
SECOND THOUGHTS ABOUT A HISTORY OF BATAVIA
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In a beautiful ncatatan pinggir" (marginal jotting), which is printed 
around the edges of a nineteenth-century Batavian residential scene, Goenawan 
Mohamad thinks about what it means to be an "orang Jakarta."1 One night, he 
writes, he meets a friend outside a Jakarta restaurant. "You know, we're 
foreigners here," the friend says. "Visitors. We peddle everything in this 
town: things, bodies, integrity as well. Afterwards we feel like going home." 
Left alone, Goenawan thinks about going "home," to where he lives in the city, 
to his birthplace in the countryside for Lebaran. The nagging question is: 
why come back? Jakarta asks neither affection nor commitment. Those who 
work in the city day after day for their mouthful of rice return to their 
homes exhausted but unassimilated. Jakartans are people "who suffer from 
the nausea of a traveler who hasn't cast anchor: someone who has turned his 
back on his origins yet fails to form an attachment to a new home." As he 
tries to characterize his city, Goenawan feels caught in a rip tide, pulled 
in one direction by urbanization only to be swept away in another by "ruralisasi," 
as a flood of rural migrants pour into the city with their babies, corpses, 
superstitions, their lack of freedom, so that the city is carried back out 
into the udik, the backcountry. What power does Jakarta have to resist such 
retrogression? "The wall which Jan Pieterzoon Coen built in the style of 
Amsterdam has fallen. But it wasn't destroyed by an assault from Mataram. 
It was destroyed by something else even more powerful: the overwhelming reality 
of the fact that a city in Indonesia cannot stand on its own. It was encircled 
and finally mastered by economic and political forces all around it." This 
sensation of being at the mercy of impersonal, world-historical forces leads 
to a recognition of the difference between Jakarta and the cities of Europe, 
those "sources of freedom and modernity" which turned fleeing, half-enslaved 
peasants into free citizens and protected them against the incursions of the 
udik, where the feudal castles of the territorial state lay. Batavia’ s Castle 
has fallen, but where are the city's protective walls, where are its citizens? 
mCities, like dreams,'" Goenawan concludes, quoting from Italo Calvino’ s 
Invisible C ities , "'are made of desires and fears.' . . . Then I remembered 
my friend: his are perhaps other desires, other fears, which will keep him 
from wanting to help make Jakarta a reality."

The reality of Jakarta's desires and fears, of a city "the thread of whose 
discourse is secret, its rules absurd, its perspectives deceitful," where

1. Goenawan Mohamad, "Kota" [City], Tempo, June 23, 1984, p. 23. A collection 
of these popular weekly essays, written by Goenawan for Tempo between 1976 
and 1981, can be found in Goenawan Mohamad, Catatan Pinggir (Jakarta: Grafiti 
Pers, 1982).
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"everything conceals something else,"* is what matters to Goenawan Mohamad 
and his friend. They are part of the urban "plural society," held together 
in language by the inclusive Indonesian pronoun "kita," to which the essay 
is addressed. * We (kami) non-Indonesian historians of Indonesia are rather 
like Calvino's Kublai Khan, who has never seen the invisible cities of his 
Asian empire but only knows about them through the tales of the traveler Marco 
Polo, who confesses that he is really only ever describing one city, Venice. 
If we pretend to make Goenawan Mohamad our Marco Polo his Jakarta will only
become doubly invisible. The city which he describes is one which we cannot
ever see or dream about, from within as he does. And we are only pretending 
to listen to his tale. Our Jakarta is like the reproduction of van de Velde’ s 
1840s lithograph in Goenawan’ s essay,2 3 4 5 6 his a marginal jotting around its edges.

Even if an encounter with the exclusiveness of Goenawan's language, his 
"kita," makes us feel superfluous, even if we are troubled by the enormity
of the challenge his essay presents, to write a history of fits Jakarta, we
are still likely to take heart from the dictum enunciated more than twenty 
years ago by John Smail: "There is no philosophically absolute barrier to 
prevent a Western historian (or a modern Asian historian) from achieving a 
valid Asia-centric perspective."* This belief is an article of faith with 
most of us. It is one which has inspired Jean Taylor in her recent book, 
The Social World of Batavia, * and has put her as much at ease with her subject 
as the top-hatted Dutchman appears to be with his as he converses in front 
of his colonial dalem with a pigtailed Chinaman, in van de Velde’s lithograph.

