demographic stagnation continued for most of the remaining 60 to 70 percent of the territory of archipelagic Southeast Asia, where with a colonial presence hardly tangible for most of the nineteenth century, vaccinations were as infrequent as slavery was rife. Chapter 2 focuses on the so-called Outer Islands of Indonesia in the mid–nineteenth century, where, similar to the situation in West Africa, some slaveholding polities were beyond colonial control and hence capable of resisting colonial expansion by trading spices and forest and sea products for arms and other commodities.

Meanwhile, smallpox vaccinations in the northern Philippines and Java led to population growth and abundant supplies of labor for the emerging plantation economies, as I detail in chapter 3. By the mid–nineteenth century, both territories saw extensive migrations from overpopulated regions toward commodity-producing frontiers. In the interwar years, declining commodity prices coupled with increasing population pressures in these densely populated parts of Island Southeast Asia led to rural poverty and even malnutrition. The chapter concludes with an analysis of the deeper causes of this reversal of fortune, pointing to the mutually reinforcing mechanisms of plantation dominance and population pressure. In chapter 4, the focus shifts to British Malaya and Indonesia’s Outer Islands at the time of the rubber boom in the wake of the Second Industrial Revolution. The trajectories of commodity production in the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, and Borneo in the early twentieth century offer important counterpoints to those of Java, Luzon, and the western Visayas. Wherever population densities were low, smallholders reaped substantial benefits from commodity booms, wages went up, and plantations had great difficulty in attracting workers. Chapter 4 explains how the worlds of high and low population densities came together through intensive and unscrupulous recruiters who supplied the Javanese as indentured workers for the plantations in Sumatra in the early twentieth century. This demonstrates how much the demographic imbalances within Island Southeast Asia were intrinsically part of the dynamics of peripheralization. These imbalances shaped the migration systems and practices of human trafficking that still abound in the region today.

Economic peripheralization can be measured, as is explained in chapter 5, by assessing the imprint of colonial commodity production on the societies of Island Southeast Asia in the early twentieth century. How many people were reliant on these colonial plantation and mining conglomerates and their related infrastructures in the final decades of colonial rule? What was the structure of employment in late-colonial societies, how precarious was it, and what migration circuits developed? Chapter 5 also presents the argument that the deindustrializing effects of the region’s specialization on exporting cash crops have been exaggerated, whereas the detrimental effects of cheap rice imports on the rural economy of Java have largely gone unnoticed. In this regard, Java was very different from the Philippines, where the American administration imposed tariffs on rice imports. Moreover, the northern Philippines—less underdeveloped by the Spanish colonizers than their American colonizers have suggested—had a relatively highly educated and increasingly urban population. In densely populated colonial Java, where education was poor, the massive by-employment of marginal and landless peasants in plantations and in the infrastructure brought about intensive circular labor migrations. British Malaya saw both coolie migration toward mines and plantations and the permanent settlement of skilled workers in its trading hubs. The increasingly urban and educated migrant flows of the Philippines and Malaysia and the contrasting rural and low-skilled mobility in Indonesia would set patterns still clearly discernible today in the international emigration flows both within and from this part of the world.

Chapter 6 completes the book’s exploration of the historical roots of today’s mass emigration within and from the region. First, plantation agriculture did not disappear with colonialism. On the contrary, over recent decades there has been massive land grabbing for palm oil, pineapple, and other plantations, crops that require less employment than the old colonial estates. Second, the circular migrations of the low skilled and the urbanization of the educated have been continuously expanding since the early twentieth century. Today’s migrations are structured on recruitment mechanisms that were born in the early nineteenth century, in times of rapid demographic growth and emerging colonial plantation economies. In late-colonial society, these migrations became not only more urbanized but also increasingly feminized. Migration systems ranged from mutual-support networks built on increasing migrant social capital, to subcontracting, and to outright trafficking, which existed alongside as well as in competition with one another. Both from the past and the present, myriad stories can be told of individual migrants who preferred illicit migration channels, mediated through patron-client relationships, to the licensed but exploitative arrangements of the colonial and postcolonial states.

The six chapters together aim to show that the dependence on commodity exports is far too easy an answer to the question of how a reversal of fortune or peripheralization could happen. We at least have to add to our analysis the high level of demographic growth and specific modes of labor control in this part of the world. Demographic change coincided with the transition of the European presence from trading companies to territorial states, which were capable of encapsulating rural populations in systems of global commodity production via patron-client systems. Strong demographic growth did not lead to Malthusian situations, but it did make rural populations dependent on plantation employment. Plantation owners cashed the profits from the booms and shifted the losses incurred during busts to the rural workers. Conversely, thinly populated areas allowed smallholders to engage in the cultivation of export crops without being subjected to such exploitation. The roots of this divergence within Island Southeast Asia lie in the early nineteenth century.





 

CHAPTER ONE

Smallpox Vaccination and Demographic Divergences in the Nineteenth Century

The way in which Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson formulate the “reversal of fortune” thesis not only overstates the importance of property rights—or, to put it more precisely, the importance of their codification—but also takes for granted the claim made by the dependency school that colonization in early modern history led to the destruction of local commerce and manufacturing.1 This point also remained almost uncontested in the case of Island Southeast Asia. Reid wrote extensively in his classic The Age of Commerce about how European intrusions played a major role in destroying the once flourishing maritime world, initiating the peripheralization of the Malay world.2 In fact, as Lieberman has emphasized, the economic centers of gravity were not the trading emporia but the consolidated territorial polities, and thus the impact of the European chartered companies could not have been as dramatic as Reid suggests.3 Moreover, from recent historical research it appears that precolonial port cities were not as magnificent as Reid portrayed them.

This is not to deny the plunder, violence, and demographic contraction that attended the early European encounters with Island Southeast Asia and also took place in Latin America and Africa. The northern Philippines were sliced up into encomiendas and divided among the conquistadores, while the spice islands of the Moluccas were ruthlessly incorporated by the VOC (the Dutch East India Company). Yet despite all the death and destruction wreaked in these early stages of colonialism, Wallerstein’s observation that in the case of Southeast Asia a meaningful colonial territorialization and incorporation of local labor and land in global capitalism only occurred by the late eighteenth century is still valid. Until that time, Island Southeast Asia was still part of the external arena of the modern world-system.4 After all, the Philippines produced little for Spain except losses, and the VOC’s exports from its extensive territories accounted for a marginal 2 percent of local net domestic product. The main commodities this trading company was interested in—namely, pepper, cloves, and sugar—represented just 11 percent of Southeast Asia’s exports.5 The presence of the European trading companies was local and confined to particular sectors of commerce and manufacturing.

Nonetheless, the marginality of the VOC’s trade within the economy of Southeast Asia does not exclude its potentially ruinous effects on urban life, maritime trade, and artisanship. The violent monopolization of clove cultivation and the enforced concentration of sugar production around Batavia, for example, were indubitably detrimental to Indonesia’s economy. The decline in Java’s exports was temporary, however, and was followed by a recovery after 1740. There is, further, no reason to assume, as some historians have done, that the VOC brought about an atrophy of once flourishing port cities or, for that matter, of the textile sector of Southeast Asia.6 The perception that cities with over one hundred thousand inhabitants crumbled under the weight of seventeenth-century European colonialism has been disavowed by more recent scholarship for being colored by early-modern European discoverers, who did not mind exaggerating the size of the Asian cities they visited in order to secure their place in the explorer’s hall of fame.7 The emporia were neither as large as suggested by contemporary travelogues, nor were they manifold. Usually, only one or two acted as the hubs for the most valuable items, such as pepper and sandalwood, luxury cloth, gold, and camphor—the latter used as a disinfectant during a plague epidemic. Maritime leadership was ephemeral because competitors were quick to take over the leading positions: between 1511 and 1683, Malacca, Brunei, Makassar, Banten, and Batavia succeeded one another as trading hubs for Indian textiles, Chinese ceramics, and Southeast Asian sea and forest products. There is nothing specifically Asian about this, because centers of maritime commerce are by nature unstable, as we have also seen on the other side of the globe, in the Low Countries. There, within a period of 120 years, Bruges, Ghent, Antwerp, and Amsterdam succeeded one another as the dominant commercial centers of their time.8 One port’s loss was another’s gain.

Precolonial cities were particularly vulnerable if they relied on maritime food imports. The trading hubs of Palembang and Makassar still had their own bases of rice production, but Malacca, Banten, and Aceh were heavily dependent on rice imports, and Brunei notoriously so.9 It is true that in Island Southeast Asia an important rice trade existed, carried by tall ships built with the craftsmanship for which this part of the world was known.10 However, to feed cities with tens of thousands of inhabitants through overseas rice imports was logistically a daunting task, one exposed to naval threats and the superior firepower of European ships in particular. This is what the proud sultanate of Banten, at the center of the pepper trade, experienced during repeated Dutch blockades in the seventeenth century.11 Compact cities of over fifty thousand inhabitants, resembling those in Europe, were the exceptions or even nonexistent in Island Southeast Asia. Instead, all over Southeast Asia—and South Asia, for that matter—settlements showed a mix of rural and urban, which scholars have termed “rurban” and which could be economically advanced and monetized.12

The corollary of this is that the colonial capital Batavia, founded by the VOC in 1619, yielded in nothing to any of the emporia it had blockaded, destroyed, or brought under its control. With fifty thousand inhabitants, it was probably the largest city of Island Southeast Asia around 1700, but while on its way to becoming one of the world’s largest colonial towns, its health conditions deteriorated, probably because of the rapidly expanding number of fishponds near its outskirts. These offered an ideal breeding ground for mosquitoes, turning Batavia into a malaria-infested place, where in bad years 80 percent of the newly arrived Europeans lost their lives. The rich citizens and their slave retinues moved out of the city to their mansions in the so-called Ommelanden (surrounding districts), which were dotted with sugar mills and where another hundred thousand people lived.13 This unique situation of 150,000 people largely dependent on outside food supplies owed its existence to adequate rice supplies arranged by the powerful VOC. It is inconceivable that any of the grand emporia that preceded Batavia—with the possible exception of Makassar—could ever have procured such stable supplies for so many people.

Batavia’s example might raise the question why Manila did not live up to its promise of becoming the central entrepôt of Island Southeast Asia after the Spanish had subdued its main competitor, Brunei.14 Initially, the town followed the Asian model of attracting merchants and their retinues, and it was an example for the founders of Batavia. In the course of the sixteenth century, Manila emerged as the trading hub of Chinese traders. Some forty or fifty ships per year called at its port at that time, and an extensive Chinese quarter was inhabited by 16,000 people: a community annihilated by the massacre of 1603.15 The murder of its Chinese population was the immediate cause of the town’s demise, but it was not the only factor. Manila’s aspirations were also thwarted by competition from Malacca, Makassar, and the VOC. Last but not least, Spanish trade policies that had established the so-called Galleon Trade between Manila and Acapulco across the Pacific only seemingly gave the city its global stature, while they actually severely limited its trade and condemned the city to a languishing existence. With its commerce more or less confined to the transshipment of goods from Asia destined for Mexico, the town’s population size stayed below ten thousand until it mushroomed into a primate city in the nineteenth century.

DEMOGRAPHIC STAGNATION

Although the European intrusions did not destroy urban life, artisanship, and commerce, Southeast Asia certainly went through a phase of demographic decline and economic contraction between 1600 and 1750. Climate change, smallpox epidemics, and frequent military conflict were responsible for this. For obvious reasons, the relative weight of these factors remains obscure, and the extent of the demographic decline can only be sketched in rough figures. Data are particularly scarce for the years before 1800, with the notable exception of the northern Philippines, where tributary registers and parish records kept track of the number of inhabitants and of their marriages, births, movements, and occupations. Based on this data, Newson concludes in her thorough study that the population of Luzon and the Visayas, which still numbered 1.4 million in the 1560s, had been almost halved by 1700. Smallpox was a major cause, because of intensifying trade contacts with China by the late sixteenth century, but the ravages of the Spanish conquest and piracy were, at the least, important additional causes.16 The disasters that befell the Filipinos were immense and wiped out the positive effects of enhanced agricultural production through the introduction of the plow by the Spanish authorities in the final decade of the sixteenth century.17

Maritime raiding as such was rooted in ancient habits. Long before the Spanish conquest, slave raiding was endemic all over the Philippines, but it reached unprecedented heights during the so-called Spanish–Moro Conflict that began in 1569 with the first sea battle between Spanish and Brunei vessels. Pirates from Mindanao, North Borneo, and the Sulu sultanate relentlessly attacked Luzon and the Visayas. The attacks were not only aimed at the churches, with their gold and silver treasures, but also—or even more so—at their surrounding populations. Other key targets were the Spanish shipyards in the Philippine islands: the Moros were always keen to abduct competent carpenters. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the Spanish were beleaguered by the nearby Moros polities of Sulu and Mindanao, from the west by huge Chinese pirate fleets, from the south by the Dutch in the Moluccas, and in one case even by a joint attack by the Moluccan sultans of Ternate and Tidore and the VOC. Piracy abated after the Spanish had strengthened their control over Mindanao and thawed their relations with the sultan of Sulu. But this was just an interlude lasting from the 1720s until the deposition of this ruler in 1748.18 From then on, the raids resumed with renewed ferocity, which could have completely devastated the Visayas and the western provinces of Luzon had many people not resettled in larger and better-defendable villages or vacated the coastal areas.19

One can only guess at how many people were abducted from the Philippines between the 1560s and 1800. In relatively quiet times, it might have been just a thousand per year, but the number of abducted could easily peak at over four thousand, as happened in the three decades after 1750. Still to be added are the numerous victims of the collateral violence: on average, for every two abducted people, a third might have been killed during the raid.20 Such an average annual loss of four to five thousand people amounted to 0.5 percent of the total Filipino population. Existing birth and marriage practices—including abortion, infanticide, and bridewealth paid in the form of slaves—as well as the institution of slavery must have depressed natural demographic growth in the Philippines for most of the eighteenth century.21 Although the tributary population in Luzon and the Visayas saw an annual increase of 1.4 percent in the early eighteenth century, this seems to have been predominantly the result of improved counting methods and, to some extent, of abating piracy. Moreover, it is almost certain that increased levels of piracy and the spread of smallpox led to a new demographic stagnation by the mid–eighteenth century.22 The basis for sustained demographic growth was only established in the final decades of the eighteenth century, when the Spanish authorities constructed a string of fortresses on the western coast of Luzon and around the Visayas. At that time, Manila began to fulfill its initial promise of becoming a trading hub; textile-manufacturing centers emerged in the western Visayas, while Pampanga and some Tagalog provinces in Central Luzon embarked on sugar production. Last but not least, the government of the Philippines boosted its revenues by introducing forced cultivation, with tobacco as the most important crop.

In contrast to the Philippines, detailed demographic data for the Indonesian archipelago is scarce. However, from the snippets of information available, we can reconstruct some important shifts in the demographic history of Java in a long-term perspective. In the fourteenth century, the empire of Majapahit stood at its zenith, and its agricultural output had just been considerably augmented by the innovation of the double cropping of rice in the Brantas delta. Increasing monetization also testifies to an expanding and diversifying economy. These factors taken together would justify an estimation of Java’s population of approximately five million in the early fifteenth century.23 After that, it probably increased by 0.2 percent annually up to the mid–sixteenth century but stagnated at 6.5 million afterward under the effects of intensifying violence and extensive slave exports. From the 1660s onward, the general trend in the Indonesian archipelago was one of demographic decline.24

Java went through horrible times in the late seventeenth century. The people suffered from famines caused by droughts and by epidemics of rinderpest. Meanwhile, the rulers of Mataram were engaged in almost incessant warfare, and if this was still not enough, smallpox surged. Already present when the Portuguese arrived on this island, new waves were carried into Batavia by slaves arriving from South Asia.25 From here, the disease spread into the interior, where it wreaked havoc in the densely populated heartland of Mataram. Smallpox, droughts, and wars caused a population decline of 20 percent between the late seventeenth and the mid–eighteenth century. By then, the size of Java’s population was likely back to where it had stood by the late fifteenth century: just under six million.

In the Outer Islands, meanwhile, smallpox visited many of the Moluccan islands every twenty years from the seventeenth century onward,26 and with a case fatality of between 20 and 30 percent, it raised overall mortality by an additional 0.7 to 1 percent. Mortality further rose through the VOC’s violent imposition of its clove and nutmeg monopolies and in the political and economic chaos after the destruction of Makassar in 1669.27 Some recovery of demographic growth did happen—for example in Ambon, resulting from a combination of higher birth rates, resettlements, and slave imports—but this growth soon leveled off.28

By the end of the eighteenth century, Java and the northern Philippines were the first to show signs of economic and demographic recovery. At that time, the VOC had achieved dominance over Java and was well on its way to turning this island into a producer of commodities such as timber, coffee, rice, and sugar. This drove up real wages and through that probably birth rates as well. Carey depicts a cheerful return of prosperity in the heartlands of the former empire of Mataram in the second half of the eighteenth century. Despite a regular recurrence of smallpox, natural annual demographic growth could have reached approximately 0.7 percent in Java. This resulted in a total population for Java and Madura of 7.5 million by the early years of the nineteenth century.29

While economic recovery in Java and the Philippines can be attributed to the pax imperialis and the economic policies of the VOC and the Philippine government, elsewhere in Island Southeast Asia a new wave of Chinese maritime dynamism reverberated in the coasts around the Java Sea and the South China Sea. The demand for tin, gambier, pepper, sandalwood, trepang (sea cucumber), pearls, and bird’s nests rose. Makassar emerged as a transit harbor for the trade between the eastern part of the archipelago and China, in the process of which Amoy (Xiamen) replaced Batavia as its most important trading partner. China bone was traded all over Island Southeast Asia, from the north of the Philippines to the southern islands of the Moluccas, as well as to the interior of Borneo. The growing demand for forest and sea products from China lured thousands of Bajau (sea nomads) to the east coast of Sulawesi to catch trepang.30 Others were less fortunate and were enslaved by pirates to collect bird’s nests, wax, trepan, and pearls in the Sulu archipelago and its dependencies.31

That extensive slave raiding and trafficking had serious demographic repercussions will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.32 Here, it suffices to point out that slavery strengthened some polities while weakening others. Sulu and Aceh saw their exports grow and increased their working populations by raiding or buying slaves. Sulu controlled a population of about four hundred thousand people in its densely populated archipelago and through its sizeable Bornean dependencies; it therefore constituted a major power in the region.33 Almost equal in population was Aceh, which emerged as the world’s most important pepper producer in the course of the eighteenth century.34 Like Sulu, this sultanate was a major importer of slaves, who were employed in all sections of society and, similar to Sulu, were easily integrated: many Acehnese of lower rank were descendants of slaves.35 The major rice-producing principalities in the Indonesian archipelago, such as Bali, Lombok, and the Bone kingdom, with its fertile central plains and dependencies sprawling over southeast Sulawesi,36 were prolific importers and exporters of slaves and probably experienced stagnant population numbers. The same stagnation marked the extensive territories of the northern Moluccan sultanates of Tidore and Ternate, which suffered from piracy, revolts against their rulers, and internal strife.37

While slavery was the most important form of labor migration in these still autonomous sultanates and other principalities of Southeast Asia, in Borneo and the Malay Peninsula, Chinese kongsis (self-organized groups of immigrant laborers) were the dominant immigrant category. In the eighteenth century, West Kalimantan (Kalimantan is the name for Indonesian Borneo) was swarmed by Chinese gold miners, who had come at the invitation of the local rulers.38 In Montrado and Mandor, located at Kalimantan’s most western tip, Chinese gold and diamond diggers arrived from the 1780s onward and rapidly grew into a population of over forty thousand.39 In addition to the Chinese, Malay settlements dotted West Kalimantan, populated by Bugis, fugitives from Java, and pirates and their descendants.40 Gold, diamonds, and forest products made the Chinese settlements of West Kalimantan partners for the emerging city of Singapore, a connection maintained by Chinese vessels.41 Later on, large coconut plantations emerged, owned by Arab, Bugis, and Malay entrepreneurs, which were likewise connected to the global market by Chinese traders.

TABLE 1.1

Chinese immigrant labor in mines and plantations in Indonesia and Malaysia, c. 1800
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156,000–193,000







Source: Bosma, “Methodological Paper,” 9, table 1.5.1.

Gold and diamond miners also came to southeastern Kalimantan and went from Banjarmasin upriver in the Barito. Little is on record about the number of miners involved, but snippets of evidence suggest that five to ten thousand Chinese and Malay were sieving the diamonds from the sediment at the riverbeds and river shores.42 Thousands of Chinese labor migrants delved for tin in Bangka or grew gambier in the gardens of Riau. The sultanates of Kelantan and Terengganu, located on the east coast of the Malay Peninsula, had become the residence of ten to twenty thousand Chinese miners and other Chinese immigrants, who were lured by the commerce and opportunities in these thriving centers for textile manufacturing, pepper, and gold production.43 Thousands of Chinese operated the sugar mills along the north coast of Java and had settled as sugar planters in Kedah (on the west coast of the Malay Peninsula) and Penang. Thousands, again, had become pepper planters in Brunei. Indeed, Chinese miners and planters had fanned out over the whole of Island Southeast Asia, with the exception of the Philippines, where Chinese immigrants had been massively expelled after having sided with the British occupiers in the early 1760s. Only a few dozen Chinese miners were allowed to stay.44 All in all, the total number of Chinese labor immigrants in the mines and plantations of Island Southeast Asia must have ranged between 150,000 and 200,000 around 1800; particularly in Java, this was just a fraction of the entire ethnic Chinese population.45 Over the course of the nineteenth century, their numbers in Island Southeast Asia steadfastly increased, along with the further growth of Chinese mining and plantation enterprises. In the Malay Peninsula in particular, a sizeable Chinese migrant population was already present before the arrival of Western private enterprise.

DEMOGRAPHIC DIVERGENCES IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

After three centuries of demographic stagnation and decline, population growth returned to Java and the northern Philippines. This occurred at a pace that approximated Great Britain’s during the Industrial Revolution. In the Philippines, a natural growth rate of 1.5 to 1.8 percent per annum was recorded for most of the nineteenth century. Figures from the early years of that century already suggest rapid population growth, although this might simply represent better counting. Consistently high demographic growth was, however, reported after the mid–nineteenth century.46 In Java, population growth climbed to an average 1.25 percent in the first half of the nineteenth century and subsequently to 1.6 percent.47 The Straits Settlements experienced the same growth rates, thanks to massive immigration. This was unique for Asia, where even the remarkable doubling of China’s population between 1750 and 1850 only required a modest average 0.7 percent growth per annum. In most of Southeast Asia, meanwhile, natural growth stayed well below even this figure for the entire nineteenth century.48 The eastern part of the Indonesian archipelago in particular went through demographic stagnation or even outright decline, as this area was heavily affected by smallpox and piracy.49 While at the turn of the twentieth century the average demographic growth of Indonesia’s Outer Islands may have approximated to 0.8 percent, in the eastern sectors of the Indonesian archipelago it was still stagnating, if not declining.

Wherever the pax imperialis ruled in Island Southeast Asia, populations started to grow, and as a result, demographic centers of gravity shifted. While the population of Indonesia’s Outer Islands still equaled that of Java in the early nineteenth century, a hundred years later the balance had shifted to thirty million for Java and eleven million for the Outer Islands. In the same century, the proportion of the Muslim population of Sulu and Mindanao within the population of the Philippine archipelago fell from 10 percent to 5 percent.50 An even more pronounced shift took place in the Malay Peninsula, where the population of the Straits quintupled between 1830 and 1900, whereas elsewhere in the peninsula growth barely exceeded 0.2 per annum because of wars, piratical depredations, and smallpox.51 The exception was the western coast of the Malay Peninsula, where plantations and tin mines were located.52 The demographic balance would have shifted even more to the southwestern parts of the peninsula if the vaccination regime had not been so weak in the Straits Settlements, as I will argue.

Figure 1.1 shows clear upward demographic growth shifts for Java, the Philippines, and the Straits in the early nineteenth century. Indonesia’s Outer Islands and the Malay States went through this transition much later. This divergence can be explained by strong natural demographic growth in the case of Java and the Philippines through smallpox vaccinations, as I will argue, and by immigration for the Straits. A secondary but far from negligible role in this divergence was played by slavery and slave raiding, which had rampaged up and down the coasts of the Philippines for centuries but began to move to the Indonesian archipelago by about 1780. I will return in the next chapter to the role of slavery in the demographic divergence in Island Southeast Asia.

WAS IT SMALLPOX VACCINATION?

There can be no doubt that the northern Philippines and Java experienced precocious demographic growth in the nineteenth century. For Java, Boomgaard has pointed to smallpox vaccination as a crucial factor in this. Smallpox was a major killer all over the world, and successful vaccination programs reduced mortality by up to a full 1 percent per year—all other factors staying equal—and were hence a major factor in nineteenth-century demographic growth.53 Improving food availability was a necessary additional step in preventing a fall into the Malthusian trap. That smallpox vaccination must have been behind the diverging demographic growth of Island Southeast Asia can also be deduced by a simple process of elimination. The region was under the same regime of natural and human-inflicted disasters, after all. Malaria was abundant, with the exception of higher altitudes. Cholera was a major killer that frequently visited almost every location in Southeast Asia. But as a cholera vaccine only became available after 1900, this disease played no role in the demographic divergences within Island Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century.54
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FIGURE 1.1   Population growth in Island Southeast Asia, 1760–1900. Source: Bosma, “Methodological Paper,” 9, table 1.6. Population is based on log scale.



Health conditions did not vary much across Island Southeast Asia; neither did exposure to calamities such as natural disasters or violence. Volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, tsunamis, cyclones, typhoons, and hurricanes occurred all over the region, and some of these resulted in scores of casualties. The eruption of the Tambora volcano on the island of Sumbawa in 1815, the largest volcanic eruption in modern history, alone caused the death of 120,000 people.55 In general, these were local phenomena, however, and in that respect they were of less consequence than the epidemics that regularly scourged the entire region. Neither can the many colonial wars explain demographic divergences within Island Southeast Asia. The two major colonial wars in Sumatra, the Padri War and the Aceh War, probably had two to three hundred thousand victims, but the Java War was equally devastating.56 Moreover, the Philippine Revolution and War of Independence around 1900 assumed apocalyptic dimensions, with hundreds of thousands of direct and indirect casualties.57

In sum, natural disasters and military conflicts do little to explain the sharp demographic divergences across regions in Island Southeast Asia. Improving living standards and availability of food are much more important, if only because bad nutritional conditions as a rule exacerbated susceptibility to disease and reduced marital fertility. There are strong indications of rising real wages in Java—as well as in the northern Philippines, for that matter—by the end of the eighteenth century because of the policies of economic encouragement.58 Moreover, sweet potato (a Columbian crop) became popular in Java in the early nineteenth century, followed by cassava half a century later. Both crops were already quite common in Java before they spread across the Outer Islands. Thanks to an increase in the quantity and quality of food in Java, coupled with an improved infrastructure, this island became less famine prone over the course of the nineteenth century, despite its rapidly growing population.59 In the Philippines, the increased safety of the western coasts enabled the emergence of rice frontiers in Antique (the western part of the island of Panay) and Pangasinan (Northern Luzon). For the Visayas, it has been suggested that the transition from millet to maize enabled crucial gains in the food situation.60

Not only were the improving nutritional levels a source of demographic growth, but they also explain the lasting success of smallpox vaccinations. There is worldwide evidence that under favorable economic conditions, vaccination (with bovine material) or variolation (with human material) had a strong positive effect on demographic growth. Variolation appears to have been a decisive factor in the rapid population growth in England at the eve of the Industrial Revolution, for example.61 Jennerian vaccination played a pivotal role in the early-nineteenth-century demographic transition in Europe, in Costa Rica, and also a little later in Guangdong (Southeast China).62 In the Madras and Bombay Presidencies, systematic smallpox vaccination, which started in the 1860s, contributed to substantial demographic growth as well, although this was partly undone by the El Niño–related famines of the late nineteenth century.63

In the northern Philippines and Java, smallpox vaccination took place under relatively favorable nutritional conditions, compared with most of the rest of Island Southeast Asia. This was also expressed in relatively high birth rates. Whereas in the Philippines and Java these moved up toward forty-five per thousand (and after 1830 in Java even between forty-eight and fifty-seven per thousand),64 elsewhere in Island Southeast Asia the figure stayed in the low thirties. Few families could be found that had more than two or three children; women would consider more than that number impossible to rear and used a variety of means of birth control, ranging from late weaning to abortion and even infanticide.65 For the island of Nias, for example, the harsh labor conditions for women have been cited as a cause of low birth rates.66 This was also the case among the Dayaks of North Borneo, about whom the ethnographer Henry Ling Roth wrote that couples could only have a few children because of arduous female working conditions:

A Dyak woman generally spends the whole day in the field, and carries home every night a heavy load of vegetables and firewood, often for several miles, over tough and hilly paths, and not infrequently has to climb up a rocky mountain by ladders and over slippery stepping-stones, to an elevation of a thousand feet. Besides this, she has an hour’s work every evening to pound the rice with a heavy wooden stamper, which violently strains every part of the body.67

In some islands, populations stayed below Malthusian boundaries, in others these might have been hit cyclically, but most islands in the Indonesian archipelago were not the resource-limited isolated biotopes that one would associate with Malthusian conditions.68 Maize had been introduced by the Spaniards and Portuguese, and rice was a foodstuff that was generally traded all over the archipelago and thus available to whoever could afford it. These crops readily found their way to where they were in demand, and after 1860, telegraph connections facilitated speedy information about possible food shortages. All kinds of consumer items, from China bone to industrially manufactured utensils, found their way to every corner of Island Southeast Asia, from the hamlets at creeks deep inside Borneo to the Aru Islands near New Guinea, famous for their pearls and birds of paradise.69 It is not unlikely that the reverberations of China’s new economic dynamism and improved communications elevated birth rates, although this did not necessarily translate into demographic growth as long as the Outer Islands of Indonesia were still scourged by smallpox and pirates.

SMALLPOX VACCINATION IN AN ASIAN PERSPECTIVE

Shortly after 1800, the smallpox vaccine reached Southeast Asia from different directions. From the West it came from Bombay and Mauritius and from the East via Latin America. The rulers of Siam, Burma, and Vietnam invited European doctors to introduce this new preventive measure against the deadly disease.70 The vaccine was distributed from Macao, Manila, and Batavia throughout the region and reached even to Japan, but during the first half of the nineteenth century, vaccination only made palpable progress in Java, the northern Philippines, and Guangdong. Although the courts of Siam, Vietnam, and Burma were in favor of the practice, and though missionaries regularly imported the vaccine, viable vaccination programs did not emerge for want of infrastructure and popular support. Variolation had sometimes become popular, which made it hard for authorities—including colonial civil servants—to convince people of the superiority of vaccination.71 However, in most of Southeast Asia, variolation was not popular either. In Burma, vaccinations started in the 1880s, but only in 1909 were serious measures taken against the permanent influx of smallpox in Rangoon carried by immigrant workers from India. In Thailand, vaccination began in 1906 and became compulsory in 1914. In Tonkin, where smallpox was ubiquitous if not endemic, serious vaccination did not commence until the French had established their Institute Pasteur at Hanoi in 1924.72

Even where colonial rule was more than nominal, vaccination practices were often wanting, as was the case in the Straits Settlements, which initially struggled with low-quality inoculants from India.73 Since the government had failed to quarantine sailors on board infected ships, the disease flared up time and again. This happened, for example, during the First Anglo-China War, or Opium War (from 1839 to 1842), when troop ships called at Singapore on their way from India to China.74 Having learned their lesson, the Straits’ authorities turned to Batavia for Java fresh vaccine, but as long as their efforts to contain the disease were neither systematic nor compulsory, smallpox would prevail among the native population of these colonial settlements. Europeans, meanwhile, obtained vaccinations from private practitioners, but quite often the vaccine was not available or of dubious quality. Such was the mortality in Singapore that it halted the growth of this booming city in the late 1840s despite the constant influx of immigrants.75

Things improved for the Malay and Chinese quarters of the Straits’ harbor cities once the Straits Settlements became a crown colony in 1867, which invested the authorities of Singapore with wider administrative authority. Following similar legislation in metropolitan Britain, a quarantine ordinance was enacted in 1868. One year later, vaccination was declared compulsory, with the consent of the leaders of the city’s Hindu, Muslim, and Chinese communities.76 Despite these measures, smallpox was still occurring in the Straits by the late 1880s and proved hard to eradicate because of the open connections with the rest of Asia. Penang, for example, suffered repeatedly from epidemics caused by Indian immigrants transferred via Rangoon.77 Meanwhile, British vaccination programs in the newly annexed Malay sultanates met with considerable resistance, and a comprehensive vaccination program only took root in the 1920s.78

Although smallpox vaccine arrived in various administrative centers throughout Southeast Asia in 1804 through 1806, only in Java, the northern Philippines, and Guangdong (China) did a reasonably effective smallpox vaccination program emerge at this early stage. While there is no single explanation for this, it is certain that the role of intermediary structures and agents such as ecclesiastical or other spiritual authorities was crucial; they were equally if not more vital than the state to the success of vaccination campaigns. This factor becomes even more marked when we note that the Catholic priests of the Philippines and the Muslim penghulus of Java not only performed religious but also administrative tasks. Local communities and local initiatives played a crucial role, as we know from variolation in late-eighteenth-century England, and they explain the success of vaccination in early-nineteenth-century Guangdong and its capital Guangzhou (Canton).79 In the same vein, the histories of smallpox vaccination in Mexico, parts of the Philippines, and Java testify to the importance of collaboration between government and “civil society.”80

Mexico and the Philippines were both included in a grand Spanish scheme to combat smallpox. The Spanish Empire was an early adopter of smallpox vaccination after King Carlos IV decided to dispatch a mission to bring the vaccine to all his subjects. The vaccine was preserved during the voyages over the oceans by using orphans as a chain of human vaccine carriers. It was Francisco Xavier Balmis, one of the three physicians sent out by the king, who defied the opposition of the viceroy of New Spain and brought the vaccine across the Pacific on a regular Manila-bound galleon, where the poor treatment of the boys almost ruined his mission.81 Once the expedition had arrived in Manila, the vaccinators immediately treated thousands of children in this central port town. Intentionally or not, by doing so they created a firewall against incoming germs.

After Balmis’s team had traveled across the Philippines, Governor-General Rafael Aguilar established and personally chaired a Bureau of Vaccination (Junta Central de la Vacuna) in line with the example of Spanish America and issued regulations for public vaccinations as well as ordering the establishment of regional branches of this junta.82 He was ardently supported by the Philippine archbishop Zuliabar, who circulated a letter to all his priests impressing on them the need to advance this cause wherever they could. Church attendants were summoned to cooperate with the vaccination campaign, and it has been reported that force was applied, if necessary, to bring reluctant Filipinos to the vaccinator.83 According to a nineteenth-century public health officer of the Philippines, his administration in Manila was better capable of preserving the vaccine and implementing a vaccination program than many of the higher-developed European countries. On paper, it looked impressive enough, with a Central Junta, general vaccinators at the provincial levels, and one or two paid assistant-vaccinators in every village. Yet even a defender of the system such as J. P. Bantug mentions that outbreaks of smallpox still occurred.84

No doubt, this Spanish vaccination regime was incomplete. Even Emilio Aguinaldo, the scion of a rich Cavite family and first president of the Philippines, caught the disease as a toddler.85 However, while De Bevoise claims that this Philippine regime compared badly to that of Java, his estimate of the annual percentage of casualties for the entire Philippines of 0.1 to 0.2 percent by the 1870s and 1880s still points to a situation far better than that in the Outer Islands of the Netherlands Indies. Actually, there are many similarities with Java: the regime was relatively tight in the coastal cities and other more intensely colonized parts, whereas the peripheries saw hardly any vaccinators. Accordingly, smallpox vaccination in provinces with a strong Spanish colonial presence and relatively high levels of literacy, such as metropolitan Manila and Ilocos, might have been fairly effective.86 Elsewhere, vaccination efforts easily dissipated because of underpayments to vaccinators and a lack of supervision by the civil service and medical doctors. Authorities both in the Philippines and the Netherlands Indies could hardly have been expected to oversee vaccinations on the myriad islands in their districts, where training of local vaccinators was just a matter of some basic instruction.87 The poor quality of the vaccine and slow responses to outbreaks of smallpox—because the vaccine was only stored in the colonial capitals Batavia and Manila—were not helpful either.88

Java is generally considered a success story with regard to smallpox vaccination. It began in 1804 in the midst of the Napoleonic wars, after a ship had carried nine Javanese and six slave children to Ile de France (Mauritius) to bring the vaccine back to Batavia.89 Vaccination efforts were intensified by Governor-General Thomas Stamford Raffles (1811–1815), who placed them on a solid footing in Java, particularly in the port cities of Surabaya, Semarang, and Batavia.90 His work was carried on by his successor, Godert van der Capellen (1816–1826), who successfully mobilized the penghulus (village priests or experts in Islamic law) and other village notables regarding vaccination in most of Java.91 The number of vaccinated might well have reached one million in the early 1820s and after the disruptive Java War (1825–1830) gradually rose to almost half of the population by the 1860s. In this decade, Java suffered the last serious outbreak of smallpox, probably because migrations brought into contact with the outside world relatively isolated districts that hitherto had been neglected by vaccinators. The disease would disappear entirely in the 1930s.92

The vaccination efforts in Java were strikingly well conceived from an epidemiological point of view. First, as Boomgaard has observed, vaccination teams concentrated their efforts on children, being aware that most of the adults were immune after earlier epidemics. Second, as soon as cases of smallpox were discovered, teams were sent out to isolate the nidus of the disease by vaccinating the surrounding area.93 Third, the fact that Europeans out of self-interest started to vaccinate Indonesians with whom they came in direct contact also played out in a fortunate way.94 In the early nineteenth century, Java and the Philippines were relatively isolated from the outside world, particularly in comparison with the Straits. In the Philippines, only a few ports were visited by ships from abroad, Manila being the most important one in the early nineteenth century and the only one formally open to international shipping.