Without that confident faith in the possibility of "a valid Asia-centric 
perspective" we would not have Taylor’ s study, the first book-length social 
history of an Indonesian city to be published in English, one of a handful 
in any language which deals in an accomplished manner with the urban or social 
history of Southeast Asia in any respect. But to dwell on Taylor’ s scholarship, 
clarity, and wit would be to participate in, rather than critically examine, 
the Western historical discourse about Indonesia which her book reproduces. 
Imagine for a moment that Taylor’ s history is to be substituted for van de 
Velde's lithograph, inset within and juxtaposed to Goenawan's Indonesian text. 
Among other things such a juxtaposition of discourses and "perspectives" would 
raise the question: What is the nature of the historical language and form 
which Taylor has inherited, via Smail, from the Dutch economic historian J. C. van

2. Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities (London: Picador, 1979), p. 36.
3. Goenawan's essay recalls the following passage from J. S. Furnivall, Colonial 
Policy and Practice (New York: New York University Press, 1956), p. 304: "In 
Burma, as in Java, probably the first thing that strikes the visitor is the 
medley of peoples—European, Chinese, Indian and native. It is in the strictest 
sense a medley, for they mix but they do not combine. . . .  As individuals 
they meet, but only in the market-place, in buying and selling."
4. A larger copy of the same print is given as plate 34 in Bea Brommer, Reizend 
door Oost-Indi% [Traveling through the East Indies] (Utrecht/Amsterdam: Spectrum, 
1979), p. 41.
5. John Smail, "On the Possibility of an Autonomous History of Modern Southeast 
Asia," Journal of Southeast Asian History 2, 2 (July 1961): p. 75.
6. Jean Gelman Taylor, The Social World of Batavia: European and Eurasian 
in Dutch Asia (Madison and London: University of Wisconsin Press, 1983).
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Leur? It is this metahistorical query which I want to give some thought to 
as a way of stating what I have found most stimulating about Taylor's book.

"Perspective," of course (along with "moral viewpoint," "-centric," "angle 
of vision," and "objective correlative"), is the key term in the historical 
discourse which Smail inherited from van Leur. One might be tempted to say 
at the outset that this word entrenches the very problematic which it seeks 
to uproot, that of the exteriority of the Western observer to the object of 
his or her historical vision (unlike the more phenomenological word "perception"; 
yet how many of the historiographical essays in Perceptions of the Past in 
Southeast Asia7 are perspectives rather than perceptions?). Smail's terminology 
of vision arises from a central metaphor of near blindness in the texts of 
J. C. van Leur, • who revolutionized the writing of Indonesian history in the 
late 1930s, shortly before his death: that of a Western observer, standing 
on the deck of a ship, straining as if in a fog or failing light, to pick 
out the distinctly individual details of a scene on the "grey and undifferentiated" 
shores of an Asian island. To put it in the language of the metaphor, van 
Leur argued that, in order to get a good look at this island, the observer 
had to jump overboard and head for shore; he could be sure to be rescued and 
brought to land by an Asian peddler's boat.

I have taken liberties with van Leur*s metaphorical coupling of the problem 
of historical perspective to the view of the Indies from the deck of a ship 
in order to keep the centrality of the metaphoricity of ships in van Leur's 
writing clearly in view. Real ships are of course everywhere in his text, 
and we may find it interesting to note that his only concession to European 
superiority in Asia before the twentieth century involves a recognition of 
the military edge held by Europeans because of their technology, including 
that of the ship. * This concession is curious, not because it is either true 
or fa lse, but because it contradicts van Leur's faith in the "equality" of 
Asia and Europe. One may suspect that a powerful and tacit tropology is involved 
in making this contradiction explicit.

As a trope, van Leur's ship is not of one kind but two. On the one hand 
we have the peddling ship, whose movements in history are metaphors for the 
intellectual act of sailing out of the gray and undifferentiated fog of colonial 
historiography into the bright light of a multitudinous world of Southeast 
Asia, where each detail is autoluminous. Here is van Leur's brilliant summary 
of the chapter in "The World of Southeast Asia" in which that world is recon
stituted, sparkling detail by sparkling detail:

Countless markets, lying isolated from each other and varying 
greatly from one another in structure. A few hundred bahar of 
spices, a few thousand bags of pepper, a few hundred packs of 
cloth, a few dozen corges of porcelain, a few dozen picul of wood 
products on each market. An international trade of person-to-person 
haggling and retail sales with hand scales or via the town weigh-house 
or the government toll house, carried on in periods when trade 7 8 9

7. Anthony Reid and David Marr, eds., Perceptions of the Past in Southeast 
Asia (Singapore: Heineman Educational Books [Asia] Ltd., for the Asian Studies 
Association of Australia, 1979).
8. Collected in J. C. van Leur, Indonesian Trade and Society: Essays in Asian 
Social and Economic History (The Hague: van Hoeve, 1967).
9. Ibid., p. 189.
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was concentrated in the towns because of the favourable winds
and harvests there. When the traders were gone and the money 
brought along had been put to use or spent, trade came to a stand
still. 10

Each word in this passage is autonomously specific. What links them in a
syntax against the shadowy coherence of a Southeast Asian backdrop (in which
towns are virtually invisible) is the imagined movement of the peddler and 
his ship. That movement is recreated as the reader's eye moves from one word 
to the next. It may be too ironic to suggest that the roving of the eye, 
wandering from one delightfully exotic fact to the next, retraces Marco Polo's
travels. Is it possible that this historian of autonomous Southeast Asia
is making us complicit, in the act of reading him, in the historic process 
which subverted that autonomy?