Meanwhile, vaccinations first took place where the European populations were concentrated, namely in the larger port cities, which were coincidentally also the locations where the virus went ashore. In the Netherlands Indies, this not only pertained to the key port cities of Java but also of Sumatra, namely Padang, Bengkulu, and Palembang, where vaccination discipline had been maintained since the early nineteenth century and may have prevented the disease from spreading into the hinterland. Since most of the long-distance travel went via these cities, the number of casualties from smallpox in this part of the archipelago must have been low.95 With increasing maritime commerce, quarantine became pivotal to compensate for lacunae in vaccination regimes. The Philippines wisely introduced these measures in the same year, 1855, in which they opened up new harbors for international shipping. This made them the first in Island Southeast Asia.96 The Straits followed in 1869, constructing huge quarantine camps at its ports and not allowing migrant workers into the cities.97 The Netherlands Indies enacted quarantine measures in 1871, requiring all ships with epidemic diseases on board to raise a yellow flag upon their arrival in Dutch waters.98

While quarantine enhanced the effects of a still far from perfect vaccination regime, it did not keep abreast with expanding commercial contacts and increasing mobility. Java experienced an outbreak of the already mentioned smallpox epidemic in the late 1860s, at the time of the rapid expansion of plantation agriculture and concomitant intensifying migration. For the same reason, quite a few provinces of the Philippines suffered from smallpox epidemics in the 1870s and 1880s. The revolution and war of the 1890s, in which American soldiers transferred new variants of the smallpox germ, raised the mortality from smallpox to eighteenth-century levels.99

Most severely affected by increased commerce were the health conditions in the Outer Islands of the Netherlands Indies. In the nineteenth century, an increasing number of ships reached the South Moluccan islands, New Guinea, and Central Sulawesi. Islands south of the coast of New Guinea, for example, were annually visited by Chinese vessels or brigs sailing via Makassar to buy the harvest of sea cucumbers (trepang), pearls, and other items available in the eastern part of the Indonesian archipelago.100 Similar to what would happen later on with the influenza epidemic of 1918–1919, steam liners and railways spread diseases rapidly. Since the KPM (Royal Packet Navigation Company) maintained regular connections between over two hundred ports of the archipelago at the turn of the twentieth century, the spread of diseases to the most remote corners was just a matter of days.101 Where medical care was practically absent, people were left to their own devices and often reacted by abandoning the sick and fleeing into the forests, where their chances of survival were slim.102

The relative absence of medical care was compounded by religious and cultural norms that stood in the way of vaccination campaigns in more peripheral parts of the Netherlands Indies and the Philippines, which, again, was very different from the situation in Java or the Northern Ilocos, for example.103 Local notions of medicine throughout the Philippines led to frequent dodging of vaccination.104 Likewise, one can draw up a long list of cases of resistance in the Outer Islands. Bali ranked as the most notorious: on this Hindu island, smallpox was seen as a gift from the gods, and serious vaccination only began during the First World War. Incidentally, most—if not all—resistance in the Outer Islands occurred in non-Muslim areas.105 Although the expansion of direct rule over the Netherlands Indies was often accompanied by vaccination programs, many blank spots remained, where smallpox was still endemic in the early twentieth century.106 In fact, Sarawak, Brunei, the Sulu Islands, and parts of the Malay Peninsula were no better.107

To conclude, the authorities of the northern Philippines and Java were the first in Asia to preserve the vaccine in their colonial capitals and systematically combat smallpox with compulsory vaccination, and while far from perfect, it was a precocious approach, even measured by European standards.108 Not coincidentally, the most thoroughly colonized and densely populated parts of Island Southeast Asia became the earliest adopters of vaccination, giving them a demographic lead in Island Southeast Asia. Economic incentives also definitely played their role in the high demographic growth in Java, Luzon, and the Visayas, but jumping from the 0.2 percent population growth common in Asia to 1.5 to 1.8 percent required a unique combination of increased living standards, improved health conditions, and—particularly important in the case of the Philippines—a decline of the number of piratical depredations. Slave raiding would shift toward the Outer Islands of Indonesia, as we will see in the next chapter.





 

CHAPTER TWO

The External Arena

Local Slavery and International Trade

Across the globe, the ban on the slave trade that was initiated by the British parliament in 1807 was undermined by a growing demand for slave labor for commodity production. The example of the extensive palm-oil plantations in northern Nigeria is well recorded, where hundreds of thousands of slaves were put to work as late as the turn of the twentieth century.1 The cultivators of spices in Zanzibar and pearl diving in the Gulf were also well-known slave-labor-driven industries.2 Similar to Africa, in Island Southeast Asia the involvement of slaves in production for the market would only increase after the prohibition of the slave trade gained global traction. In the still independent sultanates of Sulu and Aceh—as well as the principalities of Bone, Bali, and Lombok—slave-based production received a boost from a growing overseas demand for rice and sea and forest products. The result of growing economic opportunities through expanding global markets exerted a strong demand for slave labor, as Warren and Mann have pointed out for maritime Asia.3 Further, the extensive slave raiding in Laos by the rulers of Siam in the early nineteenth century served the purpose of capturing slaves to collect forest products for the Chinese market.4 These scholars’ perspective sharply diverges, actually, from the older historiography, which influenced Reid’s Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce and attributes the upsurge of piracy to declining indigenous maritime commerce caused by European colonialism.5

A proliferation of firearms and opium, as well as the liquor trade, which reached even the remotest corners of Island Southeast Asia, augmented existing practices of abductions into a full-blown slave trade. Arms were traded freely from Singapore until the Dutch convinced the British in 1863 that a ban of this traffic was imperative to combat piracy successfully.6 The combination of increased trade in commodities, luxuries, and arms encouraged the widespread practice of coastal populations and nonmonotheistic populations in the hinterland to engage in interisland raiding.7 Pirates, meanwhile, were not deterred by the fact that their victims were also Muslims and indiscriminately pillaged villages and captured ships. At best, they released Islamic priests and had some respect for hajis.8 Although piracy was the most visible link between global markets and local production in Island Southeast Asia, debt slavery was no less intertwined with the increasing commodification of this part of the world. While Muslim or Christian polities as a rule did not enslave coreligionists, let alone members of their own societies, debt pawnship was allowed in most Malay societies, and once trapped in this condition, permanent and hereditary slavery was almost unavoidable. Moreover, thousands were enslaved by organized gambling sessions specifically designed to lure men into debt in order to enslave them.

In their struggle to suppress the enslavement of people, colonial powers were restrained by their tenuous hold on their territories. In the early nineteenth century, even the protection of the colonial core areas such as Java, the Straits, and the northern Philippines was an almost impossible mission. However, once these territories were relatively safe and yielded sufficient revenue, the battle against slave raiding and trading could be gradually expanded, culminating in the violent subjugation of the last bases of these activities at the turn of the twentieth century. The undoing of the independence of the restive sultanates and kingdoms of Island Southeast Asia also spelled the end of systems of commodity production for the global market—and for China in particular—that were not peripheral, not subservient to the industrial core, but still located in what Wallerstein has termed the external arena. The nineteenth-century history shows that Island Southeast Asia became engaged with distant markets via a plurality of trajectories. Some societies saw lucrative opportunities to produce for the market, whereas others were forced by colonial powers to do so.9 While for enslaved or enserfed individuals it did not make much of a difference, the distinction is a crucial one in terms of the transfer of wealth to the world’s core countries. This is, after all, what peripheralization is about.

THE SHIFT IN AND SURGE OF PIRACY IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

The epicenter of piracy that for centuries had scourged the coasts of the Philippines was the town of Jolo, located in the Sulu archipelago northeast of Borneo. The Sulu sultanate was located precisely at the crossroads of the trade between the eastern part of the Indonesian archipelago and southeastern China. It acted as a transit for slaves and goods and as a producer of commodities that were in growing demand in China by the late eighteenth century.10 Slaves were employed to collect wax, turtle shells, bird’s nests, and pearls, in return for which the Tausug traders of the Sulu archipelago obtained items for China.11 They were also put on the land to grow food for their new masters.12 Last but not least, enslaved men had to replace the growing numbers of casualties among these pirates, inflicted by European navy ships. Many sailors on the pirate ships were former captives, turning these crews into multiethnic communities with a provenance from all over Southeast Asia.13 Piracy had risen to overwhelming proportions, according to contemporary sources. The most feared pirates were the ten thousand to 15,000 so-called Iranun, who were the clients of the Sulu sultanate. Another roughly nine thousand pirates had their bases at the eastern shores of Sumatra and the western coast of Kalimantan under the protection of the sultans of the Malay Peninsula. Thousands of local pirates also terrorized Moluccan waters. All in all, the total number of pirates might have ranged from twenty thousand to 25,000, enough to man between seven hundred and eight hundred vessels.14

Shortly after 1780, the Iranun shifted some of their raiding from the Philippines to the Indonesian archipelago.15 They took advantage of the fourth Anglo-Dutch War (1780–1784), which dealt a serious blow to the maritime power of the VOC. This created a power vacuum that lured pirate fleets into the Straits of Malacca, further down the east coast of Sumatra, and into the eastern part of the Indonesian archipelago. They were also driven in that direction once the Philippines began to repulse piratical depredations and even go on the offensive. During the reign of Governor-General José Basco y Vargas (1778–1787) coastal defenses were beefed up, most notably by the construction of a string of small fortifications throughout the archipelago. A few years later, Governor-General Rafael Aguilar (1793–1806) upgraded the naval forces to go after the pirates.16 In 1818, the Spanish squadrons inflicted heavy damage to the fleets of these pirates, and six years later, it destroyed some pirate bases in the Sulu Sea.17

While moving further south in the Indonesian archipelago, the Iranun found junior partners in the pirates of Riau and West Kalimantan and in the Tobelorese (Alfurs from Halmahera) in the Moluccan waters. Meanwhile, practically all the coasts of Borneo became their safe havens. At Tempasuk, on the north coast of this island where once the Chinese had mined gold, the Iranun built a formidable base, from where they staged their operations into the Straits of Malacca toward Bangka and even as far as to the coasts of Java.18 Taking advantage of the weakening Dutch maritime power, they obtained footholds in the western part of the Indonesian archipelago as well as along the west coast of the Malay Peninsula, on the opposite shores of Sumatra, and along the west coast of Kalimantan.19

In Moluccan waters, the upsurge of piracy coincided with the British intrusion into this part of the archipelago, which thwarted attempts by the VOC to suppress piracy and slave raiding in the area and to establish control over East Ceram, a center of slave trafficking as well as a smuggling center eroding their spice monopoly. British-Dutch competition in the Moluccas between the 1770s and 1815 marked forty years of political turmoil, in which the area twice changed hands between these two countries. Some strategically located islands in the north Moluccan Sea as well as East Ceram—located close to New Guinea—became refuges for sailors, exiles from the courts of the sultans of Tidore and Ternate, rebels from the failed large-scale Moluccan insurrection of Pattimura in 1817, and released or escaped slaves. All had flocked together to engage in piratical pursuits. Their fleets caused havoc in the densely populated islands and busy sea lanes of South Sulawesi, depopulating smaller islands and sometimes, when they joined forces, large ones as well.20
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MAP 2.1   Slave-raiding routes, 1750–1880.



The Iranun and their local allies barely left any coast of the Indonesian archipelago—or the Malay Peninsula, for that matter—in peace.21 From the 1780s, the annual pirate visits along the coast of Java assumed dimensions unthinkable in the days when the VOC was still the uncontested regional power.22 In the early nineteenth century, pirates captured European schooners and brigs along the coast of Java, sometimes in sight of a main harbor town such as Surabaya. They even sacked post houses.23 The Iranun also operated in sight of Singapore, apparently not bothered by the fact that the merchants of this city maintained warm relations with their patron, the Sulu sultanate. Vessels coming from Siam as well as from the Indonesian archipelago loaded with sandalwood, coffee, and spices avoided Singapore, knowing they could be attacked even within sight of the harbor.24 In the early nineteenth century, the patrols of the cumbrous European rigged navy ships waged an uphill battle against these fast and easily maneuverable vessels, which evaded their patrols and found shelter in the countless creeks in the archipelago. Venting his frustration, Resident John Crawfurd of Singapore wrote in a local newspaper:

A Glance at the Map of the Indian Islands will convince us that this region of the Globe must from its natural configuration and locality be peculiarly liable to become the seat of Piracy. These Islands form an immense cluster, lying as if it were in the highroad which connects the commercial nations of Europe and Asia with each other, and affords thus a hundred fastnesses from which to waylay the traveller.25

Crawfurd had set his hopes on the naval steamships, but even after their deployment in the 1830s, the task of suppressing piracy remained immense.26 Meanwhile, collaboration between the Dutch and the British to combat piracy, to which they had agreed by treaty and for which they held regular consultations, including at the highest level between Calcutta and Batavia, was far from smooth.27 Commercial rivalry between the British and Dutch and the fact that both still had local allies involved in slave raiding only compounded this struggle. The Dutch were intent on rolling back the considerable economic British presence in the Netherlands Indies by imposing discriminatory tariffs and restrictions on British shipping and by acting against the local partners of British interlopers in Indonesian waters. Since the late eighteenth century, British country traders had imported large quantities of opium and alcohol to Sukudana, Montrado, and Pontianak (all located on the west coast of Kalimantan) for the Chinese gold miners and also for further retail in Makassar and Bali, from where it was smuggled into Java.28 To quell these smuggling lines, the Dutch landed three consecutive military expeditions on Bali in the late 1840s to force the rulers of this island into compliance and stop the slave and opium trade and their involvement in piracy. That the British extended their sphere of influence further to North Borneo—a pursuit that was greatly advanced when James Brooke assumed the position of raja of Sarawak in 1841—was not particularly conducive to good relations with the Dutch, either.

By the mid–nineteenth century, the Dutch and British had overcome their imperial jealousies, however, and intensified their collaboration. The Spanish, on the other hand, were much more reluctant to work with the British and Dutch naval forces. Direct communication lines between the navy commanders of the fleets of the Netherlands and the Philippines were nonexistent: any exchange of information went via The Hague and Madrid. This allowed the Iranun to shift their operations and recover from the assaults by the Spanish navy.29 Even after the Spanish raided the Iranun bases at the Balangingi Islands, followed by the Sulu capital Jolo in 1859, the sultanate was far from defeated, and its Iranun clients were still capable of capturing hundreds or perhaps even more than a thousand people per year.30 Iranun actions in the waters of the Indonesian archipelago actually surged in the early 1860s, and an Iranun fleet was spotted by the Dutch colonial navy as late as 1869.

The Tausug of Sulu and their Iranun clients were able to resist the Spanish onslaught thanks to the sultanate’s links with Chinese and Singapore commercial circles. This motley crowd of traders from different European countries supplied them with the necessary weapons.31 To cut these links, the Spanish imposed a naval blockade around Jolo in 1871, and when they had to lift the blockade under British and German pressure in 1876, they only did this to take the even more drastic step of occupying Jolo in the same year with seven thousand soldiers. Yet even after this near mortal blow, the Tausug were still able to employ enslaved people from all over Island Southeast Asia to collect forest and sea products in and around northeastern Borneo.32 Neither the British and Dutch naval patrols in this area nor the fact that the British had gained a foothold on the northeastern tip of Borneo (called Sabah) had much effect in this regard.33 This “twilight zone” was only cleared in 1906, when oil production started at the Dutch island of Tarakan, just offshore. In Brunei too, it was only after the drill hit the immensely rich oil layers of this sultanate in 1929 that slavery disappeared, almost thirty years after it had become a British protectorate.34

ENSLAVING INDONESIANS: THE NUMBERS

Although pirate raids and kidnappings may have abated from the 1850s onward, the kidnapping of seven hundred people in one stroke was reported in 1855, and as late as 1862, Dutch newspapers in the Netherlands Indies reported about 428 people having been captured by pirates and 616 liberated by Dutch and British naval forces in Indonesian waters. We can be reasonably sure that not all the raids and kidnappings reached the newspaper columns.35 The coasts of the eastern Indonesian archipelago continued to be hit by piratical raids long after British and Dutch navy ships had become more and more successful in the western part of the Indonesian archipelago. While Sarawak, Riau, Western Kalimantan, and Bangka became increasingly less hospitable for pirates from the 1840s, the dry and poor eastern sector of the Indonesian archipelago emerged as the central theater of slave raiding by various marauding groups, first of all because the Spanish had pushed the Iranun toward this area, where the latter had aligned themselves with the Tobelorese from Halmahera.36 Pirates were also based south of Sulawesi and around the Savu Sea on the coasts of Flores and Sumbawa.37 Capturing slaves was also an accepted practice among local rulers. The sultan of Tidore, the overlord of Papua New Guinea, sent regular expeditions to these coasts to conduct slave raids, and before the 1870s the Dutch colonial authorities were incapable of forcing the sultan to stop these practices.38

If this was not already bad enough, terrestrial raiding appeared to be near inextinguishable, and it lingered on until the early years of the twentieth century, fueled by the import of firearms into the islands in the Eastern Moluccas and Nusa Tenggara as well as to the interiors of Borneo, Sumatra, and Sulawesi.39 In the eastern Moluccas, slave trafficking from New Guinea proved to be resilient even after the sultanates of Ternate and Tidore had given in to Dutch pressure to quit human trafficking in 1879.40 Neither did intensified naval patrols quell slave transports between Sulawesi and Kalimantan, nor between Sumba and Bali and the east coast of Lombok. In fact, as late as 1888 the rulers of Lombok vehemently objected to Batavia’s announcement that its navy would inspect the ports of this island for slave trading.41 Extensive trade of debt slaves was going on between Sulawesi and western Borneo, conducted by Bugis traders who supplied the emerging coconut plantations with labor. Four ships equipped by ethnic Arabian merchants of Pontianak were spotted taking on board slaves in Sulawesi in 1870. A legal prosecution of this trafficking was aborted because of the prospect of serious unrest among the local elites of this city.42 A vigorous demand was noted as late as the 1890s for East Kalimantan, where the dangerous jobs of rattan and bird’s nests gathering were carried out by slaves, whose ranks needed permanent replenishing given the high mortality rates.43 Because trafficking shifted to smaller vessels that could more easily escape the gaze of the tightening navy patrols, it lingered on until the early years of the twentieth century.44

Any assessment of the number of people captured and traded, as well as the number of the collateral casualties in the Indonesian waters, is surrounded by uncertainties, but this should not deter us from distilling estimates from observations made by contemporary sources as well as from the figures reconstructed by Warren. By the mid–nineteenth century, when piracy was already past its peak, the actual number of maritime kidnappings in Island Southeast Asia still must have ranged from six thousand to eight thousand annually, half of which I would argue took place in Indonesian waters.45 To this figure of three to four thousand, we need to add the victims of the slave trade. Contemporary sources suggest that this may have involved some four to five thousand enslaved annually. For Nias, the number might have been 1,500 before the attempts by the Dutch to suppress enslaving practices by brute force in 1863. Many of these slaves ended up in Aceh, through Acehnese traders who were based in the island of Nias and who bought the slaves from warring heads who had kidnapped them.46 From various ports of Sulawesi, hundreds of slaves were carried to the resource-rich environments of East and West Kalimantan.47 Estimates of the number of slaves sold from Bali in the early nineteenth century range from five hundred to 1,200 annually, despite efforts by British and Dutch naval expeditions to stop this trafficking.48 In the Savu Sea area—dominated by the islands of Sumba, Timor, and Flores—the trade involved five hundred to a thousand slaves annually for each of the major islands (and this is probably in addition to the slave raids).49 To these figures we still have to add the slaves carried away from New Guinea, the Batak lands and Lampung in Sumatra, and the Riau Archipelago. The maritime slave trade was so widespread that in all likelihood it surpassed the kidnappings in numbers. By the mid–nineteenth century, seven thousand to nine thousand enslaved people each year might have been transported either on ships of pirates or traders over the waters of the Indonesian archipelago.

This dismal story is still not complete, however, because there is abundant evidence of the high number of killings during the raids, starvation on board the pirate ships, and casualties as the consequence of unsuccessful attempts to escape. Quite often, crews of vessels under attack from pirates fought back with all their means, knowing what their fate would be.50 There are chilling witness accounts of mistreatment, malnourishment, and severe dehydration. For want of anything else, the captives drank seawater on the pirate vessels.51 The conditions on the Iranun ships were harrowing, but those on board the ordinary slave traders were only marginally better, as is shown by a description of a transport of slaves from Nias:

The circumstances that attend this traffic are no less revolting to humanity, than those which marked it on the coast of Africa. The unhappy victims, torn by violence from their friends and country, and delivered, pinioned hand and foot, to the dealers in human flesh, are kept bound during the whole course of the voyage … on a moderate calculation it may be estimated, that, of the total number purchased, one fourth never reach their destination, but fall victims to the various circumstances above mentioned.52

The available evidence suggests that for every two captives who arrived at a slave market, a third might have died during the violent raids or during transport.

The raids also caused death through the destruction of sources of livelihood. Fields of crops were destroyed, and the tiny fishing boats that were easy booty for the pirates were sunk or left drifting. In the longer term, the impoverishment and loss of nutritional variety as a result of declining fisheries impinged badly on the general health of communities.53 Unavoidably, coastal villages were abandoned all over Island Southeast Asia, or people regrouped in larger settlements of 1,500 inhabitants or more, as often happened in the Philippines. Alternatively, people moved far into the hinterland, as was the case in Sumatra.54 In the southeastern corner of Sulawesi and the islands off its shore, inhabitants responded by fleeing into the interior of the island or by building their villages on cliffs and surrounding them by palisades.55

The demographic consequences on the communities affected by raids were substantial but difficult to quantify, and they are therefore not included in table 2.1. It should be noted that the demographic consequences of slavery were geographically concentrated because most of the raids occurred on nonmonotheistic islands or mountainous interiors, which apart from Nias were largely concentrated in the eastern part of the Indonesian archipelago, such as the Savu islands, New Guinea, Central Sulawesi (Toraja), and Bali. So many people were abducted from the eastern part of the Indonesian archipelago that societies must have been destroyed “beyond repair,” as Van Welie observed.56 As a consequence, in the eastern part of the Indonesian archipelago, where smallpox and slavery still abounded, demographic growth must have been close to zero, if not negative, and it certainly never exceeded 0.5 percent.57 Slavery played a tangible role in the demographic divergence of nineteenth-century Island Southeast Asia, with the demographic positives for the Philippines and Java counterbalanced by the negatives for eastern Indonesia.

TABLE 2.1

Conjectural demographic consequences of slave trading and raiding in the Indonesian archipelago, 1820–1850 (annual average)




	
Activity


	
	
(1) Number deported


	
	
(2) Casualties during raids (50%)


	
	
(3) Casualties during transport (25%)


	
	
(4) Sold outside the archipelago


	
	
(5) Total demographic loss, columns 2, 3, and 4







	
Slave trade


	
	
4,000–5,000


	
	
—


	
	
1,000–1,250


	
	
1,000


	
	
2,000–2,250





	
Slave raids


	
	
3,000–4,000


	
	
1,500–2,000


	
	
750–1,000


	
	
1,000


	
	
3,250–4,000





	
Total


	
	
7,000–9,000


	
	
1,500–2,000


	
	
1,750–2,250


	
	
2,000


	
	
5,250–6,250







This story of enslavement was part of the wider history of slavery in the southern islands of the Philippines, British Malaya, and Indonesia’s Outer Islands. It also pertains to the fact that enslavement was essential to maintain slave populations.58 Unless settled family-wise on the land, slave populations declined precipitously, and therefore slave markets thrived and slave raids perpetual.59 Yet we know little about how these slave voyages were related to slavery as an indigenous institution, on the one hand, and to maritime commerce, on the other. In the next few pages, I will present some tentative figures about the proportion of captive slaves within the total slave population in Island Southeast Asia, which has always been assumed to be predominantly debt slavery. I will also submit that the lines between debt and captive slavery and between customary and commodified slavery were much more blurred than colonial civil servants—followed by scholarly literature—have suggested. The institution of slavery was both reshaped and strengthened through the incorporation of the region into the global economy.

SLAVERY IN ISLAND SOUTHEAST ASIA: THE NUMBERS

Slavery as an indigenous institution was a phenomenon conspicuously absent from colonial statistics for most of the nineteenth century. The total slave population in Island Southeast Asia and its economic importance have been grossly underestimated in colonial reporting. The official figures for the number of registered slaves in the Netherlands Indies, for example, only concerned those of owners who were due to pay taxes on their property and lived in a territory under direct Dutch rule, and they indicate a decline from twenty to ten thousand between 1820 and 1841.60 This figure represents just the tip of the iceberg. Thanks to government records, reports about slave registrations, accounts of civil servants, travelogues, and sometimes detailed enumerations drafted by explorers, we can gain an impression of the numbers involved in nineteenth-century slavery in Island Southeast Asia. Although we cannot reconstruct the numbers as meticulously as has been done with regard to Atlantic slavery, the available material still allows us to produce a reasonable estimate.

In terms of absolute figures, the percentages indicated in map 2.2 would amount to 567,000 to 806,000 slaves in the Indonesian archipelago. To complete the picture for the whole of Island Southeast Asia, we could add the following conjectures: between thirty and sixty thousand slaves for the Malay Peninsula, another 67,000 for Sulu and its dependencies (which until the 1830s included not only North Borneo but also Brunei and Sarawak), and lastly 37,500 for Mindanao. All in all, the total number of slaves within Island Southeast Asia may well have ranged from 701,500 to 970,500 in the early nineteenth century.61 Sulu, Aceh, Banda, the Moluccas, and Lombok were the most important importers of slaves, whereas Bali, Lombok, and the Bugis principalities were both importers and exporters. A second group of islands or regions with extensive slaveholding consisted of Sulawesi, Sangir and Talaud, Tapanuli, Minangkabau, Bali, and Lombok, as well as Mindanao.
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MAP 2.2   Slavery in early-nineteenth-century Netherlands Indies. Source: Bosma, “Methodological Paper,” 34–37.



This total estimate allows us to gauge the importance of maritime raiding or trafficking in maintaining the institution of slavery in Island Southeast Asia. Table 2.2 presents a conjecture of the total number of people annually kidnapped or traded within the region. An important assumption made here is that even though slaves were captured in the Christian Philippine Islands and Malaya Peninsula, these territories did not commercially export slaves. Moreover, and as mentioned before, the annual maritime abductions for the whole of Island Southeast Asia might have ranged from six thousand to eight thousand, which again is a conservative estimate made for the mid–nineteenth century. Not all those enslaved stayed within the region, of course, but this category constituted only a tiny minority.

TABLE 2.2

Conjectural numbers for slave trading and raiding for Island Southeast Asia, 1820–1850 (annual average)




	
Activity


	
	
(1) number deported


	
	
(2) Casualties during transport (25%)


	
	
(3) Slave supplies (1 − 2)







	
Slave trade


	
	
4,000–5,000


	
	
1,000–1,250


	
	
3,000–3,750





	
Slave raids


	
	
6,000–8,000


	
	
1,500–2,000


	
	
4,500–6,000





	
Total


	
	
10,000–13,000


	
	
2,500–3,250


	
	
7,500–9,750







Assuming that each person lived for another fifteen years after enslavement, the total population of the first generation enslaved would have ranged from 112,500 to 146,250, or about 15 to 18 percent of all the slaves in Island Southeast Asia. This is a conservative estimate and does not take into account the victims of terrestrial raiding who stayed on their islands. Nor does it include the children and grandchildren of these enslaved people. Little is known about the birthrates among enslaved populations or about the level of integration of their offspring into slaveholding societies. At any rate, the gender ratio of the captives was male biased, and the birthrate among the slave population was low. However, if we assume that the second- and third-generation offspring of these maritime captives numbered just forty or fifty thousand, it would still bring the total to about 20 to 25 percent of all slaves in Island Southeast Asia. This still might be a substantial underestimate because it does not include captives of local conflicts who were not shipped away. With regard to the Toraja in Central Sulawesi, for example, early-twentieth-century ethnographers concluded that the majority of the slaves were descendants of captives.62 In fact, there are more indications that captives and their descendants might have made up a far larger segment of the total slave population in Southeast Asia. For Siam, Bowie has shown that over two-thirds of the slave population were captives or their descendants and only a quarter debt slaves and their offspring.63

COMMODIFICATION AND SLAVERY

It is safe to conclude that captive and commercially traded slaves made up a large minority of the total slave population in Island Southeast Asia. Slaves in Southeast Asia were property, traded and abused, and widely employed to produce for markets.64 Slavery and enslavement were institutions regulated by Islamic judicial practices that also prescribed how debtors could become slaves and through that, commercial objects.65 This has important ramifications regarding how we perceive the institution of slavery in this part of the world. Colonial administrators tended to underplay the institutional and commercial aspects of slavery in Southeast Asia and contrasted it with Atlantic colonial chattel slavery as being more benign to play down the urgency of abolition in this part of the world.66 Even though the majority of the slaves in Island South Asia stayed within their own communities, and though most of them were debt slaves or had been slaves for many generations, enslavement was never an act of mercy. Many debt slaves were victims of usury, social oppression, or gambling.67 British colonial civil servants in the Malay Peninsula reported instances of the gruesome treatment of debt slaves: the killing of runaways and the wide abuse of female debt slaves as prostitutes.68

Meanwhile, the role of debt slavery as a survival strategy, as a means to escape starvation, was relatively limited in this part of the world. Famines did occur in Island Southeast Asia, and these could also drive families to sell their children, usually their daughters.69 People also sometimes sold themselves into slavery as a survival mechanism, but this mostly concerned survivors of disasters such as the eruption of the Tambora volcano in 1815, which produced a diaspora of people who arrived, starving, on the shores of other islands.70 As a rule, however, families and clans were under social pressure to take over the debts of their individual members—and in some societies, they were even obligated to do so—to avoid enslavement of their kin.71

Debt slavery, I would argue, did go along with social stratification and commodification. In the least stratified itinerant societies, such as hunting or gathering communities, slavery was actually nonexistent, for the obvious reason that slaves were of no practical use and only meant additional mouths to feed. It was instead the rice-cultivating societies, or more generally the societies that usually produced agricultural surpluses, whose members ran the risk of being enslaved or sold as slaves.72 In these societies, providing credit was a way for its richer and more powerful members to obtain labor, which was usually more valuable than the belongings of the debtor.73 In smaller communities, mechanisms of credit and debt usually stayed within the bounds of a patron-client relationship, but when the debtor-creditor relationship became less personal and societies more market oriented, the frequency of labor bondage and enslavement increased. In addition to rice-exporting regions, sea- and forest-producing areas were typical sites where traders used the instrument of debt to obtain labor, which was the most valuable commodity in these societies. There are many examples of their practices. In the Aru Islands, famous for their trepang (sea cucumber), pearls, and birds of paradise, the local population was kept indebted by traders through the lavish distribution of Dutch gin.74 Much of this was based on the custom that debts gave the creditor the right to someone’s labor, a mechanism that still exists among rattan collectors in southern Sumatra today, for example.75 The Dayaks of Borneo lived in permanent danger of becoming ensnared in peonage by Malay or Chinese traders or by Chinese mining kongsis.76 Dayak women, and also children, were always in jeopardy of being sold to Chinese or Malay bachelors in order to settle debts.77

Meanwhile, the ruling elites abused their powers to inflict heavy punishments on commoners for petty crimes, as was, for example, recorded by a Dutch civil servant in Southeast Kalimantan, where many hands were needed for the gathering and transport of forest produce. Elsewhere, the number of convictions went up at the time that the annual arrival of the slave-trading prahus were expected.78 Fines were reportedly still an important means of making debt slaves for local rulers by the end of the nineteenth century, for example in West Kalimantan and northern Sulawesi.79 Customary law was on the side of the creditors, as outstanding debts were usually doubled every year, making slavery almost inescapable. Family members could also be drawn into slavery, either because the accumulated debts easily exceeded the price of a single slave or simply as an arbitrary act of power.80 As a result, debt slavery often spread like an inkblot to children and other kin of the enslaved debtors.81 Debt bondage was occasioned by deep social inequalities and wanting capital markets, with interest rates ranging from 30 to 100 percent per year. The absence of an independent judiciary left ample room for usury and extortion; indeed, debts were frequently conjured up.82

All these debt traps, and the fluid and changing character of slavery itself, signaled a progressive commodification of the economy. The combination of a craving for money at the expense of freedom and the demand for cheap labor resulted in widespread slavery, observed the governor of southwestern Sulawesi in 1861.83 Many people became indebted as a result of deliberate acts to enslave them. Traders in Bali or Bugis traders at Toraja markets in Sulawesi organized gambling sessions and betting on cock fighting, providing loans to those who accumulated gambling debts in order to draft them into slavery.84 The victims were put on the same ships as the captives of raiders in the interior of Sulawesi, sailing to sites of commodity production in Kalimantan.85 Not only were slaves highly valued for their labor power; they were also bartered for precious items, such as Indian cloth, China bone, and European firearms. This slaves-for-arms trade would continue well into the nineteenth century and could include children, mostly orphans. In Timor, children were reportedly sold for elephant’s teeth or cattle; from New Guinea, they were bartered for cloth and ironware.86

ENSLAVEMENT AS A TRANSIENT PHASE

Literature concerning slavery in Island Southeast Asia is replete with references to firearms, gambling, and luxury items involved in the slave trade. It underwrites the violent and commercial character of slavery in this part of the world. Thousands of slaves were employed in the production of spices in the Banda islands in the Moluccas before and under colonial rule. Slaves tended the pepper groves in Sumatra (Lampung, Palembang, Jambi, Aceh, and Padang) and in southeastern Kalimantan.87 Slaves and bonded laborers were also, for example, employed for the production of cloth at Selayar, an island south of the coast of Sulawesi that was widely known for its cotton production.88 Slaves were imported for rice production by the kingdoms of Lombok, Bone, and Bali; in the sultanate of Aceh and by the chieftains of Mindanao, slaves were even imported from India to cultivate rice.89 Slaves could be encountered on fishing boats off the coasts of Banten, Aceh, and Malacca and around Ambon.90 Slaves from Siak were put to work on the tobacco, coconut, and nutmeg plantations of the sultan of Deli.91 Toraja slaves gathered rattan and dammar gum with their masters.92 Balinese slaves dug tin in the sultanate of Pahang on the Malay Peninsula. Pearl divers and textile workers were slaves of local rulers of Sulu, Mindanao, and in earlier times also in Manila and Cebu. Slaves in East Kalimantan gathered forest products and bird’s nests, dived for pearls, or fished for trepang. Slaves were employed by the Igorot of the northern Philippines in their gold mines.93 Slaves, to conclude a still far from exhaustive list, were the consorts in the maritime pursuits of the Bugis, Acehnese, and Tausug, who might entrust them with commercial responsibilities.

Still, one may wonder why in the age of imperialism (1870–1914) slavery in Island Southeast Asia was not as widespread as it was in West Africa, where slave-based copra and groundnut cultivation in particular catered to the margarine industry in industrial countries. In the Sokoto Caliphate or in Kano (present-day Nigeria), between 25 and 50 percent of the population lived in slavery at the turn of the twentieth century, which in absolute figures meant millions of people.94 Although Island Southeast Asia was no less responsive than West Africa to the demand of overseas markets for commodities, the number of slaves involved was modest in comparison and probably smaller than that of the Chinese workers gathered in the kongsis at the commodity frontiers of the region at the time. A plausible explanation for this is that over the course of the nineteenth century, colonial navy vessels seriously degraded the supply lines of slaves toward the sites of commodity production. Extensive naval patrolling far from eliminated slavery, but it did prevent the slave-based economies of Sulu, Aceh, and Bone from taking full advantage of the commodity boom in the decades preceding the First World War.

The other explanation is that enslavement was usually a transient phase. The underlying logic is that since slavery required supervision, it was far more costly as a productive system than, for example, settling enslaved people as sharecroppers. In addition, because of the required supervision, keeping thousands of people as slaves might even have been impossible.95 Most importantly, however, rulers of territories did not need to own people to extract labor from them. Siamese and Burmese kings and the sultans of Aceh, Mataram, and Banten did enslave and abduct populations during conquests, and while some were sold to private individuals, the majority were resettled in these rulers’ heartlands. Likewise, in Timor, South Sulawesi, and Gorontalo—as well as among certain Dayak populations—slaves were quite often put to work on the fields to take care of their own living.96 Alternatively, part of the slave population, usually those newly captured, were kept in households, whereas their offspring might be settled on a plot of land as sharecroppers. In Bali, for example, a distinction was made between slaves who were purchased or raided from other islands and indigenous slaves, who were kept in bondage for rice production and whose conditions were similar to those of serfs.97 In precolonial Philippines, a sliding scale existed between the more recently enslaved, who were part of the household, and others who were allowed some private life as sharecroppers with their own house on a plot of land.98

While usufruct of the land and the possession of a house set serfs or colonati apart from slaves in Roman law,99 such a legal distinction did not amount to much in Southeast Asia. There was certainly some legal basis for European administrators to contrast debt bondsmen or serfs, who had to perform certain tasks, to slaves purchased on the market or simply raided and who were quite usually of a distinct ethnic or religious background.100 However, many slaves who were put on the land did not become serfs but remained personal property and a tradable commodity. In Sumba, for example, they might have had their own house and family yet still be traded like cattle; their value was literally equated to that of a horse. They would be sold as soon as their owners felt that their slave population had produced sufficient offspring.101 That the rice-exporting polities in South Sulawesi, Bali, Lombok, and Nias were also slave exporters again underscores the commercial character of slavery: slave and rice exports substituted for each other. Market conditions determined whether slaves were treated as chattels or put on their own fields: strong demand for slaves drove up prices, making it potentially more lucrative to sell them than to put them on the land. Conversely, rising rice prices encouraged owners to put their slaves to work on the land rather than to sell them off. This is what the rajas of Lombok did when their rice exports became increasingly profitable over the course of the nineteenth century.102

At any rate, in strong polities throughout Southeast Asia, transformations from slavery into serfdom were irreversible, as Reid has pointed out.103 In fact, the sliding scale from slavery to servitude is not exclusive to Island Southeast Asia but also occurred, for example, in medieval Europe.104 It is, rather, the dichotomy between slave and citizen and the very notion of citizen itself that is exceptional, as it is more or less confined to European antiquity, the plantation societies of the New World, and, last but not least, the VOC port cities. Similar to Caribbean societies, manumitted slaves in these Asian cities did not become serfs but “free burghers,” with the right to wear shoes and to serve in public functions and the duty to serve in the civil militia. In the Asian countryside, the situation was different. Here, the only available status apart from slavery was that of a commoner, who was subjected to corvée, which—as was the case in Central Java, for example—could entail the obligation to hand over more than half of the harvest to the court and to perform military service.

As long as legal citizenship did not exist and personal freedom was not adequately protected, any declaration by colonial administrations that the ownership of human beings was illegal remained a dead letter. For many of the enslaved, their formal emancipation changed little to nothing, as their bonded condition had escaped official gaze. Embedded in client-patron relationships, these conditions survived far into the twentieth century and still define hierarchies in the social and political domain today.105 Slavery, peonage, corvée, and tributary labor represented different ways and sometimes subsequent stages in which the labor power of enslaved people was put to use. It was not the economic role of slavery that was different from the Atlantic world and the colonial enclaves in Asia but its pliability and the way it lingered on in servitude and patron-client relationships. This very malleability allowed for labor to be incorporated in colonial commodity production all over Island Southeast Asia.

THE SLOW DEATH OF SLAVERY IN THE ERA OF IMPERIALISM

Servile relationships enabled colonial authorities to put rural populations to work for their cause. Initially this included slavery, which still existed in the rice fields of Pampanga as a mode of production in the seventeenth century and for a century longer in the cane fields of Batavia. However, both Spanish and Dutch colonial administrations began to develop other methods of labor control, partly in response to the fact that they were aware of slavery as a potential source of upheaval. Moreover, wherever labor was bonded to local aristocrats, the colonial state had no direct access to it.106 Hence, both in Java and in the northern Philippines, the governments were intent on replacing personal bondage by tying people to their village or district in order to create a sedentary peasantry that would be chargeable with taxes and corvée. Both the VOC and the Spanish government endeavored to reduce debt bondage, which was a source of social unrest, particularly in the Philippines. In their struggle against peonage, the Spanish administrators set a maximum figure for loans that landholding elites could provide to tenants.107

By the early nineteenth century, most of the slaves held by Europeans were kept for domestic purposes, with the notable exception of the Banda islands, where they were employed in the nutmeg groves. In the Malay Peninsula, the British had control of Penang and introduced the institution of plantation slavery by bringing slaves from Africa. They were soon joined by convict laborers from India. Together with free Chinese immigrants, these slaves and coerced workers grew cloves, pepper, and sugar and worked at construction sites until slavery was formally abolished in the Straits Settlements in 1833.108 In the Netherlands Indies, the abolition of slavery progressed more slowly. Although the purchase of newly enslaved people belonged to the past after the British had banned the maritime slave trade during their interregnum, further measures against slavery and peonage were confined to registration in 1822, and then only in the territories under direct rule.109

In Island Southeast Asia, comprehensive abolition would only occur when the Dutch, British, and Americans consolidated their hold on their internationally recognized colonial conquests. In the 1870s, the British extended their rule over the entire Malay Peninsula, the Spanish blockaded the Sulu archipelago, the French colonized Cochin China and Hanoi, while the Dutch ignited three decades of war against the Aceh sultanate. Colonial expansionism found its obvious legitimation in the eradication of piracy and the widespread existence of slavery. The Dutch and British consolidation of their rule over the Netherlands Indies and British Malaya was formalized by agreements with local rulers that included clauses about the gradual abolition of slavery. Usually, the first step in such a trajectory was registration. This was followed by transferring all registered slaves to the status of peons under the obligation to work for their master for another five years or so, a measure that had some resemblance to the intermediate status of apprentice that had preceded abolition in the British West Indies. Alternatively, the colonial government made funds available to compensate slaveholders for the immediate manumission of their slaves. Such an action was usually crowned by a festive emancipation day, in which the colonial officials summoned all the local grandees and praised them in public for accepting the enlightened principles of colonial rule. In general, however, European colonizers were wary of enforcing compliance because of the costs involved. Territorial expansion was financed on a shoestring, after all. Above all, colonial authorities were anxious to avoid the social upheaval or even outright rebellion of the elites that enforced abolition might trigger.

Concerns about social stability also explain the resistance of the American administration and the colonial government in the Philippines against the pressure of the U.S. Congress to root out slavery in this newly acquired colonial dominion. At that time in the southern Muslim territories, the proportion of the population that was enslaved might have amounted to 25 percent.110 Under these circumstances, the American authorities were content with the liberation of the Christian slaves in Sulu and Mindanao.111 Yet even this heedful course could not avoid a rebellion in Mindanao and Sulu. It was the beginning of ten years of dirty colonial war, ending with the massacre of the last remnants of the Moro’s armed resistance against the American occupation at Jolo Island in 1913.112 This was not the only story about slavery in the Philippines. Just after 1900, Americans discovered enslaved children serving in Christian households and observed widespread hereditary servitude in Christian Luzon. Objections by the Filipino members of the Philippine Assembly that these children were part of the family rather than slaves did not at all appeal to the American authorities. The Moro Province Anti-Slavery Law of 1903 was extended to the entire Philippines, symbolically in the same year that Jolo was reduced to rubble by the U.S. army.113

After the British had left the Netherlands Indies, the question of the abolition of slavery remained on the back burner until the late 1840s, when abolitionism began to resonate in Dutch politics. Eventually, the emancipation of the slaves and the prohibition of peonage or debt bondage were effectuated on December 31, 1859, but only for territories under direct Dutch rule, and even within these limits, it was not complete. In the decades to follow, the government continued its policy of achieving the subjugation of formally autonomous rulers. This began brutally with an expedition to Nias in 1863 to suppress slave trading, which killed seven hundred people,114 and it ended brutally with the collapse of the principality of Bali in a blaze of fire and blood in 1908.

As a rule, however, Batavia avoided military action. Local rulers were pressed into signing a treaty with Batavia, in which enslaving people and slave trading were outlawed, and the registration of slaves was put in place to make sure that no new slaves would be made.115 However, even this strategy often met with considerable resistance, and the colonial government in Batavia did not hesitate to put emancipation on hold if it anticipated a rebellion.116 In West Kalimantan, brought under direct rule in 1855, registration of slaves was discontinued after it had incited serious discontent among the local elites.117 Serious opposition was feared in southwestern Sulawesi (the Residency of “Sulawesi and Onderhoorigheden”) that had been brought under direct Dutch rule as early as 1825, and registration started in 1863 with an apprenticeship of five years at most. By the mid-1870s, there were still over ten thousand registered slaves and many others who had not been registered. Plans were discussed to move abolition forward, but nothing happened, and Batavia decided eventually that rather than provoking a revolt it was better to wait for another twenty or thirty years to allow slavery to peter out in southwestern Sulawesi.118

The Residents of Timor and West Kalimantan received strict orders from Batavia in 1878 not to enforce abolitionist measures, as these were deemed both unfeasible to implement and politically dangerous.119 The Dutch colonial government was anxious to avoid another military conflict at a time when the colonial army had suffered huge losses in the Aceh War (1873–1903).120 Ironically, despite that the long colonial war against Aceh had started in a bid to end its piracy and slave trading, it did much to delay the abolition of slavery elsewhere in the Netherlands Indies. By the 1890s, in some districts or even residencies registration had not yet started. In the case of Aceh, the import of enslaved people was still going on at that time.121 The colonial government expected that it would slowly disappear with the expansion of territories under direct colonial rule. These indeed began to function as safe havens for slaves fleeing areas still under the jurisdiction of local rulers who had not yet abolished slavery. In 1889 alone, 109 fugitive slaves in East Kalimantan reached such enclaves under direct Dutch rule.122 Only after the Dutch had proclaimed their victory in Aceh were they prepared to move ahead with abolition throughout the Indonesian archipelago. Yet the formal abolition of slavery in Nias still had to wait until 1914, whereas in many other places in the Outer Islands it lingered on under the guise of patron-client relationships.123

The abolition of slavery that followed the extension of the Pax Britannica in British Malaya has much in common with the Dutch struggles with this issue. Beyond the Straits Settlements, feudal service and slavery coexisted, and both categories of labor could be put to work alongside each other, for example in commercial rice production in Muda, the irrigated rice belt along the coast of Kedah, where there were large appanage lands that could cover up to three hundred hectares.124 By annexing the hitherto independent sultanates of Perak and Selangor as well as the ethnically Minangkabau polity of Negeri Sembilan in 1873, the British had assumed the task of eliminating these complexes of bonded labor.125 Rulers considered slaves as key assets and were prepared to defend the institution even if it required the murder of a British civil servant. Resident J. W. W. Birch of Perak, who facilitated the escape of some of the sultan’s harem slaves, paid for this act with his life in 1875.126 The road to abolition in Pahang was surrounded by even more vicissitudes; years of resistance against abolition eventually culminated in open revolt in 1891.127 Slavery in the Malay Peninsula lingered on the longest in the northeastern sultanate of Terengganu, where the existence of debt slavery was still seen in 1917.128 For most of Sarawak and North Borneo, formal abolition had to wait until 1928. At that time, formal slavery in Brunei came to an end as well, as a concomitant of the development of the oil industry and rubber plantations.129

THE LEGACIES OF SLAVERY

Slavery, debt bondage, and peonage were fluid categories, and their malleability attests to the dynamics of an ongoing commodification of the economy of Island Southeast Asia. Local administrators were keenly aware of this, as is apparent from their reporting to Batavia, but it was far from exceptional that they were ordered not to intervene. The fact that Batavia often did not want to be confronted with too many inconvenient truths partly explains why the economic importance of slavery in the Outer Islands of Indonesia might have been downplayed. At any rate, the upsurge of slave raiding in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and the extensive slave trade toward the resource-rich environments of Borneo, which continued up until the very end of the nineteenth century, attest to the fact that the spread of international market relations imbued the entire institution of slavery.

In tandem with the spread of capitalism, enslavement through violent abduction and debt traps proliferated. This history of slavery in Island Southeast Asia and its connection to the global market has been obliterated from the narrative of the colonial winners. However, it is concrete proof that the engagement with the global market was marked by a diversity of trajectories, in which slavery, Chinese kongsis, and smallholders coexisted and competed with European hegemonic aspirations. Both the upsurge of slavery and the massive expansion of smallholder rubber and copra cultivation in Island Southeast Asia demonstrate the role of local initiative in the engagement of this part of the world with the global economy. These initiatives strengthened resistance against subservient incorporation and thus against peripheralization. The colonial subjugation of the slave-based economies in Island Southeast Asia was lengthy and often brutal: think, for example, of the violent Nias expedition, the Aceh War, and the expeditions against South Sulawesi and Bali.

In economic terms, slavery was not totally incommensurable with nineteenth-century plantation systems, as both the low-technology plantations in Nigeria and the high-technology sugar estates in Cuba in their own way exemplify. However, global capitalism not only engendered enslavement in Island Southeast Asia; it also solidified patron-client relationships, first, because the vertical or hierarchical solidarity ingrained in these relationships at least offered some protection during times of precarity and in societies where an independent judiciary did not exist, and second, because slave labor was expensive compared with the increasing supplies of servile labor in the colonial heartlands of the Philippines and the Netherlands Indies. When the global trade in bulk commodities reached serious dimensions, competitive prices were set by the global markets, and labor costs began to matter a lot more than earlier, when luxuries still dominated. These factors reinforced sharecropping as the most cost-effective way of producing agricultural export crops in bulk. It became the backbone of the rapidly growing commodity exports of the northern Philippines and Java, as will be discussed in the next chapter.

The end of slavery coincided with the most jingoistic phase of imperialism. The European press, both metropolitan and colonial, warmly supported imperial expansion and the violent subjugation of the slaveholding polities in particular. Newspapers exposed the outrageous character of slavery and the way in which the term “pawnship” was used to disguise its existence. Early in 1890, Dutch newspapers in Java reported that a six-year-old child had been given by its parents to an Arabian businessman to settle a debt of sixty-eight guilders; this episode came to the public eye after it was discovered that the poor girl had almost been starved to death.130 Another newspaper article that appeared around the same time detailed the cruel treatment of slaves by an Arabian merchant in Ampenan (Lombok). This raised concerns in Batavia over the outrage such a story might create in the international press, which would taint the reputation of Dutch colonial rule.131

It was not just concern, of course, because exposing the cruelty of Hadramauti enslavers also served the colonials’ self-image of being enlightened liberal Christians. The colonial press firmly upheld the ideas of European superiority and of free markets and enterprise and deemed coerced labor to be inferior to free labor. Yet the same colonial press was part of a colonial economy shaped by plantation capitalism, with its own modes of coercion to deal with labor scarcity. At that time, forced and bonded labor was also ubiquitous in Java and began to emerge rapidly in the notorious plantation belt of East Sumatra. In fact, coerced labor did not fade out in a linear fashion: it is a constantly resurfacing phenomenon that has moved on the rhythms of expanding capitalism, and it still exists to this very day. Some of the paths of the slave raiders in the Indonesian waters are still the routes followed by contemporary human traffickers. Today, from the once slave-exporting island of Nias and of Nusa Tenggara, thousands of migrant workers are still smuggled into the plantation belts of Sumatra and Sabah to work under a regime of debt bondage.132





 

CHAPTER THREE

Saved from Smallpox but Starving in the Sugar Cane Fields

Java and the Northwestern Philippines

When the abolition of slavery brought Asia into the fold as an alternative supplier of indigo, coffee, and sugar for European markets, the plantation, in the format in which it had matured in the Caribbean, was still the business model of the day. Embedding it in Asian rural life was a process of trial and error with many failures and few successes. Imperial archives contain numerous reports of collapsed schemes for plantations all over the colonized territories of Asia—and Africa, for that matter. Indonesia’s sparsely populated Outer Islands and the southern Philippines were entirely unfit for labor-intensive cultivation. In the Malay Peninsula, meanwhile, British attempts to encourage European planters to develop plantations came to little for most of the nineteenth century. Chinese entrepreneurs were more successful, thanks to their connections back home in China, from where they recruited their labor.1 But even in densely populated Java and the Philippines, the colonial administrations struggled to develop plantation economies. As long as there was still enough land available, there was no cheap labor to be had for colonial cash-crop production. However, by the mid–nineteenth century the children saved by smallpox vaccination had grown up and began to flock toward the commodity frontiers in East and West Java, Luzon, and the Visayas. In the postslavery world, Java and the Philippines emerged as the second- and fourth-largest cane-sugar exporters in the early twentieth century, respectively, a development that was entwined with the darker story of the “reversal of fortune.” The story of how Java and parts of the northern Philippines became plantation peripheries is the subject of this chapter.

By the late eighteenth century, economic prospects had improved for Luzon, the Visayas and Java. After almost a century of stagnation or even decline, Java experienced economic growth, and large swaths of land were cleared, particularly in Central Java, where growing rice for export and tobacco for local consumption mushroomed.2 Coerced coffee production filled the coffers of the VOC, and Chinese millers made Java a sugar exporter of some consequence. By the late eighteenth century, Java had become the mainstay of the VOC, which obtained coffee, timber, rice, sugar, cotton yarn, and some indigo from this island. To pay for these commodities and other services, rapidly increasing quantities of copper money were shipped to the island. A similar budding dynamism marked the Philippines. The resurgence of this colony was orchestrated by the powerful governor-general José Basco y Vargas (1778–1787), who was convinced that the battle against piracy had to be stepped up, which urgently required an expansion of government revenue. As his most far-reaching measure, he introduced a tobacco monopoly in 1782, an institution that had already been in place in Cuba since 1717. Within a few years of its introduction in the Philippines, it was extended over most of Luzon.3 The church admonished its flock to comply, and the elites were lured into collaboration with lucrative administrative positions to oversee the monopoly system. By the end of the eighteenth century, tobacco, betel nut, and wine monopolies—as well as tribute—accounted for more than 60 percent of the Philippine government’s revenue.4 As an important side effect, the tobacco monopoly encouraged the monetization of the economy, since the consumers were obliged to pay for their daily tobacco needs with coins.5 The Philippines also saw the introduction of cotton production and the emergence of a textile sector, which was soon burgeoning in Ilocos (Luzon) and Iloilo (on the island of Panay in the Visayas) to serve markets in China.6 In 1789, the harbor of Manila was opened up to foreign vessels, including American ships from Salem (Massachusetts), a town prominent in the Southeast Asian trade. Much of the Manila exports in these years were either indigo or sugar.7

FROM TRIBUTARY LABOR TO THE CULTIVATION SYSTEM, 1830–1870

Once the VOC had secured its sovereignty over most of Java’s northern coast and its western regions, it started to develop the island as its economic mainstay. It began to order local rulers to deliver timber, although some room for negotiations about the price remained.8 It introduced the coffee tree in 1707 and initially paid cultivators relatively well for their beans in order to encourage the dissemination of this crop. The authorities in Batavia backtracked on their generosity, however, when the results widely exceeded their expectations, and they came to realize that this rash monetization of the economy would create an ideal hunting ground for Chinese moneylenders. With their economic power accumulated as tax farmers for the sultan of Mataram, they were suspected of being capable of wresting the cultivation from the VOC’s control.9 Batavia decided to turn coffee growing into forced cultivation in return for minimal financial compensation for labor and land. It shored up its monopoly by pushing out smallholder coffee and barring Chinese traders from West Java.10

The expansion of forced cultivation and increasing reliance on tax revenue, still collected by the Chinese tax farmers, went along with measures by the colonial government to curb swidden agriculture and to recast a rural society dominated by personal bonds between peasants and local lords into a territorially anchored peasantry. Freedom of movement was curtailed within the territory under VOC jurisdiction, to prevent peasants from moving to new land elsewhere, a risk that was particularly high in the case of swidden cultivators. Accordingly, a person was only able to travel from one department Regency to another with government permission.11 In the Priangan, where the measure was adopted first, its objective was to facilitate the conscription of the local population into forced coffee cultivation. Shortly after Java had been returned to the Dutch by the British, who had ruled the island from 1811 to 1816, the colonial government followed up on previous restrictive measures with a system of permits (passenstelsel) to ensure that landholders performed their conscript services and paid their land rent. The Javanese were not allowed to travel beyond their own Regency without permission from their village head and from the office of the assistant Resident, the highest Dutch official of each Regency. Anyone caught without a pass could expect a beating with a rattan or to be put to work on public construction sites.12

While the colonial authorities restricted the movement of the peasantry to widen the government’s tax base and shore up systems of labor conscription, it was also keen to encourage a “free wage” labor market, so in 1819 it prescribed individual labor contracting and prohibited subcontracting via village heads. This liberal labor legislation suited the growing contingent of wage laborers in Java, a development strongly encouraged by the VOC in the late eighteenth century and attended by the distribution of large amounts of copper coins. The maritime sector, shipbuilding, the construction of fortifications, sugar plantations, dockworkers, riverine transport, and the colonial army together required a labor force of about 150,000 men by 1800.13 Almost 15 percent of all men without their own farm performed wage labor, many in the form of labor gangs under mandurs (foremen), a clear sign of an emerging labor market.14

It was a labor market within bounds, however, incapable of meeting the objective of restoring Java’s profitability as a colony. Fruitless attempts were made to accelerate the pace of rural capitalism and proletarianization. Inspired by the example set by Thomas Munro in the Presidency of Madras, Governor-General Thomas Stamford Raffles (1811–1816) had taken the bold step of taxing individual landholding peasants. This fixed land rent was based on the value of land and not on its actual yields, the rationale for which was that it left a larger share of the harvest to capable rather than to sloppy cultivators.15 Ideally, this taxation system would have furthered individual landholding and the marketability of land. Raffles expected that richer farmers would buy out the smaller ones, who might then turn to plantations for work. In West Java, he had already handed out large tracts of land to his own entourage, who had, however, a hard time attracting labor. The British merchant houses in Batavia that had imported steam-driven cane crushers to their estates saw them rusting as the workers stayed away from the cane fields.16

The land rent did not create the large class of proletarians that Raffles had envisioned. In this cash-strapped economy, Javanese and Chinese moneylenders stepped in to provide advances on the crops in return for substantial interest rates.17 These moneylenders did not disown their debtors, because ethnic Chinese were not entitled to own land, and Javanese lenders kept indebted peasants as sharecroppers rather than appropriating their plots. As long as labor was more valuable than land, the introduction of the land rent ushered in immiserization rather than proletarianization. While property relations were a serious impediment to the liberal idea of land rent as a way to enhance agricultural productivity, the idea was also technically unfeasible. The land rent could not be exacted from individual cultivators as long as the colonial government had no staff to conduct proper land registration, let alone cadastral surveys. Raffles resorted to entrusting the village heads with the responsibility for collecting the land rent, a measure that would undo much of the basic idea of taxes paid on an individual basis and on the value of land.18

In 1829, after twenty years of frustrating experiments with free labor and a land market to launch a plantation sector, Johannes van den Bosch, the most prominent advisor to the Dutch king on colonial matters, concluded that only by forcing the rural population to produce cash crops could the debt-making colony become profitable again. Under this so-called Cultivation System, work was imposed on about 35 to 40 percent of all households in Java in the 1840s, which amounted to over 60 percent of the rural households in the Residencies under its sway.19 Peasants received a plant wage as compensation for the labor and land conscripted by the colonial civil service. From this compensation, they were supposed to pay their land rent. Javanese district officials belonged to the aristocracy, and village chiefs were assigned by the government in Batavia to implement the system, their initial resistance deflected by giving them a share in the profits of the Cultivation System. The conscripted peasantry, meanwhile, now had to work for the colonial government and still perform their customary service to the local nobility, who were unwilling relinquish their claims in this regard. With consorts of retainees often exceeding 250 people, the hereditary Javanese regional rulers (bupati)—who were formally integrated in a subordinate position in the colonial civil service—had considerable expenses and were not prepared to abandon their lifestyle and prerogatives. They did not need to, however, because their incorporation in the colonial bureaucracy had just shored up their position vis-à-vis the peasantry.

The role of the indigenous ruling class was eventually phased out from the Cultivation System, and the personal services the nobility could exact from the peasantry were curtailed. By contrast, village heads and village elites strengthened their positions as stakeholders in the cultivation of export crops by shifting the workload to their dependents, while keeping at least part of the compensation. They became interested in allowing newcomers a share in the communal sawahs (wet rice fields) in order to divide between as many people as possible the cultivation conscription and other assignments that came together with landowning. Usually, this concerned a relatively small plot, as these village societies were far from egalitarian.20 They became dependents of wealthier farmers, who employed them as replacements to fulfill the obligations of the Cultivation System and perform tributary labor.21 Despite the lack of egalitarian relations, as Boomgaard has observed, the fact that the Cultivation System put a premium on sharing wet rice sawahs initially enhanced food security for the rural population, and this in turn might have been a factor in rising natality.22

Patron-client relationships also facilitated the replacement of conscript labor by wage labor over the course of the Cultivation System. Village heads and other village elites became the suppliers of workers for the plantations that emerged from the 1850s onward, when the Cultivation System was being phased out. The role of labor intermediaries had previously been performed by village functionaries.23 Likewise, the village elites ensured the sugar factories had access to land once the government no longer assigned plots of land to be planted with cane. The factories paid a handsome bonus for coercing impoverished peasants to lease out their share in the communal sawah landholdings. That this practice was outlawed by the colonial administration did not alter the facts on the ground.24

The growing army of wage laborers was recruited from marginal cultivators who could no longer subsist from their land, since by the mid–nineteenth century, Java’s stunning population growth had ushered in land scarcity. Sugar factories and the surrounding villages attracted peasants who received a share in the sawah and in return performed their part in the cultivation conscription and other obligations.25 By as early as the mid–nineteenth century, almost 56 percent of all agricultural workers who lived in the vicinity of a sugar factory were economically dependent on it for by-employment.26 Precarious labor also found its way to sugar factories independently, as mid-nineteenth-century factory managers reported that they employed all kinds of people, including “vagabonds and itinerants.” It is impossible to establish whether seasonal or permanent migration dominated, but there is ample evidence that the employers stabilized at least part of their workforce by providing housing and small gardens in the factory compounds. In the 1860s, such settlements housed between one thousand and two thousand people, and since there were about one hundred sugar factories in Java at that time, the total number involved would have ranged from one hundred to two hundred thousand people.27

It was not just demographic growth but also an array of other measures that smoothed the phasing out of conscript labor without jeopardizing the supply of cheap labor. This was accomplished by reducing the amount of statutory labor. The constitutional regulations of the colony (Regeeringsreglement) of 1854, which had announced the abolition of slavery, also contained a clause about the gradual abolition of pawnship and corvée labor, the so-called pancen or heerendiensten. Tributary service (for road construction or irrigation) was reduced from fifty-two to forty-two days per year in 1882, by converting part of the compulsory labor into a head tax. In 1914, all tributary labor for road construction and irrigation in Java—at that time still estimated at an annual three million working days—was converted into a head tax.28

The trend toward freeing up bonded labor for commodity production was general in Southeast Asia. The Siamese and Burmese governments, for example, eliminated servitude and corvée instead to impose land rent and head tax while they were on their way to become the world’s most important rice exporters. Specific to the Netherlands Indies, however, was the fierce opposition to the government-imposed Cultivation System that was implanted in the patrimonial political economy of Java. The rhetoric of these opponents was one of creating the maximum space for private enterprise and of reducing the power of the colonial state, which at that time indubitably controlled much of economic life. Plantation owners and managers happily invoked a humanitarian agenda of liberating rural populations from depressing levels of forced labor imposed by the colonial government and the indigenous nobility. The famines in Java in the late 1840s gave them additional ammunition to condemn the Cultivation System.29 The liberal opposition raised the banner of “laissez faire” and accused Van den Bosch of having reversed, in their view, the healthy development toward rural capitalism.

However, the measures by liberal colonial statesmen to terminate labor conscription for government monopolies, and later on for infrastructural works, did little to establish a regime of free labor. The alleviation of the burdens imposed on rural society was, moreover, only temporary. The fact that less of the profits of the colonial economy ended up in the metropolitan exchequer contributed to improving living standards in rural Java, but only until the agricultural crisis of 1884. At that time, the downside of liberal colonial policies that had brought about a considerable net transfer of gains from the government to private planters became painfully clear. An increasingly wanting revenue base was heavily overstretched by the costly colonial war in Aceh. Meanwhile, the liberal assault on communal landholding to give room to a productive farmers’ class was stalled by the village elites, who preferred to retain a growing population of marginal landowners and sharecroppers in subservience they could use to replace their own labor for corvée or to meet the requests of plantations for workers. The restoration of the 1819 regulation on individual labor contracting by the liberal colonial statesmen in the 1860s was just a paper tiger, since the village elites had in fact become traffickers in coolie labor for plantations.30 The more Batavia dismantled the patrimonial structures after they had served their purpose of imposing the production of exports in Java’s countryside, the more plantation estates and sugar factories dealt directly with the village elites, and, through that, the patron-client relationships within the villages were reinforced.

THE FRONTIERS OF THE EASTERN SALIENT AND THE PRIANGAN

The transformation from government-imposed commodity production embedded in the patrimonial state toward private estates was facilitated by patron-client relationships. Land scarcity was the second factor aiding the emerging plantation economies. Population pressures led to migration movements between the increasingly land-scarce Residencies of Central Java and new frontiers of commodity production located at the extremes of the island (see table 3.1), a trend spurred by the Java War from 1825 to 1830. The proliferation of plantations in Central Java by the mid–nineteenth century halted this development, but it regained traction after newly constructed railroads connected these densely populated areas with the sugar, tobacco, and coffee frontiers of East Java.

TABLE 3.1

Geographical division of Java’s population, 1815–1930 (%)
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Source: For 1815, see Hugo, “Population Movements in Indonesia,” 104. For 1826, see “Bevolking van Java en Madoera,” 162–63. For 1845, see Bleeker, “Algemeene Staat der Inlandsche bevolking van Java,” 204. For 1867, see Bleeker, “Nieuwe Bijdragen,” 456. For 1930, see Volkstelling 1930, 8:60–70.

After the 1830s, ever-increasing quantities of coffee, sugarcane, indigo, and other products of the Cultivation System had to be transported and at least partly processed before being shipped abroad. Java’s wage economy rapidly expanded at factory compounds, in the transport sector, at warehouses, and in the ports. The measures described in the previous section to enhance the supplies of labor for the emerging plantation sector solved the problem of labor shortages that had crippled plantation estates in the early years of the nineteenth century. Available data for the 1860s suggests that in every single year, at least two hundred thousand Javanese moved to another district, many of them toward the sugar frontier in East Java, where labor shortages had emerged and wages were rising.31 Meanwhile, the proportion of wage laborers among the gainfully employed men increased rapidly from almost zero under the Cultivation System to 6 percent in 1885.32

In other sectors of plantation production, the demand for labor also ushered in new migration flows. From the 1840s, the cultivation of tobacco and tea was given free for private enterprise, and a decade later the government allowed the rental of waste land—which it had declared state property—for plantation purposes. These decisions cleared the way for the first tobacco plantations in Rembang and Besuki and the tea estates in Priangan. The opportunities for private planters were hugely expanded by the introduction of the Agrarian Law of 1870, which facilitated the long-term leasing of large tracts of waste land by plantation enterprises. These areas were often more inhabited than “waste land” suggested; these lease holdings quite often enclosed existing villages. Such encroachments were only aggravated by the Land Reclamation Act of 1874, a measure by the colonial government to privilege sedentary agriculture and plantations over swidden agriculture. In practice, it just further reduced the availability of land for a growing sedentary peasantry. Enclosures exacerbated the already increasing land scarcity and drove Javanese landless peasants to nearby plantations for work or to migrate to the plantation belts in the Eastern Salient of the island and the Priangan.

In addition to mobility to nearby sugar factories and tobacco estates, longer-distance migrations extended to the large belts of cash-crop production, for example, tobacco in Jember (Besuki), coffee production on the slopes of the Tengger mountains in East Java, and last but not least the tea plantations of the mountainous Priangan in West Java. In the final three decades of the nineteenth century, over a million people (about 5 percent of the island’s population) moved from one Residency to another in Java more or less permanently; the Residencies of Semarang, Banten, Yogyakarta, and Kedu each saw about one hundred thousand people leaving, and Madura even as many as three hundred thousand.33 The majority of the migrants came from areas that suffered from population pressure, heavy tributary and corvée labor, poor soil, or combinations of these. The explanation for the push to migrate was not a shortage of arable land as such but low productivity per acre and a lack of opportunities for by-employment.34 Since plantations were generally located in more fertile parts of Java and the sugar factories in irrigated fields, by-employment and high productivity per acre were usually linked. Cultural factors also played a role. The seafaring Madurese were accustomed to a roving maritime existence, whereas the Javanese were said to cherish the link to their village of origin, which limited their migration options.35 Cultural dispositions can certainly not be ignored, but much of the migration toward the plantations was dominated by push and pull factors, as is apparent from the largest emigrant flows from Madura, Banten, and Yogyakarta.

The Madurese escaped from being packed together on a relatively barren island, which had soil unfit for plantation agriculture and only offered fisheries and saltpans for by-employment. For the maritime-oriented Madurese, it was easier to travel to East Java than across their own island, and the ties across the sea lane were strengthened by marriage bonds between the local rulers from Besuki and Madura.36 From the late eighteenth century onward, they jointly encouraged the migration of Madurese to this part of Java to rehabilitate cultivated land that had fallen prey to the forests after decades of ravaging war. As early as the mid–nineteenth century, almost half of the ethnic Madurese population lived in East Java.37

Like Madura, large parts of Banten consist of nonfertile land, which is, moreover, not suitable for irrigation. It had been an emigration area for centuries, from where many left for Lampung (South Sumatra) to work in the pepper groves, either as seasonal laborers or as permanent migrants, or to escape more permanently from the oppression of the Bantenese rulers. This Residency had endured a chain of natural disasters by the late nineteenth century. First, 73 percent of all its buffaloes died from rinderpest in 1878, followed only a few years later by a severe cholera epidemic and in 1883 by the eruption of Krakatau, which took the lives of 22,000 Bantenese.38

The Madurese and Bantenese were joined by emigrants from Central Java, in particular, from the Principalities (Yogyakarta and Surakarta). In these semi-independent principalities, the descendants of the resettled captives of the Mataram empire suffered from heavy corvée and taxation. Together with rapid demographic growth, as well as adverse soil conditions in some parts of this area, the exploitation engendered famines, massive resistance, and extensive migration.39 The small and densely populated Residency of Yogyakarta was particularly notorious for the exploitation of the peasantry by planters conniving with local rulers. There are manifold stories of peasants who gave up their land and houses once the burdens of compulsory labor became unbearable.40

Not all left their villages for good, however. Every year, trains carried hundreds of thousands of migrants who used this method of transport to stay in touch with the desa where they were born and raised. At sugar factories in East Java, daily wages were 5 to 10 cents higher than Java’s average 20 to 25 cents, and in port cities, they could be as high as 80 cents or even an exceptional guilder per day.41 The sugar-producing Residencies each attracted between sixty thousand and one hundred thousand immigrants, and Kediri saw an influx of over 140,000 immigrants in the final three decades of the nineteenth century. However, even before that, this Residency was one of the frontiers where peasants from Yogyakarta had found refuge. In some districts of Kediri where sugar production was rapidly expanding, the population tripled between 1845 and 1867.42 The tea plantations of the Priangan topped the list of migration destinations and may have attracted as many as three hundred thousand migrants in the final decades of the nineteenth century.43 While already impressive, these figures only represent migrations between residencies. Below the Residency level, mobility toward plantations was even more intense, as many Javanese sought by-employment at plantations and with wealthier farmers, preferably at some distance from their villages, because wage labor was seen as demeaning.44

Railways, meanwhile, allowed migrants to move over ever-larger distances. In the early twentieth century, Besuki had become the prime frontier Residency of East Java, where sugar and tobacco estates had spread from the north to the south over the preceding hundred years. The railway running across Besuki established a connection to the rest of the island and facilitated intense migration, much of it seasonal, but also an annual seven thousand immigrants settled permanently near its coffee and rubber estates.45 In addition to employment in plantations, these migrants also found land thanks to the construction of large-scale irrigation works. In 1930, Besuki counted 320,000 first-generation migrants from Java and 150,000 from Madura, out of a total population of two million.46 In South Sumatra, divided from West Java by a narrow sea lane, the construction of railways spurred new waves of migrations from Java and from the impoverished Residency of Banten in particular.
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MAP 3.1   Reconstruction of annual average net migration of indigenous Javanese population between Residencies, 1867–1894.