Van Leur nowhere explicitly states that the metaphorical deck which he 
urges us to abandon is located, not on a peddler's boat, but on a modern steam
ship. Yet the opening paragraphs of his 1934 dissertation, in which he sets 
forth his reasons for challenging the adequacy "of the western European view 
of history and its categories," imply the presence of the steamship as surely 
as the passage quoted above contains the sailboat:

The age of modern capitalism has put us in a position in which
we make use of knowledge of the whole world every day. Business
and trade have spread a cobweb net over the earth. Industries
find all parts of the world opened to them and forced on them 
as prospective markets. The big-banking system has brought the 
interests of the most widely distant lands, cities, and ports 
. . . within the sphere of investment and speculation, which in 
turn has extended its interests to all levels of society. . . . And, 
finally, the present political system of the great powers and 
the international organization of states mean a consistent Weltpolitik 
in the most colossal form ever seen.11

The words and apocalyptic tone of these sentences come straight out of Marx’s 
Manifesto of the Communist Party, which van Leur called "that classical example 
of demagoguery," that "masterly pamphlet."12 13 But here they introduce a thesis 
which defies the hegemonic character of world capitalism and sets out to disprove 
the intellectual cogency of Marxism for the historical study of Asia. Van 
Leur argues that the Marxist theory of historical development has imposed 
this hegemony on the earliest stages of world history, where the "Asian phases" 
have been placed. But Marx's Asia, van Leur says, "was only brought into 
the picture as a vague, shadowy concept. His consideration of actual historical 
processes begins only with the civilizations of the Mediterranean. . . . The 
'course of progress in world history,' then, is based upon the actual preponderance 
of modern capitalism. . . , " 2*

It is becoming clear that the source of what is gray and undifferentiated 
about the Indies for van Leur is nothing other than capitalism itself and 
its intellectual categories, which, standing between the historian and the

10. Ibid., p. 219.
11. Ibid., p. 9.
12. Ibid., p. 11.
13. Ibid., p. 13.
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differentiated luminousness of Asia, throw the latter into a vague, shadowy 
penumbra. But it is because capitalism itself, rather than simply Marxism, 
is the source of darkness for van Leur that he excludes it from the world 
of Southeast Asia. Its absence is his enabling historical fiction. We see 
in the following passage, which is important for my discussion of Taylor below, 
an example of the reasoning which flows from van Leur's pen when he can pretend 
that capitalism did not exist in eighteenth-century Java. nIs the milieu 
of the Indies in the eighteenth century a reflection of the European world 
of the ancien regime?" he asks:

It seems to me not. In the eighteenth century, along with the 
strengthening of the Company's control on Java, came the establishment 
of a colonial European society. It was a Dutch society only to 
a limited extent, because of the large number of foreigners and 
of the stronger, older Portuguese element in the culture of the 
lower groups, but above everything else because of its character, 
interlaced to a large extent with fragments of Oriental folkways 
and social forms. Thus had developed the opulent life of the 
higher classes in the Indies, with their retinue of slaves and 
serfs—a life linked to that of the Javanese nobility more than 
to any other. On the other hand the officials in the lower ranks 
of the European administration followed a kampong way of life, 
in the cities living side by side with Orientals, Indonesian and 
Chinese. There was no antithesis Eastern-Western; there was only 
the antithesis higher classes—lower classes. . . . The seigneurial 
rule of the Company in close alliance with the princes and lords 
of Java did not contain any seeds of unrest or disintegration.14

In this passage we meet the same illuminating fragmentation and heterogeneity 
of distinct entities which is characteristic of van Leur's picture of the 
Southeast Asian peddling world. This benign fragmentation exists both because 
capitalism has been excluded and in order to prove its absence. If the seigneurial 
rule of the Eastern-Western elite had been capitalist in character, then it 
would have given rise not to social distinction but to social disintegration, 
like that of the ancien regime. Not even the antithesis of higher to lower 
classes can stir revolution in precapitalist eighteenth-century Java.