THE NORTHERN PHILIPPINES

The plantation was the colonial business model of the day in the early nineteenth century, but it turned out to be as ill-suited to the Philippines as it was to Java, simply because there was neither slave nor proletarian labor available. From the mid–eighteenth century onward, many experiments were undertaken to encourage the production of commercial crops, a pursuit that after much trial and error was crowned with success for only a limited number of them.47 Ill-fated, for example, was the order issued in 1750 by the Spanish colonial government that each rural family ought to plant ten bushes of pepper or cacao or ten betel or coconut palm trees annually. With no provincial agencies available to implement it, this decree went nowhere.48 Many such experiments failed, but the initially inauspicious hemp and indigo pursuits turned into major export crops together with sugar. Hemp, or abaca, catered to a booming demand for maritime rope and became the prime export commodity of the Philippines from 1887 to the 1920s.49

Commodity production therefore had to be operated via state coercion and patron-client relations, but this worked slightly differently in the Philippines than it did in the Netherlands Indies.50 Dutch colonial agrarian policies from the early nineteenth century onward were based on the principle that land stayed within the property of Javanese village communities. The colonial state had imposed coerced cash-crop cultivation via Javanese aristocratic officials and village heads. Such patrimonial structures were absent in the precolonial Philippines, where polities were smaller in scale and had never become as socially stratified as in Java. Whatever statehood existed consisted of federations of barangay (communities comprising thirty to one hundred households) under their own datu (village head) and usually stratified into warriors, freemen, and slaves.51

In the Philippines, the patrimonial state was of a colonial making and operated through the Spanish encomienda system, which started as fiefs granted by the governor-general to loyal conquistadores and to the church. By 1591, there were thirty-six crown and 236 private encomiendas in the Philippines. To facilitate revenue or tribute collection as well as the recruitment of corvée labor, the precolonial barangay were concentrated into pueblos. The datu received the title principale (or cacique) and was assigned the task of collecting the tax and remitting it to the encomienda. Not least because of the greed of the encomienda holders, the whole system turned out to be highly exploitative.52 In addition to a head tax, the Spanish had imposed a system of corvée labor, or polo, for defenses, shipbuilding, and rice supplies. In the course of the eighteenth century, a portion of these corvée-labor obligations was channeled into cash-crop monopolies, tobacco being the most important one. In a further step toward monetization, and similar to Java, corvée labor to be performed by all able-bodied men was reduced from forty to fifteen days per year in 1882, with the option of commuting it into a cash tax.53

In the seventeenth century, the private encomiendas one after another returned to government hands or came into the possession of monasteries. Large swathes of this land were leased out or sold to the principales, who had been on their way to becoming a powerful landed class since the beginning of Spanish rule.54 The Spanish conquistadores of the sixteenth century had also encouraged individual landholding, which over time ended up in the hands of the principales as well through the device of the pacto de retroventa or pacto de retrovendendo. This was a mortgage not so much on the land, of which ownership was hardly registered, but one carried as a personal debt by the peasants, who were degraded to sharecropping serfs and could even be sold together with their land.55 The principales lent their land to tenants on usurious terms, which further increased the class of bonded clients. Attempts by the colonial administration to protect the peasantry by setting limits on the amount of each lending transaction were to no avail as long as debts were such an effective instrument of labor control—and as long as land with servile sharecroppers was worth far more than a piece of empty land. This patron-client servitude was still widespread under American rule.56

The power of the landed principales had grown over time through their merger with their Christianized Mestizo-Chinese moneylenders, who via the pacto de retroventa acquired land on the default of their debtors.57 Through intermarriage between these moneylenders and principales entrepreneurial acumen became coupled with entrenchment in the rural economy. In this respect, the Philippines became distinctly different from the Netherlands Indies. While European corporations had been able to obtain large tracts of land in lease after 1870, the emergence of a Mestizo gentry was something the Dutch authorities had always been anxious to prevent. Such a nonindigenous parasitic landed class would radically change the social order of rural Java, it was feared, and pose a real threat to Dutch rule. Therefore, the Dutch colonial rulers did not grant legal possession of land to anyone who had the legal status of “Foreign Orientals” (mainly Chinese) or Europeans, irrespective of whether they had been born in the Netherlands Indies. Also distinctly different was that in the Netherlands Indies, Chinese, Javanese, and European elites rarely intermingled. Indies Creole planters, although economically and politically powerful, did not become intertwined with the Javanese gentry.

In the Philippines, however, local family networks developed into a national landowning class. First, a sugar and rice plantocracy emerged in Pampanga, followed by Pangasinan. The Visayan island of Negros was turned into a sugar island, a tobacco plantocracy gained hold of Cagayan, and rice and coffee haciendas were established in Nueva Ecija and Batangas. As John A. Larkin put it: “Monopoly of credit, control of information and higher education, an intricate web of strategic marriages, and a strong network of ritual kin helped the rich retain power and wealth and deny these to others.”58 The sugar planters would become the dominant planters’ party in late colonial society, and the way in which they shaped society has been aptly termed “sugarlandia.”59 By that time, the Philippine Mestizo hacendero class had unfolded into a nationwide oligarchy who over the course of the nineteenth century vacated their mansions in the countryside to become culturally fully oriented toward Manila and even to Spain.60

Similar to Java, the Philippines saw substantial permanent migrations from overpopulated lands from the early nineteenth century onward, in this case the northwestern Ilocos. At the turn of the twentieth century, over one-third of all people considering themselves Ilocanos were living outside their provinces of origin.61 Like the Madurese, the Ilocanos were seafarers, but their land was initially not as dry and poor. On the eve of the Spanish colonization, it was still an economically prosperous wet rice area, maintaining commercial relations with China and Japan.62 Fertile soil enabled large agricultural communities to live densely packed together, which had the additional advantage of being better defendable against the incursions of pirates.63 Smallpox vaccinations, which were reportedly reasonably effective, may have played a role in sustaining demographic growth, aggravating population pressure. It did not take long before overpopulation set large caravans of Ilocano migrants in motion, first to establish new villages in the emerging rice and sugar belt of Pangasinan and over time farther down into Nueva Ecija in Central Luzon. Initially, an annual five hundred to one thousand Ilocanos moved from their overpopulated coastal homelands toward the Central Luzon plains, but by the 1840s, the annual exodus had grown to about ten thousand.64 Over the course of the nineteenth century, Pangasinan, Cayagan Valley, Isabela, Tarlac, and most of the Visayas had become their immigration destinations.65

Similar to the situation in Java, these migrations must be linked to the availability of food. Bassino, Dovis, and Komlos have concluded that the decreasing availability of food because of rapid population growth was the most likely cause for the declining height of Filipinos born after 1870, precisely at the time that rice became scarcer and the Philippines had to start importing it.66 Since the average height of military recruits from the frontier regions was above the national average, however, we may assume that here, as in Java, a push and pull mechanism was in play and that migrants improved their well-being by moving toward these frontiers.

The migrations that had commenced early in the nineteenth century would accelerate in the twentieth. The numbers involved rose to over ten thousand per year after 1910 for Nueva Ecija alone, when the American administration facilitated colonization by smallholder peasants through the Homestead Law of 1903. This law offered the opportunity for individuals to claim forty-acre lots of public waste land for a small sum of money. The homesteaders were to clear the land and cultivate most of it within five years or otherwise forfeit their land title. In addition, the American administration purchased friar lands to offer them for affordable prices.67 While idle land was brought into cultivation by homesteading, corporate enterprise opened up new frontiers as well. In 1912, the massive Canlubang sugar central in Laguna was put into production and connected to the Philippine railway network five years later.68 The expansion of the railway network and particularly the construction of roads—which had been nearly absent in the Philippines under Spanish rule—shortened the distance of these frontiers to Manila from weeks to days or even hours, which greatly facilitated seasonal migration. The census of 1939 shows huge gender discrepancies in the employable age for different provinces, which points to substantial single male immigrant flows in addition to family migrations: 48,346 in the sugar island of Negros, 32,000 in the plantation belt of Davao in Mindanao, 14,863 in the mining-intensive Mountain Province, and 13,062 in Manila. These men left their families behind in Cebu (31,133), Pangasinan (24,481), and the Ilocos provinces (36,039).69
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MAP 3.2   Reconstruction of migration between Provinces in the northern Philippines, 1887–1903.

Provinces: 1. Abra; 2. Ilocos Norte; 3. Ilocos Sur; 4. La Union; 5. Cagayan; 7. Isabela; 8. Bataan; 9. Bulacan; 10. Nueva Ecija; 11. Pampanga; 12. Pangasinan; 13. Tarlac; 14. Zambales; 15. Manila; 16. Batangas; 17. Cavite; 18. Laguna; 19. Marinduque; 20. Mindoro; 21. Rizal; 22. Tayabas; 23a. Paragua Sur; 23b. Paragua; 24. Albay; 25. Ambos Camarines; 27. Masbate; 28. Sorsogon; 29. Antique; 30. Capiz; 31. Iloilo; 32. Negros Occidental; 33. Romblon; 34. Bohol; 35. Cebu; 36. Leyte; 37. Negros Oriental; 38. Samar; 39. Misamis; 41. Surigao; 43. Cotabato; 46. Davao; 48. Zamboanga; 49 Lepanto-Bontoc; 51. Benguet; 52. Nueva Vizcaya; 53. Tawi-Tawi; 54. Siassi; 55. Basilan; 56. Dapitan; 57. Jolo



JAVA AND PHILIPPINE SUGARLANDIAS

Sugar was king in Java from the late nineteenth century until the collapse of this industry in 1930, then it was king in the Philippines from the 1930s until 1985. In the Philippines, 12 percent of the population was economically dependent on the sugar sector in the 1930s.70 This was not greatly different from Java on the eve of the Great Depression, when the sugar industry was by far the largest employer in Java, making up about 10 percent of the island’s GDP and providing work for at least part of the year to 10 percent of the male and 3.6 percent of the female employable population.71 Hundreds of thousands of migrants belonged to this workforce, many of whom had left their homes, propelled by a shortage of land. This applied to the Eastern Salient of Java and even more to Negros. The nutritional conditions in the sugar belts initially compared favorably with those in the overpopulated areas such as Central Java and Ilocos, but the picture was reversed in the 1920s for the Visayan island of Negros, where land scarcity made workers entirely dependent on plantation employment for their livelihood.

The story of the emergence of the Negros plantation belt, a frontier populated by immigrants and seasonal laborers from Iloilo and later on Ilocos, commenced in 1855 after the opening up of the port city of Iloilo (on the island of Panay) to foreign commerce. The British established a vice-consulate in this city, and the first to be entrusted with this office was Nicholas Loney, an agent for several Manchester textile firms. Intent on opening up the Philippines for British cloth, he may have judged the production of sugar of secondary importance, although Britain was a major purchaser of Philippine sugar.72 In any case, Loney supplied equipment such as steam-driven cane crushers and, if necessary, credit.73 At that time, an attempt had already been made to apply industrial equipment to sugar production in Negros by another foreigner, the Frenchman Leopold Germain Gaston. He was brought from Mauritius by an important Mestizo-Spanish planter in Batangas in 1837, which speaks to the global breadth of sugar production and the peripatetic character of expertise in cash-crop production. Gaston’s example was followed by prominent ethnic Chinese from Iloilo, who were supplied with equipment by Loney.74

Negros’s unfolding misery was partly the result of monocropping, made possible by the emigration of hundreds of thousands of labor migrants to the mushrooming sugar belt and by massive land grabs.75 Much of the land was cleared by immigrants from Iloilo, who either came as clients of Mestizo entrepreneurs or on their own account.76 Most pioneers needed crop loans from the sugar entrepreneurs, who provided these at an interest rate of 25 percent, which was not especially high but still difficult to repay. Many farmers lost their land within a year of entering into their contract loans.77 To expel those who managed to hold on, the landlords would hire armed gangs. In this way, the hacenderos grabbed large swathes of land between the 1860s and 1880s and reduced the pioneers first to tenants and subsequently to sharecroppers.78 For harvesting and haulage, the planters relied on sacadas, seasonal laborers, arriving in gangs of twenty or so men led by a kapatas, or patron.79

What generally separated sharecroppers from cane cutters in the Philippine sugar districts was that they still had their own working animals, although this was an advantage they lost when rinderpest in the early years of the twentieth century deprived them of their means of production.80 Even then their bargaining position was still not bad, and it improved after their ranks had been thinned by the War of Independence. Moreover, the mechanization of the sugar factories had been sluggish.81 Railway tracks did not yet connect field to factory, as was the case in Java, for example. However, the labor shortages that were still abundant by 1910 had vanished by the 1920s, when American investments had concentrated the processing of cane from 820 mills into seventeen centrifugal centrals and had fully mechanized haulage via a dense web of narrow-gauge railways. Meanwhile, the population had continued to increase rapidly.82

The word “sugarlandia,” which was coined for the Philippines, Negros in particular, is equally applicable to Java, where over 8.6 percent of the most valuable land, namely sawah (wet rice) land, was committed to cane. The factories also deeply affected agricultural cycles, as they were a driving force behind the expansion of irrigated land but also the dominant co-users, putting their own interests above rice cultivation.83 In the wake of the Brussels Convention of 1902, which reined in the dumping of European beet sugar on the global market, sugar brought some prosperity to rural Java. Sugar accounted for half of the plantation employment in Java, which doubled between 1900 and 1920 and brought a substantial increase of per capita income.84 The Brussels Convention expired, however, during the First World War; sugar prices declined, and in the course of the 1920s, marginal peasants again fell on hard times. Many were forced to rent out their land to sugar factories for subeconomic prices and often under conditions detrimental to a timely start of the rice cycle. Resistance by poor peasants and cane cutters to their deteriorating conditions, leading to cane fires, was answered by the sugar factories establishing an extensive private police force to guard the fields during the sugar campaign.85 While the role of the village heads and mandurs in controlling labor continued to be crucial, new instruments were added to the arsenal, such as the gathering of 160,000 fingerprints to detect known political propagandists among the labor force in the factories and among the field mandurs.86 Meanwhile, the wages of the field laborers who did most of the work made up just 25 percent of the cost price of the Java sugar. While sugar workers in the Philippines did not receive a larger share, they earned more thanks to a protected U.S. sugar market. The incomes of Java’s peasant families were further depressed by heavy taxation on land.87

Poverty and malnutrition proliferated in the plantation belts of the northern Philippines and Java, the consequences of which were aggravated by the widespread occurrence of malaria and hookworm. In Java, rice consumption declined from the late nineteenth century onward, although this was compensated for by the cultivation and consumption of cassava, sweet potatoes, and maize.88 Yet even at the time that Java’s per capita income and food supplies had increased substantially, the high casualty rate from the influenza epidemic in the Netherlands Indies sheds a less favorable light on the nutritional conditions and general health of Java’s rural population. Casualty rates from influenza are highly correlated to nutritional as well as general health. There were relatively few casualties among well-fed people, who did not suffer from malaria or hookworm. Despite the fact that, for example, the barracks of the Dutch colonial army and the miners of Belitung were breeding places for the flu, only 0.3 percent of these soldiers and miners died. Among East Sumatra’s malnourished coolies originating from Central Java, 3.5 percent succumbed, compared with 1 percent among the Chinese in the same plantations.89 Within Asia, the Netherlands Indies and India were the worst affected by influenza, with a mortality rate of 5 to 6 percent of the population.90 By contrast, the casualty rate from the pandemic hovered between 2 and 3 percent in British Malaya, the Philippines, and Burma.91 That bad nutritional conditions in Java might have played a major role in this relatively high mortality rate seems even more likely considering that the casualty rate was also remarkably high in some densely populated rural provinces of Ilocos, Pangasinan, and, last but not least, the plantation belt of Negros.92

In the sugarlandias of both the Philippines and Java, the nutritional conditions further worsened during the early years of the Depression, although for different reasons. In Java, they were already precarious by the late 1920s, when protein intake declined to the alarming level of about 80 percent of the necessary minimum.93 Things went from bad to worse in the wake of the collapse of the Java sugar industry during the Great Depression, which reduced the average intake to 1,500 to 1,600 kilocalories per day, well below the necessary minimum of 1,800 to 2,000. In the Philippines, food supplies still increased in the 1920s thanks to measures by the American administration to expand the acreage of land under rice, combined with import tariffs on this cereal to protect local production. This was good for rural income, but in practice, wage workers and sharecroppers suffered, and their conditions further deteriorated when rice production stagnated in the 1930s.

Workers in the sugar and rice belts of Negros and Central Luzon were exposed to malnutrition. In Negros, they were employed for only half of the year, and then for just two or three days per week. While having enough time to grow food, they had little opportunity to do so because most arable land on that island was taken up by cane. Workers were completely in the thrall of their employers, who provided them with food from their canteens: sometimes “planters paid wages with nothing but the commodities bought from these canteens.”94 More than half of the families of cane workers were in debt. In the other Philippine sugar belt, Pampanga, proletarianization had progressed more slowly, but population pressure mounted here as well and was exacerbated by a steady stream of laborers from the densely populated Ilocos provinces toward Central Luzon. They must have found it increasingly difficult to find employment, since the sugar industry had embarked on the mechanization of plowing and haulage.95

Sugar workers and seasonal migrants were not the only groups suffering from deteriorating nutritional conditions in the 1930s. Landlords increasingly enjoyed the luxury of abundant supplies of labor and during the rice-scarce final months before the harvest felt no urge to provide rice to their sharecroppers to rescue them from starvation, which implies a serious erosion of the old patron-client relationship.96 By the late 1930s, 70 percent of the population of Pampanga was landless, permanently in debt, and therefore—as a contemporary observer noted—actually living in a state of serfdom.97 Meanwhile, relatively high rice prices, in which speculation played a role, led to a decline of the availability of this cereal by 35 percent in the 1930s for the entire Philippine population.98 Sugar plantation workers were seriously undernourished in the 1930s; a figure even below 1,400 kilocalories for adults was mentioned in an investigation by the Institute of Pacific Relations. Such alarming figures were also to be found among coolies in Java plantations in 1939, for that matter.99 Hunger and oppression by hacenderos provoked widespread resistance, manifesting itself in the torching of many a cane field. Over time, this would turn increasingly violent and more organized in the shape of the well-known Huk movement.100 To avoid an expansion of this peasant uprising in Central Luzon, the Philippine government imported and distributed relief rice. Generally, agricultural wages were far below, if not less than half, of the one-peso equivalent of half a U.S. dollar per day, which was considered to be a subsistence wage by the late 1930s.101

COLONIAL DOMINATION OR SPECIALIZATION?

The grim stories of the sugarlandias of Java and the Philippines seem to serve as classical cases of underdevelopment by colonial capitalism. What complicates the picture, however, is that most of the Philippine sugar barons were born in the Philippines, and more than half of the Java factories were owned by families with deep roots in Java. They belonged both to powerful Mestizo or Creole strata, classes that were definitely exploitative but did not rely on metropolitan capitalism.102 There is another, and probably more important, reason why a straightforward connection between the extent of economic dependency of a colony on its core country and impoverishment is unlikely. Colonialism, and colonial plantation and mining sectors in particular, obviously had enormous transformative effects on societies under its subjugation, but this took many different forms and involved many different actors. This complexity seems to have escaped from theorizing on colonial exploitation and economic dependency as it has developed since the Second World War.

In 1945, Albert O. Hirschman, who would later on claim his “grandfathership of the dependency theory,” postulated that colonial domination created peripheries that were to produce items suffering from unfavorable terms of trade: “An initial power supremacy enables the imperial power to shape the direction and composition of the colony’s trade, and the trade relations which are thus established in turn strengthen markedly the original power position held by the imperial power.”103 As an indicator of dependency, Hirschman developed an index that still carries his name, in which figures above 40 signal an unhealthy concentration of the trade of a colony with its mother country. For the Netherlands Indies, the Philippines, Malaysia, and—for the sake of comparison—British India, his formula produced the data presented in table 3.2.

TABLE 3.2

Hirschman index, 1913 and 1938
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Source: Hirschman, National Power, 104–5.

Table 3.2 shows that the colonies in question, with the notable exception of the Philippines, had a relatively diverse set of economic relations both with respect to their imports and their exports. In terms of dependency, the Philippines stood out as increasingly oriented toward its colonizer, which was the only market for its sugar, and sugar had become its most important export commodity by the 1930s. Moreover, the removal of import tariffs for U.S. goods opened up the Philippine market for a range of manufactured goods, including textiles.104 Meanwhile, remarkably few trade ties were established between the Philippines and neighboring countries, making the “racial and cultural ties of the Malayan peoples throughout South-eastern Asia … an empty phrase,” as a contemporary observer noted.105 India, the Netherlands Indies, and Malaysia were economically less dependent on their colonial motherland, but this was not unequivocal good news. Indonesia’s decreasing dependency index figure for exports, for example, was also the result of the collapse of its sugar industry during the Depression years.

The Hirschman index obviously does not allow for any categorical conclusions concerning the effects of the metropolitan dependency of Island Southeast Asia, but neither does it justify a denial of the substantial effects of colonialism on trade relations. In this regard, Patrick O’Brien might have been overstating his case when he claimed that it was not colonial power but the “underlying structural possibilities” that forced tropical dependencies to focus on a limited number of commodities.106 As a rule, metropolitan governments defended their own producers and refiners against competition from tropical producers. The protection of metropolitan beet sugar is the most notorious example, one that even hurt the Philippines despite their privileged access to the U.S. market. The U.S. sugar quota in 1934, imposed under pressure from the country’s beet sugar industry, compelled the Philippines to destroy a third of its harvest in the year that followed, for which the planters were partly compensated by the government as a matter of fact.107 Moreover, the United States issued a regulation that the maximum amount of public land a corporation could apply for in the Philippines was 1,024 hectares. This act was adopted by the American Congress as an anti-imperialist gesture but had its provenance in the American beet sugar interests that had lobbied for this law to prevent American capital from establishing strong and competitive sugar plantations in the Philippines.108

The United States also favored its own producers of natural fats by imposing an excise on processed coconut oil, which was returned to the Philippine exchequer—but only with the obnoxious clause that such funds would not be invested in the coconut sector.109 This kept the Philippine coconut sector relatively inefficient. Despite all this, the Philippines were in an enviable position with regard to their coconut oil exports compared with the Netherlands Indies, as the Philippine oil factories had survived the glut of the market of the early 1920s, when those in the Netherlands Indies were mostly bankrupted and closed. The forty Philippine mills—which were overwhelmingly in U.S. and British hands—were recapitalized, however, and maintained themselves against competitors in the United States.110 In contrast to the Philippines, coconut oil exports from the Netherlands Indies were of marginal importance, and most of the oil was consumed by the local market.111 Philippine coconut oil even enjoyed preferential and duty-free access to the United States, which did not protect its own copra-processing industry, in contrast to the European countries.112 This would change somewhat in 1934, when the United States imposed a tax on processed coconut oil. However, it still mattered a great deal to the coconut fat producers in Island Southeast Asia whether they had to deal with Europe or the United States.

Metropolitan interests indubitably inhibited the upgrading of tropical commodities toward export products with higher added value, but nonetheless it made sense for the colonial administrations in Island Southeast Asia to develop and facilitate the export of primary products. In that respect, O’Brien is right. The long nineteenth century (1789–1914) was a time in which Asian, African, and Latin American economies experienced a period of favorable terms of trade for their primary products.113 The specialization in a limited number of commodities, noted by O’Brien, was part of the game and not deliberately pursued by colonial governments, at least not initially. When the Spanish and Dutch colonial administrations promoted exports to increase their revenue in the late eighteenth century, they aimed to play a role in the global economy in a wide range of products, varying from luxuries, to textiles, to rice. Until the 1830s, dozens of ships left from Batavia, Manila, and harbor towns at the Gulf of Lingayen filled with rice for Canton, where it was imported to help feed famine-stricken southeastern China.114 Java and the Philippines continued to export rice up to the 1860s.

Estates producing more than a single crop became less and less the rule over time. This was particularly the case in Java, where successful planters went all-in on sugar, the most profitable crop.115 The increasingly capital-intensive outlays of the sugar factories provided a strong disincentive to shift to other commodities if these drew better prices on the world market. They kept extensive financial reserves for the bad years to protect their valuable property from being bankrupted. This conservative management style was markedly strong in Java’s sugar industry. Although planters were well aware of the risk of monocropping, they were usually not capable of resisting the economic logic. The exception that proved the rule was the American investor who built the large Canlubang sugar factory in the Philippines in 1912. He had deep pockets, commanded plenty of land, and could therefore afford to combine sugar with copra in his enterprise.116

While monocropping was driven by an admittedly short-term economic rationale of favorable terms of trade, it definitely impinged negatively on manufacturing and particularly on food production. The precarious nutritional conditions of large segments of the population of Java were directly linked to these terms of trade. In Java, where cheap imports were still being allowed in, rice growing was less profitable than cane, which discouraged rice production. Java lost its role as a rice exporter, and the fact that it did not become a large importer was simply because cassava, maize, and sweet potatoes increasingly replaced rice on the daily menu. Only Sumatra’s west coast, Bali, and Lombok were still selling part of their rice crop in the early twentieth century, and any attempts to expand rice cultivation outside Java failed because growing coffee, rubber, or copra paid much better.117 The situation in British Malaya was even worse, as it had to import 65 percent of its rice in the early twentieth century, mostly from Burma.118 Attempts by British authorities to encourage rice production failed as long as farmers could earn more from rubber or tobacco.119 The downside of this economic specialization was that it inhibited the development of food production in British Malaya and distorted the rice market in Java, and this had serious consequences for the farmers who had to pay their land rent by selling part of their paddy harvest. With low prices for this crop, they might have preferred to produce less of it and work longer at the plantations. The Americans had made it a priority from the onset of their administration of the Philippines to wean the country off its rice imports from Siam and Saigon.120 It was beneficial to the Philippine economy, although, as mentioned already, there was a downside in the shape of relatively high rice prices and in the 1930s the undernourishment of wage workers and sharecroppers.

With the exception of the Philippines, which were pulled into the U.S. economic orbit, the economic integration of Southeast and East Asia forged ahead in the early twentieth century. Japan emerged as a major industrial manufacturer for the region, exporting bicycles, sewing machines, and textiles to Southeast Asia and importing commodities such as sugar. The division of labor between cash-crop plantation belts and auxiliary rice frontiers emerged all over Asia, and its scale expanded.121 In South Asia, the plantations of Ceylon drew their rice from the Kaveri delta (Madras Presidency), which also supplied British Malaya.122 The drive toward specialization was relentless and practically unstoppable by colonial governments. An attempt by the administration of Burma to introduce coffee and cotton cultivation was thwarted by British and German traders, whose response was to offer better prices for rice. Nevertheless, the price of Burmese rice was low enough to flood even the Kaveri delta in the 1920s, to prevent food self-sufficiency in British Malaya, and to degrade the income-generating capacity of rice cultivators in Java.123

DIVERGING LIVING STANDARDS: ESTATES VERSUS SMALLHOLDERS

Since the Hirschman index does not explain the divergence of living standards in Island Southeast Asia as much as, for example, an examination of rice markets does, we can shift our focus to the types of crops and the types of labor relations as possible explanatory factors. The type of crop undeniably played a role in the unequal spread of the growth of specialization in cash crops. Sugar prices were declining under pressure from the major beet sugar–producing countries in continental Europe, which considered sugar a strategic alimentary commodity and not only protected their own markets but also provided their industries with the wherewithal to dump their surpluses on the world market. Crops such as coffee and tobacco—and up to 1940, rubber and cotton—were less vulnerable to protective measures or substitution by industrial countries.124

Even though the type of crop mattered in terms of effects on local purchasing power, of overriding importance seems to have been the difference between smallholders and plantation estates. The case of the Netherlands Indies definitely points in this direction. The histories of Java and the Outer Islands diverge widely with respect to their production systems of cash crops. In 1930, about 85 percent of all cash crops produced in Java came from plantation estates (mainly sugar, tea, coffee, rubber, and tobacco) compared with a mere 36 percent in the Outer Islands.125 Coffee and rubber, for example, were predominantly plantation crops in Java, but they were smallholder crops or at least in the hands of local entrepreneurs in the Outer Islands.126

Copra is the exception to the rule that crops generally grown on estates in Java belonged predominantly to the domain of smallholders in the Outer Islands. By the late 1920s, only 5 percent of the coconut palms in the Netherlands Indies belonged to European-owned plantations, and the figure was even lower for Java than for the Outer Islands.127 Copra emerged as a booming commodity in the early twentieth century, when coconut oil—previously only used in indigenous cuisine—became a major source for the production of soap and margarine. Island Southeast Asia soon became the dominant producer, with a share of 70 percent of the global output by the mid-1930s.128 Both in the Outer Islands of the Netherlands Indies and in the Philippines, copra was initially a smallholder crop, with intermediaries—usually Chinese or Mestizo Chinese—taking care of the transport to, respectively, Singapore and Manila.129 Copra cultivation brought considerable wealth to local populations, although smallholdings might end up in the hands of elites who then transformed the production sites into plantations; this happened less in Java than it did elsewhere.130 A plantation belt emerged in Kalimantan near Pontianak, which was populated by thousands of peons who had to toil for four or five years to work off their debts and the fare for the steamer or brig that had carried them to West Kalimantan.131 Moreover, and this was particularly the case after the Second World War, when output was increased through improved cultivation techniques, copra plantations obtained a competitive advantage over smallholders.132

In the Philippines, the extensive smallholder cultivation of copra and abaca in the eastern provinces set them apart from western and central Luzon and the western Visayas, where both rice and sugar production were dominated by the hacenderos and marked by sharp social inequalities. In the 1920s, generous profits ended up in the pockets of the absentee hacenderos in Manila, while the workers in the cane fields of Negros and Pampanga suffered. Workers in the abaca and copra belts were much better off in those years. Certainly, during the Depression years, the decline of copra prices was more severe than that of Philippine sugar. Wages were about 25 percent lower in the eastern abaca- and copra-growing provinces than in the sugar belts. Yet in terms of living standards, farmers in these provinces were better off than in Negros, for example, because they still had the option to shift from export to food cropping.133

Moreover, the profits from indigenous export cultivation, as Jacob van Gelderen (the head of the statistical office in Batavia) argued in the 1920s, were not siphoned off to Europe or to the United States but were either spent on imports or saved in gold or paper currency. During the rubber boom in the 1920s, about 82.4 million guilders in paper money of the Netherlands Indies was extracted from circulation, suggesting that a considerable amount of money had been stashed away to return into the economy over time.134 Thousands of bicycles (a bicycle cost almost a year’s earnings of a coolie at a Deli plantation in those days), hundreds of sewing machines, and dozens of motor cars found their way to smallholder communities in Kalimantan and Sumatra.135 In the profoundly Dutch-oriented Minahasa, the profits from copra cultivation were lavishly spent on children’s education.136 Wherever corporate estate enterprise did not rule, the rural economy benefited from its incorporation in the global commodity market. By contrast, a plantation belt such as Deli (East Sumatra) was a typical wealth exporter; it averaged an export surplus double that of the Netherlands Indies.137 Smallholder commodity production not only entailed a higher retention rate of the profits of cash-crop production for the local economy but also allowed cultivators to spread their risks: the rubber cultivators in Sumatra and Kalimantan, often swidden cultivators, or abaca growers in the eastern provinces of the Philippines continued to grow food crops.138

Even in regions where added value was retained rather than siphoned off to the overseas plantation owners or absentee hacenderos, the actual cultivators could certainly still be exploited by middlemen. Neither should we cherish illusions about labor conditions, since slaves were frequently employed in indigenous coffee and pepper production well into the nineteenth century, and debt bondage continued for much longer. Every year, thousands of migrants came to the pepper frontiers at the east coast of Aceh as seasonal workers, but many of them had to stay in conditions of debt bondage.139 They lived in the same debt clutches as the gatherers of forest products in Borneo or the pearl divers in the South Moluccas mentioned in the previous chapter of this book. Many copra and rubber cultivators in West Kalimantan were permanently in debt to the Chinese traders, who controlled the contacts with the outside world and had their own steam liners to Singapore.140 This debt bondage could easily emerge when farmers no longer grew their own food. Sometimes, favorable prices led cultivators to give up rice cultivation, as was the case with copra growers in South Sulawesi.141 There were also many farmers who were simply short of hands and time to combine food and cash-crop production.142 This was a problem that did not disappear after decolonization. In recent times, highland tobacco cultivators in North Sulawesi who were not capable of producing sufficient food for their families ended up debt-chained to coastal traders, who even organized gambling sessions to inflict debts on them.143 Even if communities of smallholders succeeded in keeping usurers at bay, their prosperity could still have evaporated almost overnight if they had not managed to diversify their activities in a timely fashion. This happened in the Bicol provinces in eastern Luzon, where abaca had brought prosperity but no economic diversification, as most of it was exported as raw material for U.S. and British rope makers.144

Nonetheless, the communities of smallholders cultivating abaca, copra, rubber, and coffee usually reaped more of the benefits of their work and enjoyed greater flexibility to respond to the commodity booms and busts than communities that relied on plantation employment. A significant proportion of Java’s population was dependent on poorly paid work at the plantations or their extensive supporting infrastructure, without having any other options to become involved in production for the global market. In contrast to the rural populations of the thinly populated parts of Island Southeast Asia, individual farmers in Java—as well as parts of Luzon and the Visayas for that matter—had little chance to engage in commodity production on their own terms, hamstrung as they were by limited resources and population pressure.145

Just after 1900, the American labor expert Victor S. Clark remarked in his essay on economic conditions in Java that while the island had made material progress with regard to its public work and plantations, in most other respects it was stationary: “The standard of living and physical well-being of the masses has not risen and wages appear to be falling.”146 Dutch imperialists at that time bluntly stated that Java was exhausted and overpopulated and that the Outer Islands should therefore be opened up to Dutch capital.147 Although plantation employment in Java boomed during the first twenty-five years of the twentieth century, it brought only temporary relief. By and large, workers in the plantation sectors benefited less from the commodity boom in the 1920s than smallholders and suffered more during the Depression. The Philippines offer a case in point, where the relatively high wages in plantation belts in the 1930s were offset by limited opportunities for workers to grow their own food. This is not to say that conditions were rosy beyond the large European-led plantation economy during the Great Depression. The sharecropping rubber tappers left South Sumatra en masse.148 In Kalimantan, the glut in rubber prices and the rubber quota also caused hardship, particularly for producers who had neglected their food production and were in the thrall of the middlemen, who just asked for more production at a lower price. Nonetheless, the overall economic performance of the Outer Islands was better than Java, and in general, there was less hardship during the Depression.149

The economic divergence between Java and the Outer Islands is reflected in the fact that in the 1920s the level of imports of consumption goods per capita in Sumatra and Kalimantan was two to 2.5 times higher than in Java, three times higher than in the Moluccas, and seven times higher than in Bali. These differences correlate with the estimates of per capita incomes found by Malines van Ginkel, which were considerably higher in Sumatra and Kalimantan than in Java. Indigenous rubber, pepper, and coffee cultivation did bring some prosperity to many. By contrast, in the former slave-trading regions in the eastern part of the Indonesian archipelago—as well as in Bali and Lombok—per capita income and consumptive imports per capita were slightly under 15 percent of what was earned in Jambi and Bengkulu; the most prosperous residencies in Sumatra.150 The engagement with the global economy as a supplier of commodities could bring wealth but also further precarity. The additional income brought by plantations to rural societies did mitigate the impoverishment caused by population density, but at the same time, it exposed rural populations to the extractive mechanisms of plantation conglomerates.





 

CHAPTER FOUR

The Labor-Scarce Commodity Frontiers, 1870s–1942

The audacious pirates who had looted vessels even within sight of major colonial port cities such as Singapore and Surabaya were defeated by naval steam and steel over the course of the nineteenth century. The colonial gunboats eventually brought the slaveholding polities of Island Southeast Asia to heel. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 inaugurated the era of modern imperialism, a new stage in the quest for control over resources. Coffee, tea, tobacco, and particularly sugar were shipped to Europe and the United States in increasing quantities, addressing the rising spending capacity of their populations. With tin for canned food, palm oil for soap and margarine, abaca for rope, and last but not least rubber and oil, the region catered to the almost insatiable demand of the industrializing world. Yet even in those decades of what seemed to be unstoppable colonial expansion, plantation estates and corporate capitalism did not bring all of Island Southeast Asia under its sway, as it had done in Java and the northwestern Philippines. Smallholder cash-crop production was resilient. For most of Island Southeast Asia, this peripheralization was a slow process that outlasted colonialism and continued in postcolonial times.

In what follows, the expansion of the plantation economy outside the northern Philippines and Java will be revisited as a process of “incomplete peripheralization.” It began in the final years of the nineteenth century, when slave-based commodity production still existed in the peripheries of Island Southeast Asia. In the struggle to increase their control over Chinese-dominated cash-crop cultivation in the outer regions of Island Southeast Asia, colonial administrative centers engineered migration from densely populated provinces toward these areas.1 Whereas migration to the Philippines and the southern parts of Sumatra occurred more or less spontaneously, Malaysia and North Sumatra had to rely on commercial recruiters. As will be detailed, a free capitalist labor market did not emerge. The North Sumatra plantation belt in particular demonstrates how the combination of plantations’ unwillingness to pay market wages and colonial governments’ anxiety to control migration engendered a world of trafficking and deceit, which has unfortunately resurfaced in recent decades.

Despite steadfast colonial backing of corporate plantations and mining businesses, only in Java would the European- or American-owned estates control more than half of the cultivation of export crops. At least until the late nineteenth century, colonial support could not make up for the lack of financial stamina and local knowledge, both of which were needed to expand toward the thinly populated territories of Island Southeast Asia. Even in the colonial heartland of Java, they often shared the trade and marketing of products with Chinese entrepreneurs.2 In the eastern part of the Indonesian archipelago, Bugis merchants assertively engaged in the trade of forest and sea products for the Chinese market, which they bartered for British cloth.3 Partly as a result of these trading connections, the total value of exports to China from the Outer Islands of Indonesia easily exceeded those to Europe until the 1850s.4 Only by the end of the nineteenth century had the forests of Island Southeast Asia been turned into frontiers of corporate enterprise. Colonial governments prepared the ground for this by claiming ownership of all the waste land throughout their territories. In the 1870s, the government of the Netherlands Indies, for example, not only enacted its enclosure legislation for Java (see the previous chapter) but also explored how it could be extended all over the Indonesian archipelago.5 Meanwhile, roads and shipping services were laid out to connect the outer regions to the colonial centers of power, drawing the grid for imperial expansion. The Bugis traders who had once played a central role in the movement of sea and forest products were pushed aside by shipping companies such as the Dutch KPM (Royal Packet Navigation Company). Oil companies entered Sumatra and Kalimantan, and the first timber companies penetrated the forests of North Borneo, presaging the large-scale corporate destruction of the rain forests later in the twentieth century.6 However, even in the rubric of extractive commodities, the transnational and highly vertically concentrated oil companies remained an exceptional phenomenon. Coal mines were usually under government control and, most importantly, almost all the tin, gold, and diamond extraction stayed in Chinese hands until the very end of the nineteenth century and in some cases even longer.7

RESTIVE SMALLHOLDERS

Island Southeast Asia’s sites of mining and cash-crop cultivation showed a varied pattern in terms of ownership and labor relations. Despite the region’s reputation as a colonial plantation belt, many crops, for example abaca and copra, were in fact most successfully cultivated as smallholder crops. Some of these smallholder systems proved to be remarkably resilient against the advance of the estate corporations, despite the fact that their crops were in great demand in the West. This was also irrespective of whether these crops were indigenous—such as pepper, abaca, and copra—or had been introduced by the colonial powers. The secret of smallholders’ resilience was often the embedding of their production for the market in swidden food-crop cultivation, which enhanced their economic autonomy. Coffee, rubber, and pepper are crops that grow as trees or vines and produce yields for a number of consecutive years. Thus they are highly suitable to be combined with swidden food agriculture.

Most of the corporate mining and plantations would not have survived without the heavy hand of the colonial state, as they were usually economically outperformed by smallholdings and small-scale or artisanal mining. This was even the case in the sugar sector. For Java, it was reckoned in the 1920s that smallholder production was at least 25 percent cheaper than estate cane because it could dispense with the supervision and overhead required by plantations.8 Not surprisingly, the sugar factories wrested a legal ban on the budding peasant cane sector from the government in the early 1920s.9 The price of this inefficiency was solely paid by the workers in the field and the cane cutters, as the sugar industry spared their factory workers and overseers in the field (the mandurs) who were crucial to ensure smooth operations.10 Tobacco and tea estates had to compete with smallholder production or operated in symbiosis with smallholders or sharecroppers. In Manado (North Sulawesi), tobacco continued to be grown alongside plantation production, as it was in Java. Actually, more than three-quarters of the tobacco grown in Java was smallholder produce, although it should be noted that most of this was for local consumption.11 In East Java and Deli (East Sumatra), Dutch pioneers had begun their tobacco estates as putting-out systems, and the Deli plantations kept some of their key features. The so-called field coolies, who carried out the actual planting, tending, and harvesting of the tobacco leaves, were sharecroppers assigned to one bau (0.7 hectare) to grow tobacco.12 In the Priangan, smallholder tea emerged as an offshoot from estates, since the planters encouraged their workers to grow this crop as smallholders. This involved almost a third of the total acreage planted with tea bushes.13 In addition, tens of thousands of tea smallholdings (varying from 0.2 to fourteen hectares) emerged in West Java, which would expand markedly during the Depression years and yield the capital for further investment, including in textile manufacturing.14

The cultivation of pepper resisted all attempts at appropriation by colonial powers. Pepper was the source of Aceh’s prowess in the nineteenth century, after it succeeded Banten as the prime pepper grower of the region. It sold its pepper to Chinese traders, to ships from Salem (Massachusetts), or via its Acehnese merchant community in Penang.15 In Bangka, the Chinese mine owners were extracting more profit from their pepper groves than from tin by the early twentieth century. They turned this island into the world’s principal producer of white pepper.16 Coffee shares many characteristics with pepper, even though it was introduced by the colonizers. From the late eighteenth century onward, it was the most important export crop of colonial Java, the revenues from which were massively siphoned off to the Netherlands. In Sumatra, however, it became predominantly grown by smallholders and received a boost after the revolution in 1791 had decimated coffee supplies from Saint-Domingue. American ships called at the port of Padang every year to fill their holds with coffee grown in Minangkabau.17 This region was producing so much coffee by the 1840s that it is said that 12,000 porters had to carry the harvested beans from the highlands to the port of Padang.18 Over the course of the nineteenth century, coffee as a smallholder crop would further expand across Sumatra and Sulawesi, where it gained wide popularity among swidden agriculturalists.19 In the early twentieth century, a fresh wave of such coffee cultivation followed in West Sumatra, greatly facilitated by newly constructed roads.20 Coffee cultivation thrived particularly among local communities that were not under the yoke of an economically oppressive local nobility and that felt secure enough to invest in trees that took eight to ten years to bear fruit.21

Although intimately linked to the Second Industrial Revolution, rubber was only to a very limited extent vertically integrated with metropolitan corporations. It thrived as a smallholder crop, fitting perfectly with cycles of food production, particularly with swidden cultivation, as the trees could be planted while the land was left fallow to recover from food cropping.22 Throughout Sumatra and southwestern Kalimantan, smallholder rubber rapidly disseminated after Indonesians had returned from rubber tapping in the Malay Peninsula, where they had acquired the necessary skills and seeds.23 By about 1940, the total number of smallholder rubber producers in Sumatra and in Kalimantan amounted to an estimated eight hundred thousand, and with the exception of Deli, European-owned plantations were of little consequence.24 In British Malaya, where large European and American companies held most of the rubber estates, there were still many smaller Chinese and Tamil estates (about 1,500 in 1940) whose owners constituted a thriving middle class and an important factor in the economy of the region.25 Last but not least, 40 percent of the entire area planted with rubber was owned by smallholders, who would have pushed the rubber estates to the margins in the 1930s if the interwar international rubber restriction schemes had not been so disadvantageous to them.26

Rubber smallholders also defied attempts by the Dutch colonial government to encapsulate and sever them from the chain of Chinese traders connecting them with the rubber mills of Singapore. This chain proved to be mutually beneficial because it allowed smallholders to keep their independence and Singapore to emerge as the hub of rubber milling for colonial Indonesia. In the 1920s, the capacity of the city’s twenty mills was supplied to the extent of about 80 percent by rubber from Sumatra and Kalimantan. The government in Batavia did not watch with a light heart the loss of potential revenue caused by the raw condition of the exported rubber, and it encouraged investors to build processing factories in Palembang, although without much success.27 The Royal Packet Navigation Company (KPM), meanwhile, fruitlessly attempted to force out the Chinese traders from their lucrative intermediary position between the Sumatra smallholders and Singapore rubber mills.28 In 1934, the Dutch authorities eventually had enough of it and imposed a prohibitive duty on the export of wet rubber. The cultivators in Kalimantan and Sumatra were up to the challenge and ordered thousands of rubber mangles from Singapore, enabling them to diversify the destinations of their exports, as dry rubber was less perishable and hence suitable for transport over the Pacific Ocean to the United States.29

REDUCING THE CHINESE IMMIGRANT LABOR FORCE

The resilience of the smallholder sector in the Outer Islands was shored up by labor scarcity and land abundance, a situation diametrically opposed to that of the plantation belts of Java and the northern Philippines. As we have seen, mobility was high in Island Southeast Asia, and plantation estates in Java had been quite successful in attracting labor after the 1860s. They had been doing this by tapping into existing patron-client relationships, and although that violated regulations concerning individual labor contracting, the colonial government did not bother as long as rural order was not disturbed. Indonesia’s Outer Islands also had their labor gangs—kongsis—but they operated entirely beyond the purview of the colonial state. Rather than being merely labor gangs, the kongsis were structures of self-governance that were shaped to survive in a commodity frontier and to take care of the necessary infrastructure such as the construction of dams and water gates.30

Domesticating Chinese economic power had always been of key interest to the colonial states in Island Southeast Asia. While the massacres and expulsions of Chinese inhabitants belonged to the past, immigration restrictions, as well as limits on the mobility of Chinese newcomers and ethnic Chinese (that is, Chinese born in the colonies), were still listed in the legal repertoires of the Philippines and the Netherlands Indies. Ethnic Chinese economic acumen was either curtailed or integrated into the colonial economy. As mentioned in the previous chapter, in the Philippines, ethnic Chinese—usually referred to as Mestizos—merged with the Philippine principales, becoming a landed class, while the government sought to force them out of trade. Conversely, in Java, the government did not impede Chinese merchant enterprise but was anxious to prevent their ascendancy as a landed class merging with the Indonesian aristocracy. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the forced character of coffee cultivation in the Priangan was inexorably linked to the desire of the VOC to reduce the power of the ethnic Chinese traders and moneylenders in the cash-crop economy. This policy continued progressively in the nineteenth century, when tax farming—which had been outsourced to Chinese collectors—was gradually abolished. These measures were followed a few decades later by cooperative village rice barns and credit, to reduce the role of ethnic Chinese intermediaries.31

The colonial governments had set themselves a formidable task to reduce the economic power of ethnic Chinese and Chinese immigrants who were prominently active in almost every sphere of commodity production. Chinese immigrants, for example, had built a substantial sugar belt along the northern coast of Java since the early seventeenth century. On a smaller scale, they would do the same in Penang and in Port Wellesley, just opposite this island on the Malay coast, where they became sugar planters of some consequence over the course of the nineteenth century.32 British entrepreneurs were incapable of competing with the Chinese sugar millers. In Java, however, the colonial government—backed by metropolitan capital—succeeded in replacing the ethnic Chinese sugar millers by European factories in the 1840s. The emerging sugar conglomerate in Java was a remarkable case of stubborn government intervention pumping millions of guilders into this sector. However, even under Java’s Cultivation System, ethnic Chinese capital continued to play a crucial role in the emergence of the plantation sector.

Beyond the northern Philippines and Java, ethnic Chinese and Chinese newcomers were well ahead of the Europeans in the development of plantations and mines. In Johore, the sultanate at the southern tip of the Malay Peninsula, Chinese entrepreneurs had opened up an impressive plantation frontier in the early nineteenth century. They produced pepper and gambier and later on seized on the booming opportunity offered by rubber. In the early twentieth century they employed over two hundred thousand workers who had come from China, almost thirty thousand immigrants from the Indonesian archipelago, and ten thousand from many other parts of the world, together far outnumbering the fifty thousand native Malays.33 These Chinese entrepreneurs managed to stay independent from European capitalism by limiting their capital needs. First, through their sharecropping system they ably shifted part of the risk to the workers, who were often tied to them by debt. Second, their estates usually combined two crops: first, gambier with pepper and, later on, rubber with pineapples.34 The crops had complementary cycles, enabling the efficient use of land and labor throughout the year. Moreover, the low profit but steady income of gambier balanced the riskier but more profitable pepper cultivation.

The development of Johore was part of a larger story. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the number of Chinese labor migrants engaged in cultivating cash crops or mining multiplied by ten, reaching the figure of about 1.2 million for British Malaya and over 400,000 for the Netherlands Indies in the 1920s. Further, much of this expansion was accomplished without any outside capital. It was precisely the economic autonomy of the Chinese migrant communities that made them both partners and competitors of the colonial administrations. Control over resources was a key element of colonial expansion, but it appears that colonial administrations were equally, or perhaps even more, guided by their anxiety about the sheer presence of the growing Chinese immigrant populations.35 The violent clashes between Chinese gold miners and the Dutch authorities in West Kalimantan and with James Brooke in Sarawak in the mid–nineteenth century were not about the ownership of the minerals but about expanding colonialism seeking political control over these immigrant populations.36

Tin was an important example of how the desire to control immigration impelled colonial authorities to take control over production. Tin mining was a Chinese business even at times when the VOC had a monopoly of the tin trade in the entire Malay world. The Chinese kongsis were actually in charge, and most of the metal was shipped off to Chinese and Indian markets. In the early nineteenth century, Batavia took full control of the export of the Bangka tin but left the kongsis structure intact. In the Malay Peninsula, Chinese tin mining was conducted on a relatively modest scale without any interference from the British authorities until well into the nineteenth century. Massive Chinese immigration would, however, change that stance. The emergence of the American food industry as the dominant purchaser of tin triggered a bonanza in the still independent sultanate of Perak, on the western coast of the Malay Peninsula. It would attract tens of thousands of Chinese miners, which in turn set the stage for colonial intervention.37 A serious war between different Chinese ethnic groups in 1874 provided the pretext for the British administration of the Straits to extend its rule over Perak and Selangor.38

In these years, the colonial powers resorted to mechanization to contain migration. Both the British and Dutch encouraged mechanization in tin mining from the 1880s, without any immediate effect in terms of a declining labor force, however. The number of Chinese miners in Malaya first had to swell to about 150,000 before the introduction of dredges in 1912 began to diminish their numbers, eventually by a third.39 In Bangka, government-employed engineers and administrators took over the management in 1884, although the ownership was left in the hands of the Chinese headmen. It was, however, because of a lack of outside investment that mechanization progressed much more slowly in Bangka than in the Malay Peninsula, and thus a reduction of the reliance on Chinese labor there was only achieved in the 1930s.40

Throughout Southeast Asia, mechanization was promoted to reduce the reliance on increasingly scarce and politically sensitive Chinese labor immigration. Mechanical plows entered the tobacco plantations of Sumatra’s east coast in the 1880s, in the same years as the dredges were introduced in the tin mines. Elsewhere in Southeast Asia, at the Siamese rice frontiers, dredges were used for digging canals, and experiments were even undertaken with mechanizing rice cultivation.41 The path of mechanization was obviously chosen to reduce any reliance on immigrant labor from China without endangering production.

ENGINEERING MIGRATION

Colonial expansion is usually described as a quest for land, oil, and minerals pushed by corporate enterprise that could count on the ministries of the colonies in the metropolitan capitals to protect their interests. For colonial administrations, however, the main concern was not to facilitate this business but to control labor and migratory flows toward the thinly populated but resource-rich territories of British Malaya, Sumatra, and Kalimantan. Colonial governments sought to extend their control in a gradual way, particularly in the nineteenth century, when their hold on the colonial outer regions was still fragile. The leniency shown by the Resident of West Kalimantan toward imports of debt slaves from Sulawesi in the 1870s, for example, strongly resembled the way in which at that time the colonial civil service condoned the atrocities perpetrated against coolies on the opposite shore of Sumatra, in Deli. Civil servants could do little against the power of local planters, whether they were ethnic Arabs, Bugis, Chinese, Dutch, or American. Colonial expansion could not exclusively rely on brute military force and hinged on successful collaboration with local grandees, Chinese businessmen, and Western planters. This also pertained to the realm of labor recruitment.

Of the three colonial powers in Island Southeast Asia, the American administration of the Philippines was the least accommodating to local conditions. It had not compromised on the abolition of slavery in the Philippines, nor had it given in to planters’ interests. It had turned a deaf ear to desperate demands by sugar factories in the early 1900s to allow Chinese laborers in. Since the Philippines were part of U.S. territory, the Exclusion Laws of 1882 banning Chinese immigration applied to the Philippines, and the acting governor-general, W. H. Taft, was not prepared to repeal this.42 The problem of labor shortages would only disappear once the sugar and rice estates of the Philippines began large-scale investments in mechanization.

While mechanization was a perfectly feasible way to reduce the reliance on Chinese labor immigrants on mining and sugar plantations, on the tobacco estates there was only limited room for mechanization, and on rubber plantations it was not an option at all. Planters and the colonial administrations of the Netherlands Indies and British Malaya were therefore searching for other providers of labor. The coastal stretches of Madras, the homeland of the Tamils, were an obvious source of labor supplies, as these were facing a declining land-labor ratio and had little plantation employment to offer.43 On the eve of the Great Depression, over six hundred thousand Tamil workers were employed on the Malay Peninsula, alongside 1.2 million first-generation Chinese immigrants. In addition, three hundred thousand subjects of the Netherlands Indies, mostly Javanese, lived in British Malaya.44 Lastly, minor farmers who had lost their means of production through rinderpest or other disasters came from Terengganu and Kelantan to the western and southwestern Residencies of the Malay Peninsula in the 1880s. All in all, Tamil and Malay migrants—the latter coming both from the peninsula and Indonesia—made up almost half of the required labor force and thus drastically reduced the need for Chinese plantation labor.

The Netherlands Indies were even more successful in stemming the influx of workers from China than was British Malaya. In East Sumatra, Javanese workers were imported from the 1880s onward, but their recruitment was greatly expanded in the early years of the twentieth century.45 To facilitate the procurement of labor by the plantation estates of Sumatra’s east coast, the government of the Netherlands Indies removed the barriers to Javanese emigration from their island in 1906, which it had imposed forty-three years earlier to prevent their enslavement. At the same time, it established a labor inspectorate to monitor recruitment and labor conditions in the plantations and mines on the Outer Islands.46 At the Deli plantations, the number of Chinese workers declined from 103,768 in 1900 to 50,000 in 1912 and further down to 27,000 in 1920. Over the same twenty years, the number of Javanese labor immigrants rose to over two hundred thousand.47 By that time, rubber planters were relying almost exclusively on Javanese male and female workers, whereas the tobacco estates kept Chinese workers as sharecroppers—being the most cost-efficient method of cultivation—for the actual planting and tending of the tobacco plants.48 All in all, by 1930 about 730,000 people had left Java for the Outer Islands, the majority of whom worked in the plantations.49 By that year, the first-generation Chinese immigrants in the Netherlands Indies numbered a modest 433,842, among a total Chinese population of 1,190,014.50 Chinese immigration had been successfully contained.

Once the Philippine population had recovered from the ravages of the war, and with agricultural mechanization underway, a labor surplus emerged that was able to supply the commodity frontiers in the south. Filipinos from Luzon and the Visayas fanned out to the thinly inhabited islands of Mindoro, Palawan, and Mindanao, which more than doubled these islands’ share of the Philippine population to 20 percent within two generations.51 Mindoro, located southwest of Luzon, became a producer of copra for the American market, worked by thousands of Ilocanos, who had fled Nueva Ecija after losing their land and being reduced to sharecroppers.52 Migration to Mindanao was not just an economic project but a political objective. After the American administration had more or less suppressed the Moros resistance on Mindanao, it began to consider colonization by Christian Filipinos as a strategy to tighten its grip on the island, a policy that was intensified once the Philippines were granted self-government in 1934. Rather than handing Mindanao over to American corporate enterprise, the Philippine government was in favor of small-scale settlements from overpopulated areas.53 It turned out to be a pious wish, as the U.S. Dole Food Company would acquire vast tracts of land in northern Mindanao to grow pineapples with migrant labor from the Visayas and increasingly from Luzon as well.54 Further, foreign enterprise had already found its way to the southeastern corner of Mindanao well before the 1930s. Pioneered by Americans, the abaca industry in Mindanao was developed by Japanese investors, who hired about ten thousand Japanese workers together with tens of thousands of Filipino laborers to cultivate and harvest their seventy-one plantations in Davao, which was producing 40 percent of all the Philippine abaca by the eve of the Second World War.55

FAILED ATTEMPTS TO CONTROL THE LABOR GANGS

The years in which colonial governments and Western enterprise sought to tap alternative supplies of labor for Chinese kongsi labor were also a time of intensified efforts to extinguish slavery. Colonial bureaucracies and, in particular, their legal experts were acutely aware of the fact that the commodity frontiers entailed the risk of new forms of slavery emerging, particularly since many of these frontiers were not at all under the effective control of European administrators. Combating slavery and encouraging the flow of labor to resource-rich and thinly populated areas of Island Southeast Asia were potentially conflicting objectives. This was particularly the case because it was widely accepted that labor migrants who had been advanced their fare should not be allowed to walk away from their creditor until they had worked off their debt. The question was how to differentiate between debt bondage as a result of the fare and the abduction of indebted people.

Examples abound in historical records with regard to the difficulties surrounding the drawing up of a legal boundary between labor recruitment and enslavement. British and Dutch authorities more than once discovered that slave traders simply renamed their enslaved cargo as “peons,” by which they meant laborers who were kept under bondage because they had to work off their debts.56 The Dutch colonial government was complicit in such practices in the decades during which it bought slaves in West Africa to enlist them as soldiers and take them to the Netherlands Indies. Of course, these military men were no longer slaves, but neither did they consent to be shipped to the other side of the globe. Only after the British had repeatedly expressed their displeasure with these recruitment practices did the Dutch close their recruitment depot in Ghana in 1842, and even then only temporarily.57 Meanwhile, in the Netherlands Indies slave markets still existed in European towns, and slaves were still advertised. Slavery and peonage were only banned in 1860, as discussed in chapter 3.58 Not surprisingly, until that time human traffickers claimed that they stayed within the law with their transport of people under debt bondage. Incidentally, some government officials even agreed with them. The Resident of Sumatra’s West Coast saw nothing illegal in the transport of “peons” from Nias to Padang in 1831, and it required the intervention of The Hague to straighten out that there was no legal excuse whatsoever for human trafficking.59 The purchase of slaves to bring them to plantations was an illegal practice, even if they were set free after a few years. As long as enslaved people were in abundant supply, however, these practices would continue. Much of it escaped the government’s gaze, although sometimes government officials reported it, and in rare cases it had international repercussions. This happened in 1846, when a Portuguese navy ship from East Timor intercepted a ship, jointly owned by a European and a Bugis, full of “peons” for a plantation run by a well-known Creole businessman in Makassar.60

As soon as the colonial government had cleared one embarrassing gray area, the ever-resourceful traffickers would create a new one. Bugis skippers who provided Bulungan (East Kalimantan) with slaves supplied them with proper passes and letters, and none of these involuntary passengers dared to tell Dutch authorities that they had been abducted against their will.61 Dutch authorities had a hard time establishing whether people were fugitive slaves or passengers who had run away from paying back their fare—which had to be done by performing work—after being transported to East Kalimantan, for example. Were they slaves, or did they consent to their coerced working conditions as the consequence of their inability to pay their fare from Sulawesi?62

The authorities in Singapore faced similar challenges to draw the line between slavery and permissible debt bondage with regard to the influx of Chinese migrants. The debt-bonded workers and their skippers, recruiters, and employers belonged to the same Chinese ethnicity. For centuries and throughout Island Southeast Asia, Chinese kongsis worked with seasoned migrants, who were full-fledged shareholders, and with newcomers (sinkehs), who still had to repay their passage and subsistence costs.63 Before the arrival of steamships, most workers traveled on overcrowded Chinese junks to the Malay Peninsula, and their fares were paid either by their foreman or by capitalists in China. Passengers without means became the pawns of the captain of the ship, who handed them over to the recruiters in return for the payment of the fare.64 Often these skippers were just part of an infrastructure, in which boarding houses at Chinese port cities and in the Straits worked in tandem to drive up their profits to two to four times the amount of the actual fare and lodging costs.65 They considered the labor migrants as merchandise and spoke about them as “piglets.” As early as 1823, Raffles had put in place the first step to protect these Chinese immigrants by setting a limit of two years for debt repayment.66

Through this measure, Raffles wanted to reconcile his duty to suppress human trafficking with his willingness to honor the argument of employers that once they took over the debts from the freshly arrived immigrant workers they in fact had advanced part of the wage to these workers. Absconding without redeeming these advances had to be punishable as a criminal offense, the employers argued, and the colonial authorities agreed. As early as in 1832, the Dutch colonial government had prohibited Bangka tin miners from leaving their kongsis unless they had paid their debts.67 Over time, colonial governments sought to regulate this bondage with a labor contract containing a penal sanction against absconding to ensure that the condition was indeed temporary and to protect workers from violence and mistreatment by their employers. The authorities were struggling, however, with limited inspection capacity, and much of the actual recruitment and labor conditions escaped their oversight. European plantation administrators, meanwhile, dealt with their labor force through foremen, such as the Tamil kangani, the Chinese tandil, the Javanese mandur, and the Philippine kapatas.68

For the Singapore authorities and for the town’s prominent Chinese merchants as well, this coolie trade and the involvement of the secret societies caused the additional embarrassment of having a state within a state posing a direct threat to public order in the city.69 Formal indentureship was an attempt by colonial authorities to regulate an extremely profitable business, which, with all its diplomatic entanglements, began to spiral out of control. These emerged in the late 1860s, when the Chinese imperial court, appeased by the highly welcome migrant remittances, abandoned its age-old disparaging attitude toward its emigrated subjects and began to ask for their protection. The government of the Netherlands Indies heeded this call and issued the so-called Coolie Ordinance in 1868, assigning to its civil servants the task of ascertaining that no coercion was involved in the immigration of Chinese laborers.70

In 1877, the government of the Straits established the Chinese Protectorate, which organized the central registration of all labor contracts, to address the concerns of the imperial court of China, rein in the coolie brokers, and act against the criminal and kidnapping practices that surrounded the coolie trade in Singapore.71 A few years later, the Chinese Immigrants Ordinance was added to ensure that immigrants were not cheated with overcharged recruitment and boarding bills. These measures were not effective, nor did they address the problem of usury at the plantations and mines, where food, tobacco, and opium were frequently sold at 200 to 300 percent above market prices.72 Regardless of whether it concerned plantations or mines run by either Chinese or European capitalists, most of the workers were trapped in debt and remained in the thrall of the Chinese headman, or captains, who supplied the kongsis with working capital.73 The headmen were the interlocutors between the kongsis and the owners of the plantations or mines. In the case of the Bangka tin mines, they were even owners. At any rate, they must be distinguished from foremen, who were also intermediaries but still workers. Throughout Southeast Asia, these headmen reaped huge profits on supplies and credit, while shifting the business risks and losses to the kongsis.

Almost simultaneously with the establishment of the Chinese Protectorate, new regulations for Indian immigrant laborers were enacted. A Straits Immigration Agent was put in place to register and grant licenses to workers in the plantations to travel back to India and hire laborers for three years under indentureship, a system that became known as laukeh recruitment. While Chinese migrants came under their kongsi leaders, Tamil workers were led by their kanganis, a system British planters had become acquainted with in Ceylon. The kangani was usually the most senior man of a group of relatives or village dwellers. He shared in the profits made by the planters and controlled his laborers by virtue of the social status he already enjoyed back home—and by the fact that most workers were indebted to him.74 Pressure by the government of India to abolish the penal sanction for Indian workers, combined with diminishing labor supplies in the early years of the rubber boom, convinced the government of British Malaya of the need for a new approach. As a major employer of Tamil laborers for the construction of public works, it had a direct interest in a change to a system of government-assisted migration like those already in place in a number of white settler colonies. Under this new system, implemented in 1910, labor immigration from India was overseen and its funding administered by a government committee, with a junior role allotted to private business.

Although the introduction of government-assisted migration in 1910 did much to mitigate the consequences of the abolition of the penal sanction for Indian workers, it did little to stop the massive desertions. In the middle of the rubber boom, plantations frantically competed for labor, and an equally frantic mobility of the labor gangs headed by their kanganis was the result. The sugar plantations did not survive the abolition of the penal sanction and were converted to rubber estates, adding to the further specialization of British Malaya in this crop.75 All in all, it is a history that plainly contradicts the argument made by Huff and Caggiano that the penal sanction could be abolished in British Malaya thanks to an abundance of labor.76 It was just the other way around; the penal sanction had become toothless because of labor scarcity and the growing power of the labor gangs.

From the 1880s onward, competition among employers in the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, and Bangka intensified.77 The rate of desertion of indentured laborers went up so rapidly in the Malay Peninsula that the indentured system and truck system began to fall apart. The labor gangs saw their bargaining power improving, and at the same time, the workers became less dependent on their creditors. They arrived more and more on their own account with the help of family and relatives already residing in British Malaya, encouraged by letters and remittances. At the time that the formal abolition of the penal sanction was enacted, the majority of workers no longer came to the Malay Peninsula under indentureship. These migrants were, moreover, increasingly worldly-wise and less likely to be cheated by their employers with truck systems.78 Workers—as well as entire labor gangs—escaped as soon as they saw a chance to free themselves from debts enforced on them.79 Since only half of these deserters were purportedly caught by the police, thousands of miners found new kongsis, and thousands of rubber workers obtained employment at other plantations or may have started their own rubber gardens.80

JAVANESE EMIGRATION AND THE PENAL SANCTION

Colonial authorities introduced the penal sanction to regulate recruiting practices, in order to keep them from deteriorating into outright slave trafficking and, in the case of Chinese labor migrants to the Netherlands, to prevent their permanent settlement. It had no role whatsoever in solving labor shortages because that was best done by giving room to the kongsi and kangani recruitment systems. The Belitung tin mines are a case in point. In sharp contrast to the Bangka mines, these privately owned mines enjoyed the luxury of an oversupply of labor. They could rely on what has been termed migration systems: a stable connection between provenance and destination sustained by personal networks. Practically all the new miners arrived under the “patronage” of their relatives in Belitung, as the high-ranking civil servant Hendrik Colijn wrote in 1910. He was sent to the tin island to resolve a conflict between the mine directors and the island’s administration, which considered the coolie ordinance indispensable, particularly its clause about obligatory repatriation of the workers at the end of their contract to be paid by the employer. In no way did it want to encourage permanent Chinese immigration.81 The directors of the company loathed the coolie ordinance and the penal sanction, considering them cumbersome regulations jeopardizing their smooth labor supplies. Even though Colijn concurred with them that the indentured labor regulations were not helpful at all in their case, Batavia sided with the local administrators and ruled that the coolie ordinance was needed to ensure the workers’ repatriation to China by the company after the expiry of their contracts.

The entanglement of colonial geopolitics, concerns about human trafficking, and entrepreneurial interests gives the story of the penal sanction its peculiar twists. Its existence cannot be explained in purely economic terms. In some cases, indentured labor contracts were considered but not implemented, in others they were short-lived, and where they survived until the very end of colonial times—namely in Indonesia’s Outer Islands—this defied sound economic judgment. Grasping the complexity of this history is of direct relevance to understanding today’s problems of coercion and trafficking that accompany the extensive flows of migrants from this part of the world. A case in point is the prolonged existence of the penal sanction in the Outer Islands of the Netherlands Indies until the very end of colonial rule. To understand this story better, it is helpful to discuss it in a wider context and bring in the comparison with the sugar belts of Java and Negros, where in both cases the penal sanction had been lobbied for by the sugar interests. In fact, the penal sanction did exist for a few years in Java. Eventually, the sugar lords reached the same conclusion as their colleagues in British Malaya: that the penal sanction was relatively ineffective. Both in Java and the northern Philippines, employers could rely on patron-client relationships to ensure sufficient labor supplies.

In the Philippines, labor shortages were endemic during the first twenty years of American rule. They were the upshot of high mortality rates during the Philippine Revolution, of a lack of animal power as a result of rinderpest, and last but not least of a ramshackle infrastructure.82 In 1890, when the Spanish were still ruling, U.S. Secretary of the Interior Dean Worcester noted: “Many a time have I seen rice and sugar-cane spoiling in the field, for want of men to harvest them.”83 Workers easily absconded because plantations were vying for their labor, as one observer wrote about Negros in 1910: “Breaches of faith by contractors after receiving advance money are frequent, and numerous instances are cited where out of twenty or thirty men reporting for work and receiving a month’s wages in advance, half have escaped within the week.”84 Their attempts, supported by sympathetic officials, to convince Manila to act against desertion were in vain. As early as 1878, the governor of Negros had proposed a penal sanction of fifteen days incarceration for desertion, although this found no favor in the eyes of the Spanish authorities in Manila.85 Requests by planters to legalize the practice of advancing their workers’ tax obligations in return for which they took their cedulas personales (documents that indicated whether their holders had paid their taxes) fell equally on deaf ears with the central government of the Philippines. It declared itself unwilling to mix tax collection with the interests of private parties.86

At any rate, the sugar lords did not grumble too loudly about their failure to win over the Spanish authorities in Manila for their cause. They could still rely on the local army and police to control their seasonal laborers, and their tenants and sharecroppers were firmly under their wing as indebted clients.87 Practices of informal debt bondage were ubiquitous in the Philippine sugar sector and were actually defended by the Filipino members in the Philippine Commission, the appointed Senate of the Philippines. Any action against these practices would purportedly have encouraged “abuses on the part of farm laborers working under the share system and the employees of the workshops.”88 The Americans were not impressed, however, and in 1912 legislation was enacted prohibiting “slavery, involuntary servitude, peonage and the sale or purchase of human beings in the Philippine Islands.”89 Yet this ban on bonded labor remained a paper tiger, in particular because of the resilience of the patron-client relationships. This was also what the case of Java shows us.

In contrast to the Philippines, the penal sanction for agricultural workers in Java was introduced, in 1872, immediately on the withdrawal of the colonial civil service from conscripting labor for sugar plantations.90 It only survived until 1879, when the Dutch Parliament decided that regulating the labor market for Dutch subjects was not an issue for penal law. By doing so, it defied massive lobbying both from private enterprise and from colonial civil servants.91 The option of enacting a penal sanction for Java resurfaced twice on the colonial agenda, once in the 1890s and again in 1913, when labor unrest flared up during the emergence of the Sarekat Islam, the first nationalist mass movement in Java.92 A third attempt to legislate against desertion was made in 1918, when sugar factories in East Java were luring away one another’s cane cutters. A regulation was drafted to allow factories to postpone payment of most of the wages until all the work had been carried out.93 It was never implemented.

As early as the 1890s, most sugar factories in Java were convinced that they did not need a penal sanction because they had a circle of a few miles surrounding them, the so-called areaal, allotted to them by the government, within which they could hire land for their cane growing without external competition. Via the village heads and the mandurs (foremen), they recruited men and women, which often involved debt contracts. Some factories promoted gambling and opium smoking to keep the workers penniless and indebted.94 However, that was not the rule, nor was it common in Java’s estates to keep workers indebted via a truck system. Most plantation estates were located in densely settled regions where there were enough shops around to keep prices down.95 Patron-client relationships with nearby villages and, particularly in East Java, seasonal Madurese immigrant labor gangs provided sugar factories and cane fields with sufficient labor.

The apparent lack of a patron-client system for “greasing” recruitment goes a long way toward explaining why the penal sanction was deemed useful in Deli. However, this leaves the question of how this penal sanction was revived for Deli, as it had already been declared illegal for the Javanese—and all Dutch subjects, for that matter—by the Dutch Parliament. The explanation is that the indentured labor system was originally only conceived for Chinese labor, not for Dutch subjects, but that when the first Javanese workers were hired for Deli in 1889, they were tacitly brought under the indentured regime.96 To end this legal irregularity, a new coolie ordinance was drafted in the early years of the twentieth century that explicitly excluded subjects of the Kingdom of the Netherlands from the penal sanction.97 This draft was, however, buried after vehement protests by the tobacco planters, who were 75 percent reliant on Javanese workers at the time.

There was nevertheless a general feeling that the days of the penal sanction were numbered. In South Sumatra, it was abolished in 1912, early on during the rubber boom. In these years, entire groups left the plantations of Lampung to find employment in smallholder rubber tapping or to work on the construction of the local railway.98 They were easily replaced by other workers, who arrived by the hundreds every week across Sunda Strait, either on the ships of the Koninklijke Paketvaart Maatschappij or on a motley fleet of other vessels.99 Plantations could obtain workers from Java as long as they were allowed to return to their families back in Java during Ramadan. The tobacco belt of Jember in the most eastern corner of Java was served by cheap railway transport that maintained the bonds between the migrant workers and their villages of origin.100 Likewise, the construction of the South Sumatra railway line just before the First World War would facilitate migration into Lampung and even farther north into Sumatra.101

The massive migrations toward the plantations in Java and South Sumatra and the oversupplies of labor for the Belitung mines make one wonder why in the 1920s the plantations in East Sumatra had to pay the astonishing amount of 150 guilders for each coolie (more than a coolie earned in a year), half of which went into the pockets of the recruiters. Actually, the Belitung mines only paid 30 guilders for the fare—which it billed to the Chinese numpang (kongsi) of which the worker became a member—and 20 guilders as a premium for the laukeh.102 Clearly, it did not appeal to Javanese men and women to leave their homes for a full three years and work in Deli under the shadow of the humiliating and loathed penal sanction for a wage more or less the same as in the Java sugar factories.103 The only way to hire the tens of thousands of Javanese workers needed by Deli every year was by offering substantial advances and sending expensive crimps to the most remote villages of Java. The high recruitment costs, however, just put a premium on employers’ attempts to lure workers from other plantations. The large advances enticed coolies to walk away from the very moment that they had pocketed this money at the recruitment depot in Java.104 Even by the late 1920s, when conditions had putatively improved, 12 percent of the coolies under penal sanctions deserted in their first year and another 8 percent in the second.105 The Deli plantations had maneuvered themselves into a vicious circle of depressed wages and awkward labor conditions, on the one hand, and staggering recruitment costs, on the other.

The crimps recruited mostly Javanese who had a good reason to escape from their own communities.106 Almost 80 percent of the recruited workers for East Sumatra gave false information about their name and the village they came from. Whether this was always done on purpose cannot be determined, but it is certain that quite a few saw Deli as a way to leave debts behind or to elude criminal persecution. Female migrants may have escaped from an unbearable marriage or for want of other options after having been widowed and left with little. Some abandoned their children without notice, hoping that relatives would take care of them. None of these workers wanted to leave traces behind.107 Above all, it shows that in no way did the migration from Java to East Sumatra resemble the migration of Chinese and Tamil workers, whose labor gangs were embedded in their own villages and constituted migration networks. The fact that Javanese workers for Deli were recruited outside the patron-client relationships made the migration to Deli unique and explains both the longevity of the penal sanction and the widespread trafficking and crimping practices attending it.

LOW-WAGE ENCLAVES, PENAL SANCTIONS, AND TRAFFICKING

The indentured labor regime of the Deli plantations in East Sumatra maintained a low-wage enclave in an environment where commodity booms resulted in a tremendous demand for labor.108 Smallholder rubber gardens in Sumatra, plantations in the Malay Peninsula, the Belitung mines, and tea plantations in Sumatra offered plenty of opportunities to earn much more than in Deli. The United States Rubber Company did respond to the realities of the labor market by raising wages at its Deli estates, but even for this company it remained to be seen whether that was enough.109 Labor shortages were huge and left, for example, a third of the rubber trees of the smallholders in Palembang (Sumatra) untapped by the mid-1920s. In those years, a tapper at a small rubber garden in Sumatra could earn up to 75 guilders per month, which was more than the amount a government clerk earned and three times as much as the Deli plantations paid.110 Indigenous rubber planters even imported labor from the Straits Settlements via their own informal recruitment systems, using Chinese transporters.111 Chinese traffickers helped deserters from the plantations of East Sumatra by hiding them in lodgings (kedehs nassi) and providing fake passes. Javanese workers who deserted not only went to smallholder rubber plots in Sumatra but also crossed the Straits.