I disagree with John Smail's reason for thinking that van Leur might never 
have written "autonomous" historical studies of the Indies in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, but not with the thought itself.15 16 Van Leur could 
only write the history of a period where capitalism could be said not to exist.
When he was faced with a period where he knew it did, or when a historical
term or category gave off capitalist-Marxist overtones, he was disparaging. 
Of the "contemporary part" of colonial history he wrote: "It has been the
subject of all sorts of ideological and political interest; De Kat Angelino
as well as Sutomo and Sukarno have used it as such. But it has hardly been 
the subject of real historical research at all. . . , " 14 Or when he encountered 
Krom's characterization of early Hindu Brahmans as "spiritual advisers," he 
was forced to remark: "If one overlooks the terminology, which rather leads 
one to think of confessional labour unions, the concept serves to indicate

14. Ibid., pp. 285-86.
15. See Smail, "On the Possibility," p. 84.
16. Van Leur, Indonesian Trade, p. 148.
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the autonomous role of the Brahman priesthood. . . ,"*» These citations suggest 
that van Leur's concept of autonomy may have been linked to an antipathy to 
the actual political movements agitating for autonomy in the Indies of his 
day. It is also not surprising that in the years before his tragic death 
in the Battle of the Java Sea, his institutional efforts involved setting 
up a historical section in the Royal Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences, 
the bastion of classical "Asian" studies in the Indies.1* At its deepest 
level, van Leur’ s historical project was to retreat to a world where, to borrow 
in ironic fashion the words Marx used to describe the effect of the bourgeois 
revolution on the means of production, "all that is solid" did not "melt into 
air," or turn into gray and undifferentiated fo g .17 18 19 20

If van Leur was in flight from capitalism, jumping from one kind of ship 
to another, it was always on his mind. We have looked at his consciousness 
of it in terms of metaphor and of the content of his history. Are there other 
aspects of his style where it may have found expression? The sources and 
theoretical underpinnings for van Leur’s writing are fully displayed in the 
notes to the "On Methodology and Theory" section of his dissertation, but 
I cannot now say how useful it would be to study all of these in depth. There 
is one reference, however, which intrigued me, for reasons which will soon 
be apparent. In a note to a sentence about the possibility of comparing the 
Byzantine to the European Middle Ages, van Leur suggests that Jacob Burckhardt's 
model of "Renaissance types and patterns" might prove applicable to "the East 
of an earlier time."** Van Leur mentions Burckhardt several times in his 
annotations, and clearly he found him congenial. This apparently fortuitous 
connection between the two historians has made me pay attention to what the 
intellectual historian, Hayden White, has written about Burckhardt's historical 
style:

Burckhardt was a Contextualist; he suggested that historians "explain" 
a given event by inserting it into the rich fabric of the similarly 
discriminable individualities that occupy its circumambient historical 
space. He denied both the possibility of deriving laws from the 
study of history and the desirability of submitting it to typological 
analysis. For him, a given area of historical occurrence represented 
a field of happening which was more or less rich in the brilliance 
of its "fabric" and more or less susceptible to impressionistic 
representation. His Civilization of the Renaissance, for example, 
is conventionally regarded as having no "story" or "narrative 
line" at all. Actually, the narrative mode in which it was cast 
is that of the Satire, the satura (or "medley"), which is the 
fictional mode of Irony and which achieves some of its principal 
effects by refusing to provide the kinds of formal coherencies 
one is conditioned to expect from reading Romance, Comedy, and

17. Ibid., p. 257.
18. See ibid., p. 257.
19. The sentence "All that is solid melts into air: comes from the Manifesto 
of the Communist Party. See The Marx-Engels Reader, 2nd ed., Robert C. Tucker, 
ed. (New York and London: Norton, 1978), p. 476, and the stimulating discussion 
of the Manifesto by Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The 
Experience of Modernity (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1982), pp. 87-129.
20. Van Leur, Indonesian Trade, p. 299.
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Tragedy. This narrative form, which is the aesthetic counterpart 
of a specifically skeptical conception of knowledge and its possibili
ties, presents itself as the type of all putatively anti-ideological 
conceptions of history and as an alternative to that ’’philosophy 
of history,’’ practiced by Marx, Hegel, and Ranke alike, which 
Burckhardt personally despised.**•

My point in presenting this long excerpt from White is not to claim too 
much of a metahistorical similarity between Burckhardt and van Leur but to 
table enough of White’ s terminology as it is actually deployed in analysis 
to make it comprehensible in my own discussion. Like Burckhardt, van Leur 
was opposed to Marxist interpretations of history, and I have already noted 
his desire to discriminate individualities. It is also the case that, although 
he read and admired Weber and Werner Sombart and yearned to find typologies 
for Asia, van Leur never achieved that kind of formal coherence in his writing. 
The cycle of monsoons and the crisscrossing pattern of the peddlers’ ships 
are the only forms