To combat these practices, as early as in 1887 the government of the Netherlands Indies had prohibited any recruitment of workers for destinations outside its territory.112 This ban was far from watertight, and quite a few migrants came illegally via Sumatra to British Malaya.113 Thousands of them ended up in North Borneo.114 This cash-strapped tobacco region and later on rubber belt hosted a party of adventurers who put every laborer they could get—according to some, even slaves from nearby Tawi Tawi—on small plots of tobacco land to work as sharecroppers.115 Illegal recruitment also occurred in the impoverished rural societies of the principalities, where crimps from Singapore conniving with hajis brought people with false passports to their city, where they came under debt contracts and were hired out to plantations. To stem the trafficking of Javanese laborers into the Straits and beyond, the Dutch authorities started a rather fruitless maritime patrol along the east coast of Sumatra.116 At best, they received some lukewarm assistance from the authorities of British Malaya, who had no interest in stopping this passage and were in fact quite happy with this strengthening of the Malay component of the population and the influx of valuable wet rice-growing skills.117 By 1931, Javanese were the third-largest immigrant group in British Malaya.

Much of the trafficking of Javanese to the Malay Peninsula and North Borneo was an offshoot of the pilgrimage to Mecca.118 Between 1860 and 1930, the colonial reports of the Netherlands Indies recorded 628,235 pilgrims departing for Mecca, more than a third of whom traveled during the commodity boom of the roaring twenties.119 This figure does not encompass all Dutch subjects on pilgrimage, however, since many followed another itinerary via Sumatra, crossing the Straits into Singapore and thereby circumventing the checks and controls of the Dutch colonial authorities. Pilgrims from the eastern part of the archipelago sailed on dhows to Singapore to embark for the port of Jeddah accessing Hejaz.120 Every year, thousands of Indonesians were stranded in Singapore and signed up to work as indentured laborers. In this huge flow of pilgrimage and labor migration, legalized and illicit practices had become entangled.121

Human trafficking, deceit, abuse of power, the confinement of labor migrants, and outright violence are the troublesome continuities that link nineteenth-century commodity production, either under slavery or indenture, with twenty-first-century recruitment for overseas work all over Asia and the Gulf States. Like contemporary governments, colonial authorities tried to reconcile economic interests with their duties to maintain public order and protect their subjects. The colonial government of the Netherlands Indies had set its hopes on regulating the coolie migration through licensed recruitment agencies. In the Javanese port cities from where labor migrants departed, European civil servants were assigned to check whether these workers were leaving voluntarily and knew what job they had been hired to do, a measure that was largely ineffective because these migrants were instructed by their crimps about what to tell the colonial authorities. The crimps meanwhile became increasingly ruthless as the rewards for each coolie they could deliver soared during the rubber boom of the 1910s. Recruiting costs increased from 100 to 160 guilders per worker, of which only about 20 guilders went for the transport from Java to Deli.122 Laukeh recruitment—plantation workers going back home to convince their fellow villagers to sign up—was embraced by the planters as an alternative, but despite the support of the labor inspectors and other authorities of the Netherlands Indies, the commercial recruiters were capable of derailing the laukeh recruitment in Java by outbidding the laukehs with advances to workers.123 The effort was compounded by volatile economic conditions during the First World War and its aftermath.124 Meanwhile, attempts by the colonial government to encourage the settlement of Javanese in East Sumatra, who could provide the plantations with a stable workforce, were fruitless as long as wages were so low in comparison with what was paid everywhere else in Sumatra, particularly by rubber smallholders.

The Deli rubber planters, who clung less stubbornly to low wages and to the penal sanctions than their colleagues in tobacco, suggested following the example of British Malaya by starting government-assisted migration and establishing an insurance fund, which would compensate a plantation for its recruitment expenses when laborers left before the expiration of their contract.125 Again, however, without a properly functioning laukeh system, such a government-assisted scheme still had to rely on the practices of crimps. The same happened in 1916, when the Sumatra plantations received government permission to organize their own recruitment, bypassing the commercial recruitment agencies. This did not put the crimps out of business either.126 Moreover, always being short of labor, plantations desperately tried to force workers to reengage. For that purpose, gambling sessions and other leisure activities that could rip them off were organized.127

Although far from egalitarian, labor gangs—the backbone of migration networks—at least protected workers against the worst exploitation by plantations or mines. Wherever the kongsi system was still intact, remittances might have been at an acceptable level, as was the case for the Chinese sharecroppers of the East Sumatra tobacco plantations who returned to China with savings ranging between 50 and 80 guilders. The Chinese miners of Belitung fared even better, as they usually took home over 200 guilders.128 The Chinese workers’ remittances from Bangka were a pittance, however. The colonial civil servant A. D. A. de Kat Angelino concluded in 1919 that a small oligarchy of ethnic Chinese shareholders of these mines, who had replaced the kongsi leaders, compensated the losses they incurred through the compulsory sales of tin to the government at fixed low prices by squeezing money from the miners through a truck system and usury. In the six years before De Kat Angelino’s report, these shareholders managed to accumulate ten million guilders, which they partly invested in white pepper production. As a result, about 78 percent of the miners returned to China penniless.129 The Javanese workers in Deli did not fare any better. The colonial civil servant J. W. Meijer Ranneft saw with his own eyes in 1914 that thousands of destitute coolies reengaged immediately on their return to Semarang.130 The situation had hardly improved by the late 1920s, when various investigations into the matter assessed that migrant workers in Deli could at best save a mere 3 cents per day from their wages.131 Despite banking facilities created for the purpose, annual remittances amounted to a pitiful 25 cents per average worker in the late 1920s and a mere 65 cents ten years later.132

Meanwhile, the planters, particularly the tobacco planters among them, tried to impress on the colonial government that coolies were becoming increasingly insolent and violent and that the prolongation of the penal sanction was thus imperative.133 It was necessary, they argued, in order to maintain a labor regime that was one and a half times as productive as it would have been with free laborers. With its ten working hours per day, it had contributed to the impressive 30 percent hike in labor productivity that had been achieved in the 1920s, critics wryly observed.134 It is no coincidence that in the course of the 1920s, the planters no longer defended the penal sanction as a means to stem desertion but as being indispensable to enforce labor discipline on what they would not admit were severely underpaid workers.135 In the eyes of knowledgeable Social Democrats such as J. E. Stokvis and J. van Gelderen, the penal sanction was the most effective weapon against any form of collective action, a message the latter conveyed to ILO Director-General Albert Thomas, who visited the Netherlands Indies in 1929. There was no doubt among Dutch Social Democrats that indentured labor ought to be outlawed by the ILO Forced Labor Convention, which in fact happened when it was adopted in 1930.136 This convention gave the American tobacco industry the perfect argument to convince Congress that the Sumatra product should be banned. The tobacco planters of Deli had no choice: in 1931, they declared that the penal sanction no longer had a place in their estates.137

They could afford this step, however, because after 1928 the percentage of indentured laborers was already sharply declining in the Outer Islands of the Netherlands Indies. In that year, free migration of Javanese to Deli started after the oil refineries in Balikpapan had shown the way for successful laukeh recruitment without a penal sanction.138 The system was embedded in the social fabric of the village, as not only the family of the worker but also the village head and village scribe had to give their written consent, for which they were paid, respectively, a guilder and 50 cents. Similar to the situation in Java’s sugar belts, the local brokers became part of the recruitment system, which would resurface in the context of postcolonial overseas migration. Economic factors worked in favor of free recruitment, as transport had become faster and cheaper over the years, whereas poverty in Java had increased.139 Technically, the need for a penal sanction diminished, too. The establishment of a dactyloscopic (fingerprint) bureau in Deli’s capital Medan in 1926, initially targeted at communist activists, impeded the lively trade in fake passes and discouraged plantations from hiring coolies who had deserted.140 The desertion problem was further addressed by a government-imposed registration chamber that obliged all employers to register newly arrived overseas workers.141

The penal sanction was, however, far from dead: it was still a clause in the contracts of thirty thousand workers throughout Sumatra, Bangka, and Belitung by 1937.142 Further, their numbers were still growing at the time, with the return of the labor shortages at the plantations of the Outer Islands and smallholders reentering cash-crop production. Moreover, since the village-based recruitment system had been degraded during the Depression years, the government saw no other solution than again to hand out licenses to commercial recruiting agencies, which in turn employed crimps paid per recruited worker.143 The sad lesson to be learned from this is that trafficking and deceit moved with the economic cycles: they existed before colonialism, alongside the colonial domain, and would outlive colonialism. When labor migration to plantations, for construction and domestic work, mushroomed in Island Southeast Asia from the 1970s, licensed recruiters and their crimps as well as illicit traffickers were doing better business than ever, as we will see in the final chapter.





 

CHAPTER FIVE

The Periphery Revisited

Commodity Exports, Food, and Industry, 1870s–1942

The economist and Nobel Prize winner Arthur W. Lewis once lamented plantation economies for their highly regressive taxation regimes, neglect of food production, and low enrollment in education. In his view, gross underspending by colonial governments aggravated the effects of the worsening terms of trade for commodities that marked the interwar years and turned this period into one big depression for the tropics.1 Taxation in the Netherlands Indies was indeed worrisomely regressive, favoring village elites and, through that, further strengthening patron-client relationships. Meanwhile, corporate enterprise did everything in its power to reduce taxation on its exports.2 Not much better, and in some respects even worse, was the situation in the Philippines, where the United States had imposed a zero-duty tariff on all trade between itself and its dependency. As a result, the Philippine tax revenue stayed at just 7 percent of the country’s GDP in the 1930s, lower than Indonesia at the time.3 Likewise in British Malaya, export duties on its cash crops were negligible, and opium taxes had to provide half of the Straits’ revenue by the mid-1920s.4

Meanwhile, the balance of payments gives an indication of the scale of extraction of capital, which was more severe for the Netherlands Indies than for the other two colonies of Island Southeast Asia. Foreign direct investment was a pittance compared with what white settler frontiers in the temperate zones received.5 For most of the 1920s, the export value was twice as high as the import value for the Netherlands Indies, and capital was massively remitted from its mature plantation sector to Europe and the United States. The Philippines and British Malaya had a much smaller but still considerable trade surplus of about 23 percent in the early 1920s.6 Moreover, both British Malaya and the Philippines kept substantial reserves in Great Britain and the United States, respectively.7 Although smallholders dominated the cultivation of marketable crops in most of the extensive space of Island Southeast Asia, exploiting a welcome source of additional income, the majority of the region’s population lived huddled together in the plantation and mining belts. The focus of this chapter is on these particular areas. The economies of these relatively small spaces were deeply affected by estate agriculture, and a large proportion of their populations relied on the global commodity market for their subsistence. These conditions were not unlike Lewis’s Caribbean background. This was more than anything else the consequence of rapid population growth in Java and in the northern Philippines as well as massive migrations toward plantation and mining provinces all over Island Southeast Asia. Yet rural conditions as well as per capita income in Java compared unfavorably with the relatively densely populated northern Philippines, a fact this chapter will also focus on.

In Java in particular, the combination of fluctuating commodity prices, high demographic growth, low rice prices, and peasants’ risk-reducing living strategies all contributed to declining labor productivity in food agriculture and to halting mechanization in the cane fields. The growing population of landless people rarely found full-time employment because work at plantations was usually seasonal, as was much of the nonagricultural labor. Dock work, for example, was at its peak after the milling season, when sugar had to be shipped to overseas markets. The seasonality of the work and the sharp seasonal fluctuations of paddy and milled rice prices brought penury not only to urban and plantation workers but also to marginal peasants who did not produce enough rice to cover their own needs.

While the traditional debate on peripheralization places much emphasis on deindustrialization, the argument proposed in this book is that population densities and modes of labor control—particularly plantations versus smallholder cultivation—should take center stage in our attention. Peripheralization (and the “reversal of fortune” thesis, for that matter) is situated in the countryside, and in order to understand it we need to analyze the workings of the rural economy. While the favorable terms of trade led to intense specialization in cash crops, its potentially detrimental effects made themselves particularly felt in the area of food production, precisely as Lewis has indicated, and less so in the industrial sector. I do not agree with the contention of Bassino and Williamson that the favorable terms of trade for commodities led to the “biggest de-industrialization in the global periphery.”8 The nexus between commodity exports and deindustrialization was a topical issue for Latin America but of less relevance to the on-average poorer, less industrialized, and often more densely populated societies of Island Southeast Asia.

It is also with respect to food production that the American administration in Manila steered a course radically different from Batavia. The former’s objective to achieve food self-sufficiency and expand food production while imposing tariffs on rice imports from Mainland Southeast Asia impinged positively on the rural per capita output. Meanwhile, in Java the specialization in exporting plantation products encouraged food imports that distorted the local food market. This in turn was highly detrimental to the capacity of Javanese peasants to generate cash income. Java’s rice market was small, only accounting for 15 percent of all the rice available, and half of it was made up of imported rice.9 Cheap food imports and high prices for export commodities seriously harmed local food production, as the case of British Malaya shows. Here, any attempts to expand food production were simply defeated by the fact that growing export crops paid better than food crops.10

Despite the increasing scarcity of irrigated land, rice prices in Java in the 1920s had returned to their low, late-nineteenth-century level, as the combined result of substitution by other crops and cheap rice imports.11 The low rice prices had a largely unnoticed depressing effect on rural incomes. When the colonial government commissioned an extensive investigation in 1901 into the “Diminishing Welfare” of Java, it recognized that wages had gone down and that for most rural dwellers income was “just sufficient.” It also regretted that large quantities of rice had to be imported, but it did not link the precarity of rural subsistence with low food prices and distorted rice markets.12 On the contrary, since the 1870s the colonial government had encouraged rice imports as a cure for rising rice prices, which moreover peaked sharply in February and March, the rice-scarce months preceding the new harvest. Farmers whose stocks were depleted by that time had to buy on credit and sell just after the harvest to redeem their debts. In fact, fluctuating rice prices engendered speculative practices by rice middlemen all over monsoon and tropical Asia, including the Philippines, where it put a substantial proportion of rural income into the hands of speculators.13 In Java, this problem was exacerbated because many farmers also sold rice to pay their land rent, and with bad harvests, they had to borrow. Cyclical rice shortages were a key mechanism of perpetual indebtedness, of patron-client relationships, and in Java of tying the countryside to sugar factories. In the late nineteenth century, the experts of the government of the Netherlands Indies identified these problems and addressed them by promoting village rice barns, so-called desa lumbungs, as a cooperative measure to save peasants from being in thrall to the moneylenders. These measures were not very successful, however: government investigators discovered in the 1920s that debts amounted to half the annual income of the rural population.14

Being genuinely concerned about rice shortages, colonial authorities had turned a blind eye to the discouraging effects of these imports on Java’s rice production. Relatively low productivity per hectare and the subsiding role of rice as a source of income were the root causes of the rural poverty of Java. This also strengthened the position of the sugar factories in Java’s countryside because with the low paddy prices, cane yielded far more income per hectare than rice.15 The need for cash made by-employment an absolute necessity, even for peasant families who theoretically might have had enough land to be self-sufficient in food. In addition, in times of bad harvests this by-employment prevented starvation. In the 1930s, the collapse of the sugar industry, combined with bad rice harvests, led to hunger in quite a few sugar districts of Java.16

Low food prices and the influx of cheap rice were crucial factors in keeping Java’s export crops competitive. Low food prices were far more important in the Netherlands Indies as a cash-crop exporter than in the Philippines, with its privileged access to the U.S. market. Its American administration could afford to allow rice prices to stay above regional market rates, in order to support its policies toward rice self-sufficiency. Together with a redistribution of idle land, this policy augmented the acreage under rice. Furthermore, considerable investments in irrigation resulted in an increase of the yield per acre of over 30 percent. By contrast, in the Netherlands Indies the total budget for irrigation in real terms diminished after 1917. As a result, the acreage under irrigation stagnated, and the yield per hectare in Java declined by a few percent.17 Meanwhile, in the Netherlands Indies, experimental research on rice improvement was glaringly underfinanced compared with the sums of private money spent on the experimental stations for estate crops. While in the early 1920s the Experimental Station of Pasuruan, with a staff of sixty, succeeded in developing a cane variety with a 30 percent higher yield, nothing comparable was accomplished in the rice fields in those years.18 It must be acknowledged that the situation was not much better in the Philippines, despite the opening of an experimental agricultural station in Los Baños in 1908. It would take another half-century before this institute earned its fame as the cradle of the Green Revolution.19 Moreover, it is to the credit of the Dutch colonial governments that, perhaps inspired by the success of Pasuruan, it stepped up its efforts at rice improvement. At the experimental gardens in Bogor, a systematic selection and breeding program commenced in 1926 and reported its first successes on the eve of the Second World War.20

Still, the fact that serious research on rice improvement came at such a late stage is indicative of the dominance of plantation interests. As long as cane and paddy competed for the same fields, sugar factories had no interest at all in increasing the yields of rice productivity per acre, and as long as Siam and Burma produced enough rice and the paddy-per-acre yield stagnated in Java, they could make an economically sound case for specialization in sugar exports rather than substituting for food imports. However, this came at a severe cost: low rice prices and stagnating productivity per hectare aggravated the indebtedness of Java’s rural population and made it difficult for farmers to pay their land rent.21

HANDICRAFTS: REVISITING A DISMAL PICTURE

The starting point of this chapter is the question of why Java fell behind the Philippines economically in the early twentieth century, as well as behind the rest of Island Southeast Asia, for that matter. The gist of the answer is that it should be attributed to population pressure and distortions in Java’s rural economy, which was dominated by plantation interests, rather than to putative deindustrialization or to dependence on commodity exports. One could argue against this contention by pointing out that in the 1950s the Philippines were far more industrialized than Indonesia and actually the most industrialized country in Southeast Asia. This may lend some credibility to official figures indicating already relatively high levels of industrialization of the Philippines compared with Java by the early twentieth century.

There are three important caveats to be made here. First, the data is difficult to compare, not least because cottage production was not included in relevant government reporting in the Netherlands Indies, whereas it was listed in the census reports of the Philippines, although underreporting might have taken place.22 Second, precisely because the manufacturing sector was predominantly in a cottage setting, it was not overly vulnerable to cheap industrial imports. Third, whereas in plantation economies industrialization serving domestic markets might have been impeded, this does not pertain to the export sector. Coal, fuel, and electricity were patently present in the commodity export sector, most notably in sugar production, but since this mechanization increased labor productivity enormously, its overall employment effects were limited and could even have been negative. In fact, the same would be the case for the mechanization of the textile industry in the Philippines and the Netherlands Indies in the 1930s. In sum, the available occupational data needs to be put in context and the way in which and for what purpose they were collected merits proper analysis.23

Although the Philippine economy appears to have been slightly more diversified than Java’s—it had a well-developed shipbuilding sector, for example—there are also indications that the Dutch authorities may have painted the situation in overly dark colors. As mentioned before, at the turn of the twentieth century, the Dutch Ministry for the Colonies had initiated the Diminishing Welfare investigation, and prominent among the matters of its concern were deindustrialization and lack of industry as causes of growing rural poverty in Java. Working under this assumption, Dutch experts were inclined to underrate the importance of the cottage sector.24 However, the available data and observations are inconsistent, and the incomplete information precludes any straightforward conclusions about a possible decline in manufacturing. The only rough observation one can make is that over the nineteenth century, nonagricultural employment in Java remained at around 20 percent of the employable population.25 Some sectors may have declined, although even that is difficult to establish.

Government officials and later on economic historians have been somewhat quick to point out that technological change and cheap imports invariably ruined traditional crafts. For example, it has been suggested that shipbuilding in Java waned, although a paucity of data for the early nineteenth century makes it hard to corroborate this point.26 It is plausible that railways put part of Java’s coastal shipping out of business. It is certain that the introduction of steel ships diminished the demand for timber vessels in Java, a fact that became clear through the recovery of the ship wharfs that crafted wooden vessels during the First World War, when the price of steel rose steeply.27 Still, it was not a universal trend in the Netherlands Indies. Madura continued to have a flourishing shipbuilding sector, providing its population with an indispensable means of transport.28 The picture in the Philippines was even more mixed. The arrival of steel ships devastated the vibrant shipbuilding sectors at the Gulf of Lingayen and at Sorsogon.29 However, in Manila there were still thousands employed in the machine and shipbuilding sector, and Cavite had a large navy wharf. Together, these locations were employing six to seven thousand mechanics.30

Even in sectors that had to cope with cheap imports, decline was not the inevitable outcome. In the early twentieth century, Dutch colonial experts claimed that people in Java had given up fishing, noting that fishponds proliferated and that imported dried fish from Siam competed with local fisheries. Their conclusion seems all too plausible because fishing was arduous and ill-paid work.31 However, in a Residency such as Rembang, the coastal waters were bustling with fishing boats, while at the same time many new fishponds were filled. To all appearances, both sea and pond fisheries in this Residency, as well as elsewhere in South Sulawesi, thrived thanks to increasing demand from the sugar estates of East Java.32 In other words, we should not take these narratives of decline for granted, particularly not at the time of the booming plantation economy, which exerted a growing demand for food, tobacco, textiles, and other items that could be manufactured locally.

The available data for employment suggests a slightly more diversified labor market in the Philippines than in Java, but in both cases employment in manufacturing workshops and factories was of relatively marginal importance. According to Cavada, about 4 percent of the employable Philippine population was engaged in industrial pursuits in 1876, but his overview is both inconsistent, as it includes transport (shipping), and incomplete, as it probably underestimates female involvement in textiles.33 For the Netherlands Indies, the Colonial Report of 1875 lists 2.7 percent of the male employable population as being involved in manufacturing but ignores female work. By 1900, male involvement in manufacturing, construction, and mining was about 11.7 percent of the employable population in the Philippines, compared with a mere 7.5 in Java, according to the available statistics. However, for Java, substantial numbers of workers—in the Madurese salt pans or railway construction, for example—either seem to have been omitted or included in the unspecific category of “coolies and co-workers.”34

Both in the Philippines and in the Netherlands Indies, manufacturing was predominantly carried out at home by women. The importance of this cottage industry was brought to light by the American census surveyors, who organized a door-to-door survey in the Philippines in 1903. They found out how many farm households combined spinning, weaving, hat making, or fishing and included that in their reporting. From this, we can deduce that 34.5 percent of all employable Filipinas were engaged in manufacturing.35 By contrast, the Colonial Report of 1905 gives a figure for Java of a mere 9.0 percent. However, it is far more realistic to assume that cottage handicrafts and peddling were important sources of income for at least a third of all households.36 The greater the distances from villages to the regional capitals, the more households grew their own cotton, did their own spinning and weaving, made their own pottery, gathered forest produce, collected rattan to plait baskets, and so on.37 Cottage textiles and pottery were also part of the agricultural rhythm: the sales of these products to local markets helped farming households earn some money and buy food as they ran short of their stocks during the rice-scarce months before the new harvest.

It was moreover the poor regions where the handicrafts were particularly developed, and some were quite successful. The plaited hats exported under the name “Manilas”—they could have equally been made in Tangerang, West Java—caused a craze in Paris. Like weaving and batik, plaiting was hardly rewarding, and it was therefore no coincidence that in Java this industry was located in the poor Residency of Banten, where wages were low and the work usually done in spare hours for additional income. Handicrafts could compete with industrial manufacturing, particularly if mechanization was impossible, as was the case for plaiting but also for embroidery—a well-known export product of the Philippines—and the hand-painted artistic batik cloths of Central Java. Cottage work was moreover competitive because it was carried out in people’s spare time, whereas workshops only kept their heads above water by enslaving their workers. At Chinese batik workshops in Rembang, for example, women worked in debt bondage or for the pittance of 2 to 8 cents per day.38

The cottage sector was far less vulnerable to external competition than the workshops, which suffered from the imports of cotton textiles by the Dutch Trading Society. It was noted, for example, that by the mid-1840s the textile workshops in the Residency of Banyumas had all but disappeared.39 Java’s textile exports might have gone down since the early nineteenth century, and spinning definitely declined because of the influx of cheap industrial yarn, but cottage weaving was not given up on at all. As Van Nederveen Meerkerk has pointed out, this could not have been the case, because imported cloth only met part of the demand in Java.40 The gap that needed to be filled was large enough to have engaged a million women (20 to 25 percent of all households) for 20 percent of their time. This continued to be the case until after the First World War, when the combination of imports of cheap Japanese cloth and the attraction of the plantations did lead to a decline in weaving in the Netherlands Indies.41

Nonetheless, in certain areas outside Java where smallholders could obtain high prices for pepper, coffee, or rubber, women became involved in cash crops and might have started to buy their cloth even before 1920. In South Sumatra, for example—where cotton was widely grown—local yarn was replaced by the cheaper Manchester product by about 1900, and a few years later weaving was abandoned for rubber tapping. In fact, a similar pattern seems to have developed in Siam and Burma, where cultivating rice for export was much more profitable than weaving.42 Likewise, in East Java, where work at plantations was plentiful, there was often not much weaving. Yet we cannot conclude that the presence of plantation employment always kept women away from their looms. In the Priangan, where the thriving tea estates attracted hundreds of thousands of laborers, looms were still present in many households.43

Aside from embeddedness in agricultural rhythms, whether local production could resist the onslaught of cheap imports also depended on the quality and productivity of the region’s looms, local conditions for cotton cultivation, and local tastes. While looms in Java were quite inefficient, those on the eastern coast of the Malay Peninsula, Central Sumatra, and Nusa Tenggara were fairly advanced and better capable of meeting global challenges. The dryer regions of Indonesia were also better suited to cotton growing. Selayar, an island south of Sulawesi, had been a site of textile production for centuries. Moreover, local textile industries more easily survived the onslaught of British and later on Japanese cheap cloth if they operated in the luxury segment of the market, which was particularly the case for silk cloth, batik, and embroidery.44

This evidence of microhistorical character goes against the prevailing broad narrative of British imperialism in the nineteenth century turning manufacturers in the region and elsewhere into commodity producers. By the mid–nineteenth century, Singapore was acting as a clearinghouse from where Southeast Asian markets were flooded with British cotton cloth and yarn, a flow that did destroy local centers of textile exports in this region, as it had done with Indian exports of cotton. The British were opening up agricultural frontiers all over the region, with the aim of creating markets for their industrial manufactures. By the mid–nineteenth century, they had colonized Burma and imposed a free-trade treaty on Siam. Part of this deployment of British economic interests was also the appointment of Nicholas Loney as vice consul in the Philippine harbor town of Iloilo, when the city was opened up to foreign trade in 1855. Yet while he made no secret of his intention to promote sugar production in the western Visayas and to import Manchester cloth, it is not clear to what extent his actions reduced this thriving textile belt to a commodity producer. There is instead ample reason to question the dominant narrative. First of all, many Filipinos and Filipinas wore clothes of abaca or piña (fiber from pineapple leaves), and British attempts to replace these fabrics with cheaper machine-made imitations failed.45 Moreover, even the cotton weavers in the Philippines seemed to have maintained themselves against cheap British cloth.46

It is undisputed that after the late eighteenth century, a “proto-industrial manufacturing center” for handwoven textiles combining cotton yarn and piña had developed around the port of Iloilo.47 Here, women even worked in factory-like settings, where many looms had been brought together in large rooms.48 According to McCoy, the combined effects of cheap cotton imports and the emergence of the sugar frontier of Negros Occidental resulted in the collapse of textile exports from Iloilo to Manila.49 However, since these exports predominantly concerned piña, why should they have been replaced by cheap cotton cloth? That McCoy signals a decline of the piña cloth arriving from Iloilo in Manila is because he took an extraordinary year as the basis for reconstructing the trend and did not take into account that the liberalization of trade diminished the role of the colonial capital as an entrepôt.50 Moreover, data from the province of Antique, located on the same island of Panay as Iloilo, indicates that even though the number of weavers declined in the 1870s, the number of looms still increased. This suggests that at a time of growing population pressure, weaving became an even more important source of additional income for women, while the men seasonally migrated to the cane fields and sugar mills of Negros.51 Since systematically gathered data for the late nineteenth century on the number of looms in operation is scant, we may refer to the census of 1903.52 This indicates that in Iloilo, 48 percent of the employable women were engaged in manufacturing and that together with Cebu this province accounted for almost 20 percent of Philippine female manufacturing. We may deduce from these figures that the western Visayas were still the Philippine center of textile production, next to Ilocos and Manila.53 All in all, the available statistical data suggests that at least until the Americans opened up the Philippine market for their textiles and Japanese cloth conquered Southeast Asia, textile manufacturing for the internal market was an important part of the Philippine economy.

Similar to the Netherlands Indies and Malaya, local handicrafts in the Philippines were resilient, which goes against the grain of the grand narrative of British economic imperialism and defies the macroeconomic wisdom of comparative costs. These local handicrafts continued to be pivotal in the living strategies of households that were always short of cash. Nevertheless, one could argue that the British supplies of cheap cloth prevented the thriving Philippine textile sector from moving beyond the cottage sphere and industrializing. This did not happen, but neither did it occur in the sugar industry, even though the latter suffered from serious labor shortages. Apparently, capital was in short supply, although this was just one of the causes. A cotton mill built in Manila in 1897 was doomed to a languishing existence, partly because the cotton grown in the Philippines had a short staple unsuitable for machine spinning. However, even more important might have been the general shortage of labor during the War of Independence and the absence of an urban proletariat large enough to supply this factory with labor on a regular basis.54 Incidentally, the same labor shortages and high wages at that time inhibited the development of a shipbuilding sector that could conquer foreign markets. Hong Kong, as well as the Surabaya wharf, for that matter, was able to construct and repair ships because they were paying lower wages than their competitors in Manila.55

Java’s textile sector might have been as resilient as its Philippine counterpart, and even though in other sectors of manufacturing the comparison may look less favorable for Java, this does not necessarily attest to stagnation. A lower proportion of employment does not necessarily translate into a lower proportion of national income, as by definition mechanization means a replacement of human or animal power by machines. This was the case in the sugar industry, a sector in which Java was far ahead of the Philippines for a long time. While, for example, in the 1870s there were still 3,397 sugar mills in the Philippines, sugar production in Java was concentrated in 180 factories.56 Likewise, although a larger proportion of the employable population in the Philippines was engaged in transport and trade than in Java, this does not point to a more developed sector. On the contrary, while Java at the turn of the twentieth century was endowed with a railway network stretching over thousands of kilometers, and with hundreds of narrow-gauge railways connecting cane fields and factories, the Philippines only had a pitiful 196 kilometers at that time.57 Furthermore, as they did with respect to manufacturing, the Dutch data gatherers underreported the extensive involvement of women in local trade. There is therefore no reason to believe that Java and the Philippines were that different in terms of the proportion of the population involved in trade. In fact, the economies of Java and the Philippines differed most significantly with regard to access to land, as will be discussed further on.

RURAL DEPENDENCY ON COMMODITY MARKETS

At the turn of the twentieth century, Island Southeast Asia was no exception to the rule that 80 percent of all households in Asia were engaged in agriculture or fishing and that many members of these households had secondary employment. Moreover, most of the female involvement in agricultural work was invisible in the government statistics, despite the fact that they were the main workforce in the planting and harvesting of the paddy. It would also have been impossible for government monitors not to have seen women planting cane stalks in the fields. However, in the Netherlands Indies only male and female workers who were directly on the plantation’s payroll were included in the government statistics. Anyone who carried out seasonal work and was subcontracted by mandurs (foremen) remained invisible on paper.

Within the category of agricultural employment, there are major differences in terms of access to land between Java and the Philippines, which are pertinent to the discrepancy between per capita income in the Philippines and in Java in the 1920s. Java had experienced a long-term decline of independent farmers, which is indicated by the fact that the proportion of farmers with their own herd of buffaloes diminished from 50 percent to 26 percent over the nineteenth century.58 By 1900, about 57 percent of the agricultural workers, or one or more members of Java’s 4.4 million rural households, had to work part of their time for wealthier farmers, at plantations, at construction sites, at the docks, or took over corvée requirements from villagers who could afford to have paid replacement.59 The situation would not change for the better: by 1920, some 60 percent of the agricultural workforce could not subsist from its land. A third of these rural poor worked at plantations and a fifth for other richer farmers.60 Whereas in Java by-employment had been the answer to population pressure from the mid–nineteenth century, when land became increasingly scarce, in the Philippines peasants could still move from densely populated areas to new frontiers. In the early twentieth century, the American administration rapidly expanded the amount of good agricultural land through its homesteading programs and investment in irrigation. As a result, the number of farms doubled between 1903 and 1918, the percentage of real landless rural workers fell from 34 to 15 percent by 1918, and 65 percent of the rural workers had more than 1 hectare of land.61 Whereas in Java the planted acreage per capita (including estate land) shrank from 0.21 hectares to 0.2 hectares in the first two decades of the twentieth century, in the Philippines it increased from 0.25 to 0.3 hectares (again, this concerned all arable land).62 Moreover, in Java an increasing proportion of the arable land was planted with crops less protein rich than rice.

By-employment in estates was crucial for Java’s rural population to survive. The majority of Java’s rural population lived in precarious conditions and relied heavily on the export sector. However, when the Great Depression set in, the colonial government of the Netherlands Indies seemed to be blatantly unaware of this dependency and hence of the severity of the consequences of the collapse of many sugar factories and plantation estates. This ignorance is almost unbelievable considering that since the days of the massive conscription for cash-crop growing under the Cultivation System, at no point were under 30 percent of Java’s rural households involved in growing crops for export.63 Based on agricultural statistics, we can assume that about 325,000 hectares were planted with estate export crops in 1900, the cultivation of which involved the equivalent of over 565,000 years of work.64 Since most workers probably spent just a third of their time in the plantations, their total number must have amounted to 1.7 million, a substantial figure compared with just over 4.4 million rural households in Java.

It would become even more impressive. Plantations in Java entered booming years in the early twentieth century and absorbed many precarious laborers who in the 1880s and 1890s were listed in the colonial reports as wood cutters, grass cutters, charcoal burners, and gatherers of firewood.65 In the first twenty years of the twentieth century, the total number of Javanese who worked part of their time at plantations doubled, while the number of rural households increased by just over a third.66 This already amounted to a sharp increase in dependency, but that is not all. In addition to the 3.6 million plantation workers in Java, another half a million workers were either permanently or seasonally employed in the colonial infrastructure and government services related to commodity exports. The total number of workers in the state railways doubled between 1912 and 1930 and would have tripled had buses and trucks not made their appearance. Maritime transport grew at the same pace.67 Further, an extensive labor force of 450,000 to 500,000 Javanese (of whom about 30 percent were female) was employed in plantations, oil extraction, and mines in the Outer Islands. This total of 4.5 million workers made up about 25 percent of the male and 12.5 percent of the female total employable population, most of whom combined plantation labor with working on their own plot or for a richer farmer.68

Java’s rural economy was highly dependent on export agriculture but, perhaps surprisingly, not as dependent in comparison with the rest of Island Southeast Asia. As for the Philippines, the number of Philippine workers who were partly or fully reliant for their income on the four most important export crops—abaca, sugar, copra, and tobacco—sharply increased from almost four hundred thousand in 1900 to over a million in the early 1930s.69 At that time, the Philippines might have counted a total employable population of just over seven million people, or almost three million households.70 In combination with the fact that these million workers were to a greater extent engaged full time in Java, we could conclude that by 1930 the Philippines surpassed Java in terms of dependency on export crops. Moreover, underlying these figures was a shift toward plantation-style production. The important smallholder sector of abaca shifted partly to Davao (Mindanao) in the 1930s, where it became a plantation crop. In the copra sector, although still overwhelmingly in the hands of the smallholder sector, plantations began to emerge too. Moreover, by the mid-1930s half of the Philippines’ employment was related to sugar: this was definitely not a smallholder sector. Chapter 3 described how the rural conditions in the western regions of Luzon and the Visayas began to resemble those of Java; the increase of the number of workers employed in the Philippine sugar industry from about 150,000 in 1900 to 450,000 in the 1920s and 1930s marked a major step of the Philippines toward a plantation economy.

The dependency of the Philippines on commodity exports was in turn widely exceeded by British Malaya. According to the census of British Malaya of 1931, an average 43.9 percent of the employed population was dependent on rubber, tin, transport, and commerce, a figure that must have been well over 50 percent in the booming late 1920s.71 Crucially different from Java was the importance of smallholder production, a feature it shared with Indonesia’s Outer Islands and initially also with the Philippines. About 60 percent of the workers in the rubber sector were smallholders and as such less dependent than the Javanese rural population on plantation work. In fact, the workers in the plantation and mining sectors in the western states of the Malay Peninsula, about a third of the total employed population, were overwhelmingly immigrants.72 What stands out in British Malaya is its service sector, with Singapore as a nodal point of global trade, providing jobs to 17 percent of its employable male population by 1930.73 Industrial employment in British Malaya was proportionally lower than that of the Philippines or even of Java, if we exclude mining.74 Yet its bustling trade and its many small rubber estates fostered a wealthy middle class, one much larger than in the Netherlands Indies. This is adequately illustrated by the fact that by 1930 there were 165,000 cars registered in British Malaya and only 85,000 in the Netherlands Indies.75

As detailed in chapter 3, the consequences of the Great Depression were particularly severe for the densely populated plantation and mining belts. Money became scarce everywhere, a situation in which people who could fall back on subsistence agriculture were best off. The population of Java and the migrant laborers in British Malaya were most seriously exposed to the volatility of the global commodity markets. The vulnerability of the plantation sector was visibly manifest in the short depression of 1921 to 1922 and less ostensibly at the structural level of a world economy that was becoming less open and more unstable over the course of that decade.76 Rubber cultivation had gone through its first restriction scheme early on the 1920s, and the Java sugar industry only managed to cope with declining sugar prices through relentlessly saving costs regarding both production and transport. After overproduction of sugar and grain had been impending for some years, in 1929 the market prices of sugar, wheat, and rice went into free fall.77

The Philippines escaped the worst of the Depression precisely because it was less integrated in the global economy than the Netherlands Indies and British Malaya. Although Philippine exports lost a third of their value and faced tough restrictions on access to American markets for sugar, their overall volume only slightly diminished.78 Some loss of employment occurred because of the sugar quota and the decline of the abaca sector, but that was nothing in comparison with the other colonies in Island Southeast Asia.79 The export sector of British Malaya lost 60 percent of its value, and half of the over four hundred thousand workers on the rubber plantations and 60 percent of the 120,000 tin miners were laid off.80 The export sector of the Netherlands Indies shrunk even more, namely by two-thirds: about 80 percent of the sugar factory workers, half of the dockworkers, and a third of the railway workers lost their jobs. Half of the 4.5 million seasonal and permanent jobs in Java’s plantation export sector were lost, and on top of an immense loss of income, Javanese society had to feed about two hundred thousand returning Javanese labor migrants who had been laid off in the Outer Islands and an additional fifty thousand laborers from British Malaya.81

THE DEPRESSION YEARS AND INDUSTRIALIZATION

By the 1920s, densely populated Java—once the political and economic center of Island Southeast Asia—was lagging far behind in terms of per capita income. Again, it was not because it was more deindustrialized or more dependent on commodity exports than other parts of Island Southeast Asia: Java’s poverty was the combined and entangled result of land scarcity, a distorted food market, and dominating plantation interests. The Philippines were still in a better position but were moving toward the same dead end as Java. Demographic growth could no longer be absorbed by the frontiers in Luzon and Negros, which were falling prey to hunger and rural unrest. Meanwhile, the export cash-crop sector went through a fundamental transformation from smallholder to plantation agriculture. In these years, the economic structure of the Philippines and Java were also converging with respect to their industrial sectors.

After 1934, the economy of the Netherlands Indies went through a remarkable transformation, bringing its employment in manufacturing, which stood at a pitiful 4–5 percent of its employable population by 1930, to about 7.1 percent in 1939 (both figures excluding cottage industry).82 Industrial employment in the Philippines also saw substantial growth. It almost quintupled between 1918 and 1939.83 However, if we include cottage industry, employment in manufacturing stagnated and female employment in manufacturing declined because of cheap imports from the United States after 1909, from Japan in the 1920s, and the industrialization of textile manufacturing in Manila in the 1930s.84 The same probably happened in Java in the 1920s, where local weaving declined because of imports.

In addition to being less spectacular under closer scrutiny, Philippine industrialization moved in the opposite direction to that of Java, as it became increasingly supportive of the commodity-producing sector for the U.S. market. Much of the industrial growth came from processing commodities such as abaca, copra, sugar, and tobacco as well as from gold mining. While the cigar industry stagnated after 1920, for example, sugar boomed in the 1920s and early 1930s. So did mining and quarrying, where employment rose from a few thousand in 1918 to 48,000 in the 1930s.85 The only exception to the modest growth of production for the domestic market was the textile sector.

The Philippine economy, being solidly tied to the American economic orbit, was steered toward commodity production, despite the fact that the Filipino elites were better positioned in national business than their counterparts anywhere else in colonial Asia (with the exception of some entrepreneurial communities in India, such as the Bombay Parsis).86 Neither could the government of the Philippines change this course, even though it rightfully believed that in the field of commodity exports it was tough to compete with countries such as Indonesia, with its dismally low wages and rough labor conditions.87 Official government policies toward import-substituting industrialization date from 1934, when the Philippines received commonwealth status in preparation for full independence, scheduled for 1946.88 However, diversification from export agriculture to manufacturing industry for the home market was sluggish, a fact that some attributed to the conservatism and risk adversity of the hacendero class and others to nonexistent duties on American-Philippine trade, from which U.S. industrialists and Philippine sugar planters benefited most. The Agricultural and Industrial Bank, established in 1934 to foster industrialization, brought sugar factories into Philippine hands but did little in terms of industrial diversification.89

Again, industrial growth for the domestic market was most visible in the textile sector. While employment in textile and clothing factories amounted to just a few thousand workers in the early decades of the twentieth century, it jumped into the tens of thousands in the 1930s, with dozens of new factories established by Philippine, Japanese, and American entrepreneurs. Moreover, the embroidery sector was fostered by American companies, which established dozens of firms, mainly in Manila. The boycotts by Chinese traders against Japanese imports in the early 1930s also contributed to the growth of the Philippine textile industry.90 The total number of people fully employed in this sector, including those who worked in a putting-out system, stood at 183,305 in 1939. By-employment in textiles could have also doubled after the 1918 census was taken, rising to 157,856 for additional employment (both figures include tailors).91 Much of this growth took place in metropolitan Manila and adjacent Rizal, the center of Philippine artisanship, trade, and services even before American rule.92

The first Depression years were not conducive to any investment in industrialization in Island Southeast Asia, particularly because of the sharp currency devaluations implemented by Japan and China. The Philippines were linked to the dollar, British Malaya to the sterling zone, and the Netherlands Indies to the gold standard until as late as 1936. Capital for investment was stashed away in the deflationary early 1930s. Moreover, Java was flooded by cheap Japanese cloth, and its textile sector more or less stagnated.93 In the second half of the 1930s, conditions improved markedly. The devaluation of the Dutch guilder in 1936 is usually considered to be the turning point for the recovery of the Indonesian economy. This step indubitably impinged positively on exports, but its effect should not be overstated. After all, the sugar industry only partly recovered after it had lost its huge Indian market, while rubber and copra continued to suffer from sharply deteriorating terms of trade.94 The imposition of tariffs on dyed textile cloth in 1933 and further restrictions on textile imports from outside the Dutch Kingdom constituted other important factors, ones that strongly favored local textile production. But probably the most consequential change was the less apparent reversal of the government policies of low rice prices because this substantially raised rural income.

In 1933, the government of the Netherlands Indies gradually implemented a ban on cheap rice from Mainland Southeast Asia, which had flooded the Java rice market and cut prices by half. This had brought disaster to the Javanese peasants who used to pay their land rent from their paddy sales. They had already been starved of cash after the sugar factories cancelled the lease of their land and opportunities for by-employment at plantation estates had dwindled. The ban introduced in 1933 raised the rice prices and brought much-needed relief. As an additional measure, the government succeeded in convincing The Hague to ship off part of the maize harvests of the Netherlands Indies, which was in abundant supply and threatened to drag down the rice prices as well. Furthermore, Deli plantations and Bangka tin mines were obliged by the government to shift from cheap imports to Java rice. As a result, Java, as well as South Sulawesi and Lombok, became important rice suppliers for the Indonesian archipelago.

Javanese peasants increased their output from 3.5 million tons in 1934 to 4 million in 1939. By that time, they were bringing over 22 percent of their paddy harvest to the market, instead of the 11 percent of five years before. Despite these increased supplies, market prices in Java still went up because about 20 percent of the milled rice was exported to the Outer Islands.95 As a positive collateral of the expanded market, rice prices became more stable: the seasonal fluctuations decreased from plus or minus 10 to 5–7 percent.96 The encouragement of a Netherlands Indies rice market through a combination of duties in imports and subventions on interinsular rice exports strengthened purchasing power in Java’s countryside, whereas the flattening out of price fluctuations helped reduce rural indebtedness. It is a telling tale of how detrimental the import of cheap rice had been and underlines the importance of the decision by the American administration in the Philippines to pursue rice self-sufficiency early on during its rule.

Obviously, self-sufficiency could only be obtained at low levels of nutrition per capita, and sections of the rural population in Island Southeast Asia still lacked access to sufficient food during the 1930s. This was definitely the case in the plantation belts of the Philippines and Java. Moreover, increasing rural incomes did not automatically generate more nonagricultural business in the countryside. In the case of Java, however, it did. The necessary capital did not come from the so-called cultivation banks, which played such a crucial role in the financing of the plantations and sugar factories of Java. These metropolitan-based banks confined their investments to plantation agriculture after the investments of one of them in the Insulinde coconut oil factories had gone down the drain. It spoiled their appetite to follow the example of the British colonies and develop into fully fledged management agencies engaged in an array of activities. Moreover, in the Netherlands Indies, the European trading houses usually confined themselves to importing goods rather than facilitating their local production. Their ethnic Chinese counterparts were either involved in commodity exports, predominantly sugar, or the import of Japanese goods.97

Instead of the large trading houses and the Dutch banks’ rural moneylenders, a new source of investment emerged, as in the 1930s indigenous cash-crop production increased relative to foreign-owned plantations in Java.98 This occurred particularly in West Java’s Priangan, where land had become increasingly concentrated in the hands of major landowners and proletarianization had advanced further than elsewhere in the island.99 The textile industry, for example, emerged near indigenous tea gardens, whose owners had apparently channeled their profits into textiles. An agriculturally prosperous Priangan district such as Sukabumi saw an emergence of artisanal industry of agricultural implements, cutlery, and so on.100 Moreover, in this part of Java, textile manufacturing had been traditionally an important cottage sector. It is no coincidence that by 1940, 34 percent of Java’s textile manufacturing was located in the Priangan.101 Their workers were overwhelmingly young landless women, of whom 41 percent possessed some basic reading and writing skills, which was far above the average.102 In fact, this was also the case in the Philippines, where about 73 percent of the 110,000 women employed in the embroidery sector were literate; the national average was just 41 percent.103

Between 1936 and 1939, the estimated number of workers in small-scale and secondary industries (not including the cottage industry) increased from 1.66 to 2.8 million in the Netherlands Indies.104 Impressive as this may sound, most of these jobs were probably not full time. Moreover, the growth of employment in workshops happened at the expense of cottage production, which more or less stagnated in the 1930s.105 Industrialization reduced the number of hands needed per unit of output. This happened in cigarette manufacturing, where machines partly replaced the handwork of the dominant putting-out system in the 1930s, and it also happened in the textile sector.106 In the latter, the number of Japanese looms—which were seven times more productive than those of the Javanese—increased from a mere five hundred in 1935 to 49,500 in 1941. Over the same period of time, the number of mechanical looms soared from an underwhelming four hundred to 9,800. The pace of mechanization, and hence of rising labor productivity, was such that in the second half of the 1930s the growth of Java’s industrial sector might have eliminated so much of the cottage industry that it could have brought about an overall loss of employment.107

All in all, the gains in employment in Java’s industry and food agriculture would not have been enough to compensate for the loss of about two million jobs in the export agricultural sector. Meanwhile, Java’s population had grown by 20 percent in the 1930s, which meant that these years saw a serious reduction in the proportion of the employed within the total population. The extent of the loss of employment and resulting impoverishment was not clear to most of the government experts at the time. They had, after all, consistently underestimated the level of dependency of Java’s rural population on the plantation economy.

TOWARD INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION: EDUCATION AND URBANIZATION

In the early twentieth century, Java and the Philippines were still overwhelmingly rural economies, and the fact that the latter did better in terms of access to land, rice self-sufficiency, and smallholder production of export crops goes a long way in explaining its higher per capita income. What these economies had in common, however, was high rural mobility spurred by increasing rural precarity. The sugar plantation belts, as we saw in chapter 3, became the scenes of an undernourished sharecropping peasantry and rural proletariat. In the 1930s, other convergences in the structure of the respective economies appeared. One was a shift from cottage to industrial textile industry, which encouraged urban migration, particularly of young women in both colonies. Another factor in the convergence was that the plantations lost some of their dominance over Java’s economy in the 1930s, while at the same time the Philippines became more reliant on them, and its industrial sector also turned toward commodity exports.

In contrast to these structural economic convergences, urbanization patterns diverged. While the Netherlands Indies—and Java in particular—were still more urbanized than the Philippines by 1900, thirty years later almost 11 percent of the Philippine population was urban (living in cities of more than twenty thousand residents), against 6.7 percent for Java and 2.8 percent for the Outer Islands.108 This was a reversal with important implications for later international emigration flows from this part of the world. It pertains directly to the fact that today Malaysia and the Philippines have much higher emigration ratios than Indonesia and that their emigrants are generally better educated. This in turn brings us to the central question of this book: how Island Southeast Asia became a mass exporter of labor. While zooming in on the roles of education and urbanization in this migration, British Malaya will be included in the final section of this chapter. The Straits Settlements, after all, were the most urbanized territories in Southeast Asia, where 59.5 percent of the population consisted of city dwellers as early as in 1911.109

Initially, high demographic growth—in the case of British Malaya mainly caused by immigration from southeastern China and Madras—pushed migration toward the plantation frontiers, a mobility facilitated by new means of transport. At the turn of the twentieth century, urban centers started to grow as a concomitant of increasing levels of literacy, a stage of development that conforms to Zelinsky’s mobility-transition hypothesis, which was guided by the paradigms of demographic transition and modernization.110 Although his model has lost much of its appeal because of its determinism, the positive correlation between human development and migration is now increasingly acknowledged. In the late 1980s, Massey had already identified economic development as a driving rather than attenuating factor in migration. The continuous relationship with the colonial and later postcolonial metropolis is another key variable, as Sassen has argued.111 De Haas recently revived Zelinsky’s mobility-transition hypothesis by suggesting, on the basis of extensive empirical research, “that capability- and aspiration-increasing human development is initially associated with generally higher levels of emigration and immigration.”112 This is pertinent to the question of why Philippine and Malaysian migrations in postcolonial times had a stronger cross-cultural character than Indonesian ones, which would stay predominantly within the Malay world.

At the turn of the twentieth century, Island Southeast Asia had entered the phase, as described by Zelinsky, in which a rapidly expanding trek to the cities emerged alongside migration toward the frontiers. In Java, however, this happened at a slower pace than elsewhere in the region, including the Outer Islands of the Netherlands Indies.113 Underlying the apparent slowing down of Java’s urbanization is a shift from permanent to seasonal urban migration. Surabaya, Semarang, and Batavia offered wages two to three times above Java’s average for most of the nineteenth century, and migrants flocked toward their rapidly growing kampungs.114 From the 1870s, these began to grow at the expense of other cities because newly constructed railroads brought sugar and other commodities directly to these cities, bypassing other ports along the northern coast.115 Over time, however, the same railroads facilitated the travel of seasonal migrants. Permanent urban migration declined both because increasing supplies of labor brought urban wages down and because land scarcity forced marginal peasants to look for by-employment that would enable them to keep their land. Whereas, for example, wages in Batavia were more than twice as high as elsewhere in West Java in 1880, this gap had almost disappeared by 1915.116 By 1930, Surabaya, Semarang, and Batavia still ranked among the top immigration Residencies of Java, together with the plantation belts of Pasuruan and Besuki, but their growth had become modest in comparison with their economic role.117 At that time, almost a third of Java’s urban work force might have consisted of circular migrants during peak months, many of whom were locked into patron-client relationships with their foremen.118 The total number of dockworkers in Java alone might have amounted to sixty or seventy thousand in the 1920s, and they were joined by other urban seasonal laborers such as porters, becak drivers, and sellers of firewood.

Considering the nineteenth-century European history of urbanization, one would expect that these circular migrations were just a relatively transient phase of preproletarianization. This at least was observed in 1916 by the colonial civil servant Meijer Ranneft, an expert on Java’s rural economy.119 However, after he penned these insights, the means of transportation only further improved and widened thanks to the introduction of buses and trucks, and Java’s population density only further increased. Circularity therefore remained a dominant factor in urban migration into postcolonial times.120 Meanwhile, the reason why the rural population sought by-employment rather than permanent jobs is that most of the work in the urban sector was unskilled and held in lower regard compared with toiling on one’s own land.121 As a rule, farmers clung to their land, and by-employment enabled them to do so. It was part of their sense of belonging to a community and kept their relations with their local patrons intact, which was a crucial source of social security in times of increasing precarity. In early postcolonial times, permanent migration toward the cities increased rapidly. This was only to a limited extent the upshot of higher educational attainment and predominantly because of the endemic violence of the War of Independence (1945–1949) and insurrections in the years that followed. Many people from the countryside sought a safer place in the cities.122 These were extraordinary years and did not change the basic fact that Java’s urban migration continued to exhibit a markedly seasonal character.

In contrast to Manila and Singapore, Batavia had not become the primate city in colonial times (see table 5.1). It was neither the residence of an affluent absentee planters’ class like Manila, nor was it the central banking and trading hub of Southeast Asia, a role taken by Singapore.123 An important reason why 10 percent of the population of British Malaya lived in Singapore (see table 5.1) is that in contrast to Java’s coastal cities, immigrants in this city came from much farther away than the rural hinterland: some 75 percent of its population consisted of ethnic Chinese. Finally, in contrast to Manila and Singapore, Batavia had to share its role as the colony’s administrative center with the healthier town of Bandung and its role as an export hub with Surabaya and Semarang, which had emerged as the nodal points in the commodity-producing system of Java, providing shipping, insurance, administration, and equipment for the plantations. With just 533,000 citizens, followed by Surabaya with 342,000 inhabitants, Batavia was in no way a primate city by 1930.124

TABLE 5.1

The capitals of the Netherlands Indies, British Malaya, and the Philippines in 1830 and 1930
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Batavia
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Singapore
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454,719


	
	
10.00







Source: Bosma, “Methodological Paper,” 11–12.

The rise of primate cities was a function of permanent migration, and this in turn was correlated to rising educational levels and the emergence of an educated middle class. In Island Southeast Asia, as in many other parts of the world, migrants to cities were significantly better educated than rural populations, which are usually abandoned by young educated people who want to try their luck in the city.125 In the Philippines, the hacendero class had already begun to move toward the cities by the end of the nineteenth century, and their numbers swelled under American rule when political life was budding and the newly established Congress of the Philippines strengthened Manila’s role as a center of power. Moreover, the city became the main center of industry, with relatively high wages and the hub of maritime transport, railways, and roads of Luzon.126 By the late 1930s, the urban industrial centers of Manila and adjacent Rizal offered significantly higher wages for unskilled labor: about 25 percent above the national average.127 Manila was also considered to be a safe place in the 1930s, when the Huk uprising created a sense of insecurity in Central Luzon.128 This city had an educated middle class, which made up about 18 percent of the total urban population and included an absentee hacendero class with considerable purchasing power.129 The rural-urban migration became increasingly female and often went via smaller to larger cities. In postcolonial times, families would try to give their daughters a good education and send them to the cities for a skilled job.130

Manila emerged as a primate city, surrounded by provinces with relatively high levels of literacy. In the Philippines, the level of literacy was about 10 percent as early as the 1870s, and by 1940, the great majority of the Philippine population could read and write. On the eve of the Second World War, 90 percent of the children aged between seven and ten were at school.131 Such figures conceal, however, that educational attainment diverged considerably across the Philippine provinces. While the average literacy rate among gainfully employed men and women was 51 and 41 percent, respectively, the figures were as high as 89 percent and 73 percent in Manila and as low as 35 percent and 17 percent in Negros.132 Farther south in the Muslim territories, the literacy rates were even lower, and these educational arrears would only persist. Meanwhile, in British Malaya, the divergences in educational attainment were almost as large. In the Straits Settlements, literacy among males over fifteen years was over 48 percent and for females 10 to 13 percent, according to the 1931 census, but elsewhere in British Malaya, male literacy ranged between 10 and 15 percent.133 In the Netherlands Indies, a modest 6.5 percent of all Indonesian males (and less than half a percent of the women) older than fifteen were literate by 1920.134 These low literacy rates gave little impetus for urban migration. This slightly changed in the 1930s, however, when literacy would increase at a remarkable pace, to 20 percent in 1941, for which the Indonesian nationalist Wild School Movement (Wilde Scholenbeweging) of the 1930s deserves much credit and which had also an impact on urbanization and industrialization in Java in the course of that decade.135

Colonial Indonesia lagged behind the Philippines and British Malaya not only in terms of education but also in outward-looking orientation. As early as the 1880s, the Philippine hacenderos and wealthier tenants tended to send their children to Manila and even to Spain for their education.136 After 1900, American schoolbooks instilled in the schoolchildren a sense of America as the Promised Land. An outward-looking attitude was also promoted by the circulation of newspapers, which amounted to two hundred thousand households, one in every ten, in the Philippines by 1930. In Indonesia, the total circulation of newspapers was about four hundred thousand in 1948, of which half was in Bahasa, which comprised fewer than one in every thirty households. For British Malaya, the little available data suggests that the total circulation of Malay newspapers was confined to a few thousand. However, a rapidly growing number of bookshops sold newspapers from abroad, including from Egypt, and newspapers were read aloud in coffee shops. Many members of the Chinese and Indian middle classes must have subscribed to British-language newspapers, such as the famous Straits Times, because its annual circulation of five thousand copies in the 1930s indicates that its readership was much wider than just the British.137 Mastery of the English language was a key part of cosmopolitan modernity in the Malay cities, as Hollen has described.138

Newspaper circulation and familiarity with English were as unevenly spread as literacy. The western provinces of Luzon and the western states of the Malay Peninsula stood out in this respect, with substantial classes that were familiar with the large Anglophone world. By 1930, over 10 percent of the Chinese and Indian male population of fifteen years and older in Singapore were English literate, and about 4 to 5 percent in the Federated Malay States, where the mines and plantations were concentrated. By 1918, 32.1 percent of the literate Filipinos and 21.5 percent of the literate Filipinas were able to read and write English, and many were living in Manila or at least in an urban environment.139 In the Netherlands Indies, only a minute section of the population had some knowledge of English, mainly the children of the relatively literate Chinese population, both newcomers and Peranakan, who went to private schools that attached great value to learning the language of international trade.140

In addition to these high levels of educational attainment and international exposure, the hiring policies of colonial administrations played a key role in nurturing educational aspirations, particularly because skilled employment was scarce in these commodity-producing economies. In this respect, the Philippines were the most advanced, with only 1 percent of the government posts (mostly teachers) held by American expatriates. In British Malaya, the British held 5.5 percent, mostly in administration and the police, and the metropolitan Dutch in the Netherlands Indies just 3 percent. In the latter colony, however, another 11 percent of all government positions were held by Indies-born Dutch citizens, the majority of whom were culturally oriented to the Netherlands.141 As a result, few Indonesians were to be found in the middle and higher echelons of government.

Since higher educational levels did not automatically generate higher economic growth or a sectoral change toward industry and services, many higher-educated people might not have been able to find suitable employment.142 High educational attainment coupled with low wage levels and little skilled employment exerts a strong migration push that was forcefully present in the Philippines, which exhibited extreme social and spatial inequalities. The Ilocos provinces, for example, coupled low income with high educational standards.143 Such discrepancies drove young people to the cities and tens of thousands to the United States, where they found jobs in the factories, the service sector, and the army. In Malaysia, second-generation Chinese and Tamil emigrants with higher education applied for professions not only in Singapore but all over the world.

The way in which cultural orientation directs mobility can be illustrated by comparing the Ilocanos and the Madurese. Their migration history shared some important features, as both populations migrated extensively in search of new land, both were seafaring, and both sought maritime employment. The crucial difference was the linkage to international migration. As early as the eighteenth century, Ilocanos had moved to Manila to seek maritime employment.144 Later on, Filipinos could be found on American whaling ships and in increasing numbers on ocean liners as cabin boys.145 Filipinos sailed under many different flags, while Madurese stayed within the Netherlands Indies or at least on Dutch vessels.146 Since primary education had reached the tiniest villages of Ilocos at the turn of the twentieth century, educational aspirations ushered in the migration of broad layers of the population. Almost from the very beginning of American rule in the Philippines, the Ilocanos had eagerly learned English. Their hacenderos continued to send their children abroad for education, at the risk of their own impoverishment or of having to mortgage their land to their tenants.147 Ilocanos were also strongly represented among labor migrants heading for the United States. They made up half of the 125,000 Filipinos who enlisted for work in the cane and pineapple fields of Hawaii.148 Their remittances became an important source of income for the relatively poor Ilocano provinces, which would further encourage migration to the United States.149 During the First World War, the Ilocanos were well represented among the Filipinos who joined the U.S. Navy. In fact, 5 percent of the American navy crews consisted of Filipinos. Meanwhile, Filipinas could be found in the American hospitals. Between 1934 and 1965, Philippine immigration to the United States was severely restricted, but Philippine immigrants, including Ilocanos, still entered the country via the detour of employment at American bases in Korea and Indochina. Another category consisted of Filipina spouses of American servicemen.150 Ilocanos have again been well represented among the migrants who came to the United States after the relaxation of the immigration regulations for family reunification and high-skilled workers in 1965. They make up a substantial portion of today’s over four million people born in the Philippines or of Filipino descent living in the United States.151





 

CHAPTER SIX

Postcolonial Continuities in Plantations and Migrations

From the 1850s onward, an ongoing specialization in commodity production had linked Mainland and Island Southeast Asia to Japan, Southeast China, India, the United States, and Europe. Cheap transport had enabled the emergence of globalized markets for bulk products. Asian interdependence was embodied in labor flows from India and China, rice imports from mainland Southeast Asia, and plantation belts in Island Southeast Asia. Commodity chains rather than national policies forged trajectories of economic development, and these in turn shaped migration patterns. This interdependency unraveled during the Depression, a process that coalesced with the emergence of economic nationalism and nation building during decolonization but that had already started in the 1930s, as discussed in the previous chapter.

One of the most visible aspects of disintegration was the return migration of hundreds of thousands of Chinese and Tamils to their countries of origin. Between 1931 and 1947, the proportion of Indian migrants in the population of British Malaya shrunk by a third, and in postwar Malaysia their proportion in the plantation labor force would drop further.1 While the total proportion of the ethnic Chinese and Chinese newcomers in the population of Malaysia did not diminish, their position became increasingly insecure. One factor was the role of Chinese workers in the guerrilla uprising of the Communist Party in Malaysia that started in the late 1940s, in response to bad labor conditions on the plantations. To quell this uprising, the Chinese population was subjected to massive governmental resettlement schemes.2 Meanwhile, rising Malay nationalism asserted itself against Chinese and Tamil immigrants. The anti-Chinese attitude of the Malay political elite went so far that they expelled Singapore—where 75 percent of the population was ethnically Chinese—from the federal state of Malaysia in 1965.3 In this threatening atmosphere, hundreds of thousands of ethnic Chinese left Malaysia.4 In Indonesia, colonial times had left enough resentment to trigger the departure of about one hundred thousand Sino-Indonesians to China, many of whom were evacuated by the Chinese government in 1959. Ethnic Chinese also became victims of the 1965 massacres and of some anti-Chinese riots in their aftermath.5

The anti-Chinese and anti-immigrant sentiments revealed in a grim way the legacies of colonial plural societies and their economic dependence on commodity production by foreign companies. They were the dark side of the nationalist fervor that pushed government policies to nationalize their countries’ economies. British Malaya chose in this regard to invest in a strong ethnic Malay farmers’ class. Equally strong was the desire to catch up with the level of modernity of the former colonizers. Indonesian and Philippine politicians expected miracles from industrialization, to ward off the looming massive unemployment of a rapidly growing population. However, in their eagerness to follow this path, they sidestepped the immense structural problems in the countryside. This was particularly the case in Indonesia, where land scarcity and dilapidated irrigation works compounded the daunting challenge of feeding a rapidly growing population. The Indonesian government was under great pressure to increase food production, which had stagnated since 1940. The country had to import 7,700,000 tons of rice (12 percent of its needs) in 1952.6 Prominent Indonesian economists poured scorn on their government for favoring industrialization projects instead of taking serious steps to reduce food imports and alleviate the alarming nutritional deficiencies plaguing the Indonesian population.7

This chapter will complete the answer to the question of how Island Southeast Asia became a mass exporter of labor. After decolonization, the governments of Island Southeast Asia were still heavily reliant on commodity exports for their revenue, which went along with a new push toward the frontiers and the continuation and even growth of the plantation sectors. Since the early nineteenth century, an unstinting trek to the frontiers had taken place, which the governments of the Philippines and the Netherlands Indies had further encouraged in order to alleviate population pressures. In the postwar decades, these policies would encounter the limits of the ecological and social absorption capacity of the frontiers. Meanwhile, in all three countries of Island Southeast Asia, mechanization and the ascendency of palm oil and timber production made the new commodity frontiers less labor intensive than the traditional ones, such as tobacco and sugar. Industrialization and urbanization could not fully absorb labor surpluses, either. The widening and growing migration circuits of colonial times would spill over the national boundaries. The patterns of recruitment and client-patron systems of the colonial days, coupled with rising educational standards, facilitated this widening of migration patterns toward East Asia, the United States, and the Arabian Peninsula.

A RENEWED DRIVE TOWARD THE FRONTIERS AND THE RETURN OF THE PLANTATION

In the 1950s, Indonesia’s exports almost entirely consisted of tin, rubber, copra, and oil, together contributing over 25 percent of its national income.8 While acknowledging its dependence on cash-crop exports, the Indonesian government encouraged smallholder production because plantations did not accord with the ideals of national economic development. As a result, the share of estate exports in total export value sank from 54.3 percent in 1938 to 38.6 percent in 1953.9 The growth of smallholdership was given a boost from American tire manufacturers, who swiftly returned to using natural rubber after the liberation of British Malaya and the Netherlands Indies from Japanese occupation. By the mid-1970s, about three-quarters of the people engaged in rubber cultivation were smallholders, involving six hundred thousand households.10 The situation was similar in Indonesia, which by about 1990 was the world’s second-largest rubber producer: 75 percent of the two million households involved in rubber cultivation and processing were smallholders and predominantly swiddeners.11

The plantation as a business model was far from defeated, however, and made a comeback in Island Southeast Asia to become a driving factor in the region’s emerging role as a mass exporter of labor. Plantations returned, first because crops such as palm oil, sugar, abaca, and even rubber became increasingly capital intensive.12 Second, because of their strategic importance for government revenue and balance of payments, state intervention in the production of export crops intensified.13 The Malaysian government, for example, cast a tightening web of supervision over smallholders in its ambition to enlarge the contribution of rubber cultivation to the national income. In 1956, it established FELDA (Federal Land Development Authority), which was initially conceived as a resettlement scheme to offer farmers viable plots of land, but over time it extended its control over all the agricultural aspects of these settlements, practically turning them into plantations.14 The government of British Malaya also spent considerable sums on rubber research and on agricultural extension for rubber cultivators.15 As a result, Malaysian output per hectare rose toward 2.3 times the level of Indonesia, while keeping the price competitive with expanding synthetic rubber production in the industrialized countries. This market share was also maintained at the expense of rubber-cultivating households, many of which fell below the poverty line—while their work became as arduous as that of the plantation estate workers in the old colonial days.16 The same return to the plantation, but swifter and more radical, occurred in the palm oil sector that would succeed rubber as Malaysia’s most important export crop. In this sector, FELDA emerged as the largest enterprise, accounting for nearly 30 percent of the country’s palm oil production. Under its regime, resettled landless peasants were more or less working as sharecroppers.

Cronyism and collusion also inflicted much harm on smallholders and reopened the door for plantations. Cooperative structures and commodity boards skimmed off the profits and degraded the farmers to indebted sharecroppers working in plantation-like settings. Struggles about the control over commodity production between central and regional authorities even ignited an armed conflict in eastern Indonesia. In Manado, the struggle between Jakarta and local officials for control over the copra sector sparked a rebellion in the 1950s. This fight between the center and the periphery wreaked havoc on the once crucial copra sector, which declined to a third of its earlier size between 1952 and 1967.17 Another major onslaught on the smallholder economy occurred when Sukarno’s policies to recast the Java sugar sector from plantation to peasant cultivation were rolled back by his successor, Suharto. Powerful cane-growing peasants, who had merged with the local aristocrats and urban traders, controlled the scene under the guise of cooperative structures. The sugar plantation made an undisguised appearance in the Outer Islands from the 1990s onward, namely as heavily mechanized large-scale enterprises.

In contrast to Malaysia and Indonesia, the government of the Philippines did not even pay lip service to smallholder production and allowed coconut, banana, and pineapple plantations unfettered expansion. Plantation corporations followed the smallholder settlers in Mindanao to engage them in growing bananas and pineapples and force them to quit the production of food crops. On this island, transnational companies controlled the technology and every other aspect of production, and they shifted their business risks onto the shoulders of the growers. This created an impoverished and indebted class of farmers. In the 1990s, the plantation corporations started to replace their tenured work force by casual labor on the extensive banana and pineapple estates.18 Sugar, the most important export crop, was nominally not produced in plantations, because cultivation and milling had been organizationally separated after the arrival of the large sugar centrals in the 1920s. However, labor was entirely in the thralls of the landlords who controlled the centrals, and these landlords enjoyed tremendous profits, thanks to generous access to the American market after Cuban sugar was banned from the United States in 1962. The Philippine acreage under cane more than doubled in the 1960s, but at the expense of a halving of the yield per hectare. By that time, the Philippine sugar industry had become too inefficient to compete on the global market, where prices were under constant downward pressure.

Sugar was not the only plantation predicament the Philippines had to deal with. At the commodity frontiers of Mindanao, the pineapple and banana plantations of Del Monte and Dole were bulldozing their way over Filipino landholdings, spreading pesticides over the countryside, tricking landowners into leasing out their land on unfavorable terms, and displacing local communities. New sugar factories, such as the Bukidnon factory (Mindanao) established in the 1970, were, despite their outwardly cooperative nature, centrally led capital-intensive enterprises in which a few powerful planters called the shots, to the detriment of many minor farmers, who lost their land. Nutritional conditions in the plantations, local activists reported to concerned consumers in Europe, stood at the outrageously low level of 1,670 kilocalories per day. Fair-trade organizations and human rights groups noted wryly that the Philippines exported pineapples while its population suffered from malnutrition.

While the commodity frontiers were pushed all over Island Southeast Asia, Indonesia and the Philippines resumed the policies of encouraging migration to less-populated islands within their archipelagos in the 1950s and 1960s. FELDA resettled seventy thousand landless households: over four hundred thousand people.19 From Java, about 2.5 million families, or ten million people, migrated to the Outer Islands between 1950 and 1992, half of whom were spontaneous settlers. While Java’s share in Indonesia’s population fell back from about 75 to 60 percent over the twentieth century, those of Sumatra and Kalimantan nearly doubled to 20 and 5 percent, respectively.20 Yet even this substantial migration fell below the ambition of the Indonesian government to unleash a massive chain migration toward the agricultural frontiers. The frontiers were not uninhabited, however, and their local communities suffered from these colonization schemes. Many Javanese rural villagers left under coercion, and the immense operation went against the grain of increasing urban migration fueled by rising educational levels.21

Meanwhile, the limited capacity of the frontiers in Indonesia’s Outer Islands, which were mostly located in ecologically fragile environments, was poorly understood by the national elites of Indonesia, most notably by President Sukarno.22 The soil of southern Sumatra, which was less fertile than that of Java, could not sustain the twenty-fold population increase between 1930 and 1990.23 In the 1980s, the Indonesian government had to take draconian measures to protect the forests and forcibly removed four hundred thousand squatters. Shortage of land compelled these settlers to seek by-employment, which they found at coffee or sugar plantations. Thousands moved farther, toward plantations and construction sites in Malaysia.24 Once the government realized that “Sumatra could not carry more people,” the focus shifted to New Guinea, which was even more politically sensitive. In the 1980s, donor countries and the World Bank stopped sponsoring the transmigration projects but only partly and under pressure from international outrage. By that time, international development consultants had already concluded that transmigration could in no way absorb two million immigrants per year, the equivalent of the 2 percent annual population growth of Java and Bali. Together with a drop in oil prices in 1987, these negative assessments led to the winding down of these colonization schemes.25

In the Philippines, the internal migration was even more unsettling than in Indonesia, and this was particularly the case in the predominantly Muslim island of Mindanao. By 1960, the influx of 1.2 million Christian immigrants had turned this once sparsely populated territory into the home of 19 percent of the Philippine population.26 It was a migration that would only accelerate: almost three million Christians were said to have settled in Mindanao between 1966 and 1976, some as smallholders and others as self-employed artisanal gold miners in the Compostela Valley.27 Meanwhile, plantation corporations carried out extensive land grabbing, a destruction and violence that attended the colonization of what once was the Islamic south of the Philippines. The Moro rebellion in the 1970s, a new depressing chapter in the islands’ four hundred years of conflict, was crushed by the indiscriminate bombing of the cities of Jolo and Zamboanga, which probably left half a million people homeless. It only reached a settlement in 1976, after the involvement of Muammar Gadhafi—the leader of Libya and sponsor of the Moro uprising—as a mediator to negotiate autonomy for the Muslim-populated areas in the southern Philippines.28

FALTERING NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES

Economic nationalism did not fundamentally change the commodity dependency of the Island South. The revival of the plantation did not alleviate the mounting population pressure in the northern Philippines and Java, and neither did government-engineered migrations. The Philippines had already exhausted its potential for agricultural expansion in the 1970s, and Indonesia followed a few years later.29 The Philippines were in a development deadlock, and their neocolonial status received much of the blame from activists who had participated in the ousting of Ferdinand Marcos. Their victory soon turned sour, and extreme disappointment set in about the direction their country had taken after it had become independent in such high spirits. Shortly after the Second World War, the Philippines were generally expected to be the first Asian country after Japan to achieve an “industrial take off” thanks to a high literacy rate, faster economic growth than Malaysia and Indonesia, and the beginnings of a diversified economy through the introduction of import-substitution policies in 1949.30 The proportion of manufacturing in terms of GDP rose to 17.9 percent in 1960, much higher than in Indonesia (10 percent) or Malaysia (13.6 percent, of which only 6.3 was for manufacturing and 7.3 for mining).31

In the postwar years, the trend of an increasingly female urban migration continued, and by 1960, this movement had surpassed the migration toward agricultural and mining frontiers in numbers.32 However, by the 1970s, the Philippine urban economy could no longer absorb the influx to the cities, and the situation worsened after the closing of garment factories. This loss of employment was only partially compensated for by the arrival of electronics assembly lines, which benefited from the oversupply of educated, docile, and single young women. While low-tax export enclaves helped maintain the level of industrialization of the Philippines above that of Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand, they brought only temporary relief. In the early 1980s, the industrial output of the Philippines plunged by 19 percent. Although much of this was attributable to the collapse of the sugar industry, which carried great weight as an economic sector, the Philippines also missed the opportunity to attract the parts of the electronics industry that were relocating from the high-income countries of Japan, Hong Kong, and Taiwan to countries with lower wages.33 Now, a declining industrial basis and a young and relatively well-educated female population became the driving forces behind intense international migration.34

The Philippines were also doubly unfortunate in the global commodity markets in the 1970s, in the face of soaring oil prices, on the one hand, and dwindling prices of their own export commodities, such as sugar, copra, and copper, on the other.35 For bananas and pineapples, the terms of the trade deteriorated by an annual average of 3 percent between the 1960s and 1980s. Protected access of Philippine sugar to the U.S. market, at least until 1974, had bloated an industry that was producing at a cost price 2.5 times above market level.36 In this constellation, the decision by Coca-Cola and PepsiCo in the early 1980s to switch from Philippine sugar to maize syrup (HFCS) had a devastating effect on the country’s sugar exports. It dealt a serious blow to the livelihood of three million workers whose income depended at least partly on sugar. It created havoc particularly in Negros, where the sugar factories ceased grinding cane in 1985.37 Social discontent fueled armed resistance and military suppression, and peaceful protests were indiscriminately gunned down as well. One such protest, in Escalanda on September 20, 1985, ended in a massacre.38 The immediate cause of Negros’s tragedy was actors in the United States, but it had been in the making from the island’s inception as a sugar frontier in the 1850s. Eventually, the collapsing Philippine sugar industry brought President Marcos down along with it.

To the long list of misfortunes needs to be added that the Philippines had turned into a net importer of agricultural products by 1995.39 This was yet another deep disappointment, considering that the International Rice Institute at Los Baños had been the cradle of the Green Revolution in the 1960s and had facilitated a doubling of rice production in the Philippines in under two decades. By the late 1970s, however, the potential for growth in rice output was exhausted. Moreover, employment opportunities did not grow for the rapidly increasing rural population.40 Income inequality had already increased in the 1960s to such an extent that an estimated 70 percent of all children between one and four years old were undernourished.41 This loss of self-sufficiency in food production contrasted sharply with the situation in Malaysia and Indonesia, which had achieved self-reliance in terms of rice production by the late 1970s and 1984, respectively and which contributed substantially to per capita growth.42

The predicament of the Philippines has incited a debate that is equally as intense as it is inconclusive. For understandable reasons, cronyism—if not simply large-scale theft—is widely held responsible. After his successful fight with the sugar barons, Ferdinand Marcos had siphoned off huge sums from this sector to his own bank account. While his actions were brazen, the corruption in this country was not unique in the region; it was endemic in Indonesia as well.43 Neither did Malaysia escape from entrenched interests, for example in rice and tin or timber schemes in Sabah and Sarawak. Yet these did not slow the country’s economic growth or impede the government’s capability to raise enough revenue for its proper functioning.44 Moreover, one cannot blame Marcos entirely for the rural destitution, which had held large parts of the Philippine countryside in its ever-worsening grip since the 1930s. Looking for the deeper causes of violence, political instability, and loss of attraction to foreign investors, one cannot ignore the country’s high birth rate, amounting to 3.3 percent per annum in the 1960s and early 1970s. Family planning, pursued by Marcos, was resisted in this staunchly Catholic country.45 Unsurprisingly, the first prime minister of the post-Marcos regime identified the country’s demography as its top problem.46 At present, demographic growth has slowed somewhat to 2 percent, but this is still much higher than the 1.2 percent in Java.47 In fact, the demographic explosion in the Philippines resembles the 3.1 percent growth figures of Mexico in the 1960s. In Mexico, the existing migration system to the United States expanded with similar rapidity in the 1980s, under pressure from a baby-boom generation that could not be absorbed by the local economy, which was suffering a crisis almost as severe as the one in the Philippines.48

In the Philippines, population pressure could no longer be remedied either by the trek to the frontiers or by land reforms. As a result, rural conditions began to resemble those in Java. When Newsweek reported in 1987 that an alarming 90 percent of the land in the Philippines was in the hands of 10 percent of the population, it could have described the rural conditions in Java in the same terms.49 Both in Java and Central Luzon, moreover, the increase of landlessness eroded the old patron-client relationships, at least in the agricultural context, a tendency reinforced by the progressing mechanization of rice cultivation. This engendered a massive expulsion of labor from the countryside.50 Despite high economic growth in the 1970s and 1980s, the livelihood of the majority of Java’s rural population was as precarious as in the late nineteenth century.51 Circular migrations between the countryside and the cities did not alleviate precarity, let alone bring sustained economic growth to the countryside.52 Men and women worked as domestic servants, pedicab drivers, food sellers, or collected firewood to sell in the city, just to eke out a subsistence wage.53

While the Philippine and Indonesian governments embarked on the export of labor, Malaysia became an immigration country. Its remarkable economic growth hinged on a narrow range of primary commodities, particularly rubber, defying the common wisdom that exports of primary products ushered in peripheralization. Since foreign-owned rubber plantations were of diminishing importance, these revenues directly benefited the Malaysian economy.54 Moreover, Malaysia’s oligopolistic position regarding its prime commodity was in sharp contrast to that of the Philippines, which had no control whatsoever over the global sugar market. Benefiting from the fact that 90 percent of the world’s natural rubber production was in the hands of Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Sri Lanka, their governments succeeded in stabilizing the prices of natural rubber in the context of the UNCTAD negotiations. It was equally as necessary as the fragile agreement concluded under the pressure of a steadily growing share of synthetic rubber.55 Malaysia managed, however, to untie itself from this dangerously high dependency on its rubber exports. It diversified toward other export crops, such as cocoa, and became the world’s largest palm oil exporter. It also successfully upgraded a significant share of its commodity exports toward processed products.56

The obvious downside of Malaysia’s commodity-based growth was its reliance on reduced wages and cheap immigrant labor, which by the 1980s made up about 50 percent of all plantation estate labor.57 At the turn of the twenty-first century, the palm oil plantations alone offered work to 470,000 workers, many of whom came from Indonesia and Bangladesh.58 For example, tens of thousands of Indonesians travel annually to Sabah from the relatively dry and poor East Nusa Tenggara, the region that had suffered so much from piracy and slavery in the previous century.59 They are attracted by the fact that wages on palm oil plantations are seven to fourteen times as high as the amount they can earn at home.60 Workers also arrive from other parts of Indonesia, however, and the largest single category of documented Indonesian migrant workers is still in the plantation sector, despite the fact that construction and manufacturing have exerted an increasing demand for labor. If we furthermore take into account the large flow of undocumented Indonesian plantation workers in Sabah—estimates range from 0.6 to 1.7 million—it becomes highly likely that plantation and other agricultural labor still makes up half of all male Indonesian migration toward Malaysia.61 Many of these Indonesian male migrant workers aspire to blend into the Malay population and hope to obtain a position among its middle class.62

Malaysia’s postcolonial economy is still chained to its commodity-producing past and does not offer enough skilled employment. Even while massively importing cheap labor, this country has become a country of mass emigration, even more so than Indonesia, relative to the size of its population. The Malaysian economy has been offering too little employment for its educated population, and this is particularly the case for the Indian and Chinese youth who, according to a survey in the 1970s, were overrepresented in secondary education but still less gainfully employed than Malays of the same age.63 Meanwhile, the educational level of the Malay population, as well as their mobility, increased.64 Many better-educated Malaysians started to commute to Singapore, and growing numbers are heading abroad. They leave for Taiwan, Japan, the United States (to these countries often as undocumented and circular migrants), and, oddly enough, even toward Indonesia and the Philippines.65 Meanwhile in Sarawak, governmental settlement schemes following the example of FELDA were thwarted by the availability of cheap Indonesian labor.

In the Philippines, tenant farmers with large families scraped together every peso for the education of their children in the hope that this would lift them out of rural precarity and toward white-collar employment.66 However, while education and urban life might bring status enhancement, it often did not yield much economic benefit.67 A generation of highly educated people, for whom investment in education had not brought a release from precarity, provided the recruitment basis for Marcos’s policies of promoting labor migration. In the 1970s, the Marcos regime actively encouraged emigration to improve its rapidly deteriorating balance of payments.68 Moreover, with the banning of all forms of collective action, it had accomplished precisely what the penal sanction on Sumatra’s eastern coast had achieved in the past, namely the creation of a servile labor force working for globally competitive wages. Four million labor migrants left the Philippines in the 1980s, turning it into the largest labor exporter after Mexico in those years.69 Migration in the Philippines is also driven by a mismatch between education and the labor market. In 2007, unemployment among college graduates trained in the service sector reached the figure of 1.1 million, while at the same time, 650,000 vacancies for technical-vocational jobs were recorded.70 Some of these were filled by Malaysians. About a third of all Philippine university alumni are abroad, of whom more than half live in the United States, and as a rule they will not return.71 The same mismatch is looming in Indonesia as well, where many who have obtained university degrees cannot find suitable jobs.72

RETURN OF THE DAYS OF INDENTURE

Since the 1980s, emigration from Island Southeast Asia has exploded into a multi-billion-dollar industry exploiting an increasingly female labor force. In Indonesia, domestic work abroad became a second destination alongside plantations. In the Philippines, the once dominant category of sailors among international male migrants became a minority, making up just 15 to 20 percent of the total.73 The millions of migrant workers are an immense source of revenue. In recent years, their remittances have amounted to over 41 percent of the Philippine export earnings.74 Emigration has become an industry, in which various official and semiofficial actors skim off migrants’ earnings. There are official rates for obtaining the necessary documents in the Philippines and Indonesia, but in general, the fees are excessive and shored up by cartelization of the placement agencies.75 Particularly in Indonesia under Suharto, a limited number of recruitment agencies obtained a license and had to share their profits with the political and military establishment.76

That the authoritarian regimes of Marcos and Suharto were interested in securing remittances and bribes rather than in protecting their citizens should not surprise us. Yet since their removal, any improvement in the conditions of migrant workers has still been disappointingly slow. After the ousting of Ferdinand Marcos in 1986, NGOs that were engaged with migrant workers held high hopes that the Aquino administration would enhance the effectiveness of the protection of overseas workers. However, it still took almost another decade—and the execution in March 1995 of the domestic worker Flor Contemplacion after a dubious conviction by a Singapore court—for the concerns about the safety and well-being of emigrants to be addressed consistently by the government of the Philippines.77 In Indonesia, the government only became serious about protecting its citizens abroad from 2002 onward. Moreover, whatever government is in charge, it will always depend on the goodwill of the immigrant countries. In that respect, there is little room for optimism. The ILO Domestic Workers Convention (no. 189) of 2011, aimed at protecting domestic workers, has so far only been ratified in twenty-three countries, and none of these receive Philippine or Indonesian guest workers.78

However, even if more countries ratified the convention, one could still wonder what difference it would make. The past offers little basis for optimism. Although the 1930 Forced Labor Convention broke the stubborn resistance of the tobacco plantations in Sumatra to the abolition of the penal sanction, it did not eradicate the penal sanction, let alone forced labor. Likewise, since the adoption in 1956 of the Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery—which stretched the definition of slavery from its confines of legal property to “sufficient similarity”—trafficking and coerced labor conditions have grown rather than diminished in absolute figures.79 The present mistreatment of migrant workers from Nias, the island that had exported so many slaves in the past, is just one among many examples. In recent times, these workers have been subjected to multiple human rights violations, including extensive child trafficking toward palm oil plantations in East Kalimantan, according to Indonesia’s National Commission on Human Rights.80 Human trafficking has involved debt slaves in the nineteenth century, plantation coolies in the twentieth century, and international labor migrants heading to East Asia and the Gulf States in the twenty-first century. The scale of today’s coercion, fraud, deception, and abuse of power cannot leave a shred of doubt about the persistence of human trafficking.81

Colonial labor history repeats itself, for example, in the recruiting agencies in Jakarta that confine their clients in compounds, isolate them from their families, and charge them with highly inflated costs. Javanese women heading toward their overseas employment in the twenty-first century are locked up in the same way as Chinese workers were locked up in Singapore in the nineteenth century.82 Female domestic workers are in high demand today and therefore are lured with advance payments, while their freedom is severely constrained as long as they have not repaid these sums.83 The recruiters bill the employer for the advance, a mechanism reminiscent of what happened in the old colonial days. The employers in East Asia and the Gulf States deduct these amounts from the wages in monthly installments, resort to holding workers’ passports, or even confine workers in their compounds or houses to ensure that they will recover their investment.84 The insulation of the domestic workers can include prohibiting cellular phones, with the tragic effect that families lose contact with their migrated members.85 Governments in receiving countries sanction confinement by employers. In Singapore, employers are expected to be the custodians of their workers. Under Saudi law, absconding is a criminal offence for migrant workers. In Malaysia, employers have been allowed to keep their workers’ passports, yet going out without a passport entails the risk of being apprehended by the authorities, imprisoned, and deported. Although the governments of Malaysia and Indonesia agreed in 2006 that employers could only keep passports for reasons of safekeeping and with the workers’ consent, it was an empty clause considering the leverage the employer had over them.86 The Malaysian government has been sharply rebuked for this by Amnesty International, among others.87

Not only the practices of confinement but also the key elements of the recruitment infrastructure have survived decolonization. Bawean and Riau, which served as corridors for often-illicit migration to the Malay Peninsula in the colonial days, have fulfilled the same role in postcolonial times.88 The scope of operations for these sponsors widened considerably when new circuits of labor migration emerged alongside the plantation recruitment because of infrastructural improvements in Indonesia and modest industrialization during the 1970s. East Java for example, once an immigrant frontier and today a relatively developed region of plantations and industry, has emerged as a site of prolific labor exports.89 The actors are familiar as well. In colonial times, pilgrim brokers and recruiters of Arabian descent were channeling Javanese to Mecca via Singapore. Sheikhs worked via local priests to bring pilgrims to Java’s port cities.90 In the 1980s, the relatives of the sheikhs involved in the hajj to Mecca in the colonial era began to train and send female domestic labor to the Gulf States.91 The recruitment agencies were legitimized by the Indonesian government, with the argument that they protect Muslim women. Many women deeply mistrust these commercial recruiters, however.92 There are also many negative reports about the mistreatment of domestic and other workers in the Gulf States, and these stories reach the most remote villages in Indonesia. Nonetheless, many women feel attracted to Saudi Arabia, aside from the earnings, by the prospect that their stay there will enable them to make the hajj.93

Since migrants can earn ten times as much abroad than at home, they willingly take on the risks of mistreatment, cheating, and extortion by an array of official and semiofficial agencies. Migrants have to cope with these vagaries all the way from the first stages of the recruitment process up to their return home. Terminal 3 at Jakarta Airport, the entry for the returning migrant workers, has become notorious for ripping travelers off.94 The profitability of the migration industry has also blurred the lines between recruiters and government agencies far more than in colonial times. Indonesian government officials, for example, maintain contacts with FELDA and, via local branches of recruitment agencies, channel migrants to Malaysia. These migrants are contracted via a network of local recruiters (or field agents or sponsors) who are paid per migrant, an exact replica of the recruitment infrastructure in Java for the Deli plantations a century ago.95 Since the 1970s, the Indonesian workers at the Malaysian plantation estates have been in the thrall of sponsoring contractors and syndicates, who skim off their wages just as they did fifty years ago.96

Meanwhile, this brazen exploitation of migrant flows has encouraged alternative migration circuits, particularly between Indonesia and Malaysia. Official recruitment channels are practically unaffordable for migrants, who are driven into the arms of illicit recruitment and migration with forged documents, the latter being almost routine in the Indonesian migration industry.97 These practices are old, also. In the nineteenth century, thousands of people left Java every year without the necessary written permission, since there were enough vessels around to take them across one of the sea lanes toward the Malay Peninsula. These reemerged in the 1990s, as a combined result of overcharging by licensed recruiters, Malaysian restrictions on Indonesian labor immigration, and attempts to replace Indonesian workers by Bangladeshis.98 Large numbers of undocumented migrants cross the Malacca Straits from Riau to Johore or travel from the Eastern Archipelago toward Sabah.99 Unlicensed recruiters with good contacts in Malaysia offer better services—including the procurement of the necessary immigration documents through illegal channels—in return for a payment of half the price charged by the licensed agencies.100 On an island such as Lombok, which emerged as an important supplier of migrant workers in the 1990s, human traffickers used the old migration and smuggling itineraries of the Bugis, with hiding places in the creeks, to make the dangerous journey to Sabah. This is the same voyage made by the victims of piracy 150 years ago.101

The proportion of undocumented passages for Indonesian emigration may amount to almost 40 percent, which is four times as high as in the Philippines. This usually does not involve outright smuggling, and many migrants do hold a visa, but only one that allows them a temporary stay for a family visit or as a tourist. Since the 1990s, the overwhelming majority of undocumented Indonesian male and female migrants in Malaysia have been there thanks to their social networks, because transport has become much cheaper and easier, and because informal recruitment has become increasingly attractive.102 The family encourages young people to look for employment in Malaysia, and the village head provides a travel document indicating that the person in question is visiting a relative there, which helps circumvent the channel of applying for work permits. It also leads to insufficiently documented labor migration.103 Older migrants, friends, or relatives resident in Malaysia take care of a visa for a family visit.104 In a world with erratic migration policies and complicated and corrupt bureaucracies, patron-client relationships have lost nothing in importance. Migrants see them as protection against trafficking recruiters conniving with government officials, a form of cronyism in which the “national economic interest” is used as an excuse to brush aside the rights of laborers. These workers struggle to escape from state-sanctioned bondage, or from employers who literally lock them up, and find their own way as migrants. Migrants have formed their own social networks since time immemorial to survive adverse conditions at the frontiers and resist their exploiters.

The role of patrons in labor recruitment and migration has been firmly established, and the resilience of the mechanisms of patriarchy, clientelism, and debt bondage in postcolonial times should not come as a surprise. Many of the subcontracting mechanisms outlived decolonization while diversifying to other sectors. Although they had predominantly served rural migrations in the nineteenth century, they increasingly linked the rural to the urban spheres in the twentieth, as well as the local to the global.105 At present-day construction sites, for example, all the labor is delegated to mandurs (foremen). They incur all the risks, in return for which they pocket 10 to 20 percent of the total wages.106 Meanwhile, the long tradition of village heads being instrumental in recruitment for plantations has diversified toward the factories. Their managers call on these functionaries to recruit young people for their workplaces, sometimes sending a bus to pick them up.107

With the liberalization of the recruitment industry since the end of the Suharto regime, the number of recruiting agencies has multiplied, and recently, undocumented migration seems to have declined and the role of the taikong, the migrant trafficker, to have diminished.108 Here, we see the parallel with the late 1920s, when the crimps were phased out from the recruitment for Deli through an embedding of migration in the village structure of trust and authority, sponsorship, and subcontracting.109 Moreover, migrants have become more worldly-wise and capable of comparing different migration options, which has a mitigating effect on the fees charged to them.110 While urban agencies initially sent their representatives into the villages, today these communities have their own brokers or “sponsors,” who are quite often hajis.111 Village brokers, village heads, and religious authorities supply the potential migrants with funds to go to Jakarta to register with one of the recruitment agencies. These facilitators at the village level are today’s patrons, and the migrants their clients.112 The situation is no different in the Philippines, where most migrants cannot advance the recruitment fee either and where richer villagers or remittances of relatives provide the funding, and through that reproduce patron-client relations.113 At the village level, where the overlap between formal and informal is as blurred today as it was in the colonial past, the patron is still a regular feature, according to Lindquist, writing about his fieldwork on migration in Lombok. The patron-client relationship is as functional in the recent era of global migration as it was pivotal for labor recruitment in earlier phases of globalizing capitalism.114

Today, in the absence of other systems of social security and of banking systems that serve the poor, patron-client relationships will continue to be crucial. Sponsors are indispensable; otherwise, migrants have to borrow for their recruitment fee and airfare on the local informal market, with interest rates that can be as high as 240 percent.115 Alternatively, and as happens for example in the Philippines, households sell land in order to obtain a job abroad rather than indebting themselves.116 However, sponsors also charge high interest rates of up to 100 percent, which devours a substantial portion of the earnings, as recruitment fees are high.117 Today, the official recruitment costs for a plantation worker in Sabah often amount to a full year’s wage, which is no different from the darkest days of coolie recruitment by crimps in Java a century ago.118 As happened a hundred years ago with Javanese workers in Deli, plantation workers and domestic workers in Malaysia today get caught in cycles of continuous migration, as they can often only save 300 or 400 USD per annum.119 The amounts arriving back home are also small because many migrants have to pay these high interest rates and are cheated by their middlemen. Yet they continue to deal with the people who rip them off because they mistrust banks, which are also extremely slow.120 Particularly Indonesian labor migrants who have borrowed money from local sponsors to pay for their recruitment charges will evade the banks, often because the local sponsors demand that workers remit money via them.121 In Indonesia, just 10 percent of the remittances go through formal banking; most go via Western Union and MoneyGram agents and, particularly, through the hands of the not always reliable local sponsors.

While migrants make considerable sacrifices, their remittances barely generate any prosperity in their home communities. Both in the Philippines and in Indonesia, much of the remittances have to cover day-to-day expenditures. What is left is invested in education for younger siblings or for housing, to be constructed piece by piece as the money comes in over the years.122 In rural areas of the Philippines, remittances are sometimes used by tenants’ families to buy land and Japanese-made water pumps, but in general, only a marginal portion of the remittances is sent for investments.123 The prestige of consumer goods and the fashionable clothes repatriates are wearing encourage relatives and neighbors to migrate as well. In the end, migration contributes disappointingly little to the diversification of the economy. Island Southeast Asia is far from unique in this respect; the same observation has been made for other high-emigration communities, such as Mexico.124 With little opportunity to buy land or capital goods, the remittances cause a local “Dutch disease,” which is also nothing new: in colonial times, migrants from Ilocos extensively invested their remittances in land, which drove up the prices of already scarce land.125 The same occurred in the typical emigration island of Bawean (an island north of Java) in colonial times, where many returning after a life abroad bought a plot of overpriced land.126 In principle, education is a worthwhile investment, but it does not automatically enhance job opportunities, and hence many young people with a college degree from Island Southeast Asia go abroad, where they can earn a lot more even through practically unskilled work.

Parents of domestic workers, who paid for their daughters’ educations and held high hopes for their futures, may feel miserable about this, and their agony only deepens given the ongoing negative reporting about labor conditions for domestic workers abroad.127 Nonetheless, going abroad is alluring to many young women because it gives them increased autonomy, and they convince their families that they can obtain goods that will enhance their family’s status. Today, the average remittance for a worker from the Philippines is still much higher than for an Indonesian, which is not just a matter of individual levels of education but also of strong migrant networks that help Filipinos and Filipinas find the best placement.128 Philippine women, who sometimes serve up to five times abroad, only go through the official channels for their first stay, after which they find their own way.129 The social composition of the Filipina migrant population, which includes professionals, gives some degree of protection to the most vulnerable domestic servants, a network that also helps migrants find jobs via the irregular circuits. In contrast to Indonesian workers, who mainly come from poor rural villages, Philippine migrants, both males and females, come from urban segments and are better educated, which gives them more social capital.130

In the future, these differences between migrants from Indonesia and the Philippines may become less pronounced, as more and more individuals and families become acquainted with the challenges and traps of international labor migration. Exploitative recruiters are increasingly circumvented, and abusive employers are more readily abandoned by workers. Workers are aware of the fact that they are exploited and use their networks to resist it. Their resilience is reminiscent of what happened in the plantation and mining belts of Island Southeast Asia at the turn of the twentieth century. In the colonial days, each year 5 to 10 percent of the indentured workers deserted from the plantations in the Malay Peninsula and East Sumatra.131 The same desertion rate of 10 percent was reported in 2010, when about thirty thousand maids left their employers in Malaysia, most of them seasoned migrants who absconded, liberating themselves from the debts incurred through inflated recruitment and other costs.132

Protest gatherings have been springing up in East Asia, and lines of complaining domestic workers are queuing up at Indonesian and Philippine embassies and consulates throughout Asia and the Middle East.133 In 2008 and 2009, the Philippine Consulate in Dubai provided legal counseling to over 25,000 of its citizens each year. Thousands complain about extremely long working days, underpayment, and even denial of food.134 In 2007, frequent mistreatment of female domestic servants by the Indonesian state incited highly visible protests in Hong Kong, which exposed—to anyone not yet aware of it already—the collusion of the Indonesian Consulate General and the labor exporters.135 With their protests, these activists achieved the ruling that placement agents were no longer allowed to hold workers’ passports and that workers were free to change their employment agencies.136 A silver lining has appeared, thanks to the protest and advocacy groups that foster solidarity among workers, a novelty in the social world of Island Southeast Asia, which for many centuries has been dominated by the vertical solidarity of the patron-client relationships. This labor activism often faces repression, but it can no longer be silenced as easily as it was in colonial times.





 

Conclusion

Today, more than five million Filipinos, about four million Indonesians, and 1.8 million Malaysians live abroad. Many of these migrants have grandparents who moved from densely populated Central Java to the island’s eastern parts, from Ilocos to Manila, to Negros or even further south to Mindanao, and last but not least, from China and Madras to Malaysia.1 Their journeys were part of migration flows from once wealthy wet rice cultivation societies that lived under the pressure of rapid demographic growth. Growing population pressure was a crucial element in the “reversal of fortune,” which contradicts the standard historical explanation that the peripheralization of the region was the outcome of the brutal colonial conquests by the Spanish conquistadores and the Dutch VOC. Likewise, British commercially driven imperialism to open up the Asian markets was only of limited importance. Last but not least, the claim that Island Southeast Asia became a periphery simply because of its role as a commodity supplier in global trade ignores the crucial importance of production systems. Smallholders were capable of engaging with the global economy in ways more beneficial to local communities than plantations, and for centuries, slavery was part of a noncolonial trajectory of engagement with unfolding global capitalism. The upsurge of slave raiding and slavery in the early nineteenth century was not the dire consequence of the disruption of the precolonial maritime economies but attests to the resilience of what Wallerstein has termed the “external arena.”

These are all powerful arguments against the perspective of peripheralization as being the result of five hundred years of path dependency. It is this very perspective that has enabled both the world-systems scholars and Acemoglu and his coauthors of Why Nations Fail to explain global divergences with a single theory and from a long-term historical perspective. The unavoidable drawback of the unifying power of these theoretical positions is that it produces a homogenization of the peripheries, which is fundamentally ahistorical. This is not a new problem, however, but an inheritance from the days of Raúl Prebisch and the early years of the dependency theory. It suffers from an overemphasis on the deindustrialization of the periphery and a lack of recognition of the importance of demographic factors, labor relations, and mechanisms of migration. This makes it impossible, for example, to explain how even in the halcyon days of colonialism, corporate plantation and mining enterprises did not emerge as the dominant forces all over Island Southeast Asia but still left ample room for smallholders to produce for the global market. Having exposed this tendency toward homogenization, we should not throw out the baby with the bathwater. That would result in a kaleidoscopic perspective in which we discern the varieties but ignore the commonalities of engagement with global markets and the universality of basic mechanisms of survival within agricultural societies. Peripheralization should be studied as a global phenomenon, and it deserves a prominent place within global history and global studies at large; however, it should be approached in an interdisciplinary and comparative fashion. This would entail a more inclusive perspective on the path-dependent character of peripheralization, that it be perceived not as a unilinear, unidimensional phenomenon but as a combination of factors that reinforce one another.

World-systems research and new institutional economic history have both made an important contribution to the study of peripheralization by placing in the foreground the long-term detrimental effects of plantations on economic and social development. It needs to be added, however, that these plantations required specific demographic and social conditions, which in themselves were already key factors in impoverishment. Staggering demographic growth and precolonial patron-client relationships enabled the formation of extensive recruitment systems that served colonial policies of encapsulating local peasantries in plantation economies. The attending processes of enclosure and the extraction of wealth spread out from Java and the northern Philippines over the rest of Island Southeast Asia, with the consolidation of, respectively, Dutch, Spanish, and American colonial rule in this part of the world. After decolonization, the plantations would continue their march into the frontiers, despite the postcolonial preference for smallholder production. Likewise, the migration flows that had their provenance in the early nineteenth century can be seen as a continuous and contiguous movement that only ended in the 1980s for the Philippines and Indonesia, when there were no more frontiers left to move to within their national boundaries.

My aim here was to uncover how the detrimental role of plantations was entangled with demography and labor control. The peripheralization process in Island Southeast Asia was a process of growing rural precarity. This was particularly the case in Java, which changed from the most powerful island of Southeast Asia into one of the poorest and which suffered from land scarcity exacerbated by enclosures as well as a distorted rice market. The latter is a reminder that we should not confine our thinking about the peripheralizing effects of the “terms of trade” to the exchange between industrial manufactures and commodities but that we should also pay due attention to the effects of food imports. That the Philippines escaped the fate of Java, at least until the 1930s, was the combined result of more enabling conditions for smallholder cash-crop cultivation and of a conscious policy of the American administration to promote rice self-sufficiency by imposing tariffs on rice imports and the redistribution of land. Although colonial tariff policies did impede industrialization in the early twentieth century across all of the Global South, at least in Island Southeast Asia, agrarian policies had a much deeper effect on the economic conditions of the still overwhelmingly rural populations. This goes a long way toward explaining the divergent per capita incomes of Java and the Philippines under American administration.

Island Southeast Asia’s lengthy engagement with the global economy was attended by labor coercion and coerced migrations in different guises, including kidnapping and debt traps. Oppressive labor regimes in the plantation conglomerates did exist under conditions of labor scarcity—the indentured labor systems attest to that—but these conditions were unstable and ephemeral. Low wages and the repression of labor activism were most effective and enduring where land was scarce and solid patron-client relationships in place. In the colonial heartlands (the northern Philippines and Java), where slavery had more or less disappeared in the eighteenth century, patron-client mechanisms proved indispensable in recruiting people for wage labor. Colonial governments advocated a free labor market with individual labor contracts, only to discover that the plantations and mines ground to a halt without labor intermediaries.

Patron-client relationships greased the wheels of labor supplies. Employers were either at their mercy or had to rely on the expensive and unpalatable practices of crimps. The labor intermediaries, whom we have encountered in this book among Chinese, Philippine, Tamil, and Javanese workers, were not just subcontractors for plantations and mines but also leaders of labor gangs, and they had no qualms about absconding with their workers in search of better treatment. Although exploitative, patron-client relationships offered protection to individual migrants, those under indentured conditions in particular, even to such an extent that they thwarted highly exploitative labor regimes. Many of the tens of thousands of workers who escaped from the mines and plantations of the Malay Peninsula and the Outer Islands of the Netherlands Indies used their contacts to become engaged in commodity production under much better conditions. Many others were cheated and trafficked, like today’s international labor migrations from this region, but they resisted with increasing success as the social capital of their migration networks accrued. Conversely, because of the absence of a Javanese migration network connecting local village communities with plantations, and Deli or Chinese villages with the mines of Bangka, the colonial government had to bow to the pressure of planters’ associations and legalize commercial recruiting practices and concomitant coerced labor conditions under indenture.

In the final decades of colonial rule, the migration networks that attended these patterns of mobility began to vary in character according to the respective levels of urbanization and education. The Philippine international migration was by and large an extension of earlier urban migrations and systems of maritime labor migration; in the case of Indonesia, the rural seasonal mobility and the old established links with the Malay Peninsula continued to dominate; and in Malaysia, it was the result of a plural society built on commodity exports. The Malaysian and Philippine international migration networks featured relatively high levels of social capital thanks to their urban background, educational attainment, and familiarity with the English language. Indonesian emigrants were clearly disadvantaged in this regard.

Nevertheless, the commonalities are no less important. Island Southeast Asia became a mass exporter of labor as a consequence of its specialization in commodity production in a plantation context. As the examples of Indonesia, the Philippines—and, last but not least, postcolonial Malaysia—show, plantation economies can be a powerful source of economic growth but usually only temporarily, as they offer limited opportunities for skilled employment. Likewise, they offer little in terms of local economic diversification. In Malaysia, the “return of the plantation” led to a massive influx of low-skilled labor, while its own growing numbers of higher educated found it increasingly difficult to find suitable employment. In the Philippines, plantation and estate interests compounded the already grave rural problems caused by extreme demographic growth and derailed the agenda of economic nationalism. This crisis had been brewing since the 1930s, and it exploded in the early 1980s. Although Indonesia did not experience such a grave crisis at that time, it did face the limits of transmigration policies as a means to address the problems of population pressure and labor surplus in Java.

At this juncture, new destinations for labor emigration emerged in the Middle East and East Asia. Existing patron-client mechanisms had been subsumed under new commercial recruiting systems, which mushroomed through exponentially increasing margins of profitability. Recruiters, governments, and government officials are never far away to skim off the remittances of the labor migrants. Laborers are still today subjected to debt bondage, and similar to the past, they resist coerced conditions or circumvent them by developing their own migration networks, in which patron-client relationships still play a crucial role. These often illicit channels are more trusted today than are government institutions, although the former can be abusive too. Meanwhile, all the hardship endured by migrants brings disappointingly little in terms of sustained development. As much as by-employment at nearby plantations once was, today’s remittances are a crucial source of income for a substantial percentage of households, but the prospects of long-term economic gains are as dim today as they were in the past.





 

Appendix: Methodological Notes

Data on demography and occupational structures plays a key role in this comparative study on peripheralization. Decent census data is of a relatively recent date. For Indonesia, the first attempt at a census was made under Thomas Stamford Raffles (lieutenant governor-general of Java from 1811 to 1816), and further systematic gathering of data on demography had only begun by the mid–nineteenth century. The first successful and extensive census—including topics such as age distribution, occupations, and migration—had to wait until 1930. In the Philippines, the first census was held in 1876, but this survey did not include items regarding age and occupation. The first comprehensive census was conducted as late as in 1903, by the American colonial administration. Based on the U.S. format, this exercise resulted in a highly informative and thorough survey. In British Malaya, census reports on the Straits appeared from the mid–nineteenth century onward, but the first census containing data on occupations, as well as the first that covered most of the territory of present-day Malaysia, was held in 1911.

Data about demography, farming, plantation employment, and industrialization obtained through three different national systems of statistical surveying had to be brought together in a single format. Moreover, national census records are not only difficult to compare because of diverging definitions and categorizations but are also subject to change over time. I have used a method that was developed by the Global Collaboratory of Labour Relations to make data from highly diverse sources commensurable.1 The starting point for this systematization was the creation of a comparative framework that began with total population figures.2 From the available reconstructed total population figures, I first deducted children below ten (about 30 percent of the population). From the remaining 70 percent I deducted another 15 percent to account for the nonemployable either from age or sickness. Knowing that the employable population was about 59.5 percent of the total population in this part of the world in the decades around 1900, the biases with respect to unemployment, informal labor, and gender in the colonial counting methods can be determined and to a certain extent corrected. In line with the methods of the Global Collaboratory, I have included data on mixed employment, a crucial category, considering the importance of the cottage industry. Furthermore, I have drafted employment figures in export agriculture based on total acreage and the figures for the average required labor force per hectare for each specific crop. Finally, since about 80 percent of all people in Island Southeast Asia were agriculturally employed until the end of the colonial period, it is crucial to make a distinction between independent, dependent, sharecropping, landless agricultural workers, and enslaved agricultural workers. This was feasible for the twentieth century by combining agricultural and occupational statistics.

The results of this reworking of the available data can be found in my “Methodological Paper: Island Southeast Asia and the Global Collaboratory Labour Relations.” The reworkings of census and other material that forms the basis of the paper are stored at the IISH dataverse and can be found at http://hdl.handle.net/10622/NCJVLW.
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CONCLUSION

1.  The IOM report on Indonesian migration of 2010 points to several generations of migratory labor and migration systems. See IOM, Labour Migration from Indonesia, 37.

APPENDIX: METHODOLOGICAL NOTES

1.  “Global Collaboratory on the History of Labour Relations, 1500–2000,” https://collab.iisg.nl/web/labourrelations.

2.  In the case of Island Southeast Asia, I had to make a reconstruction for Indonesia’s Outer Islands, for which figures were completely absent for the nineteenth century. See Bosma, “Smallpox.”
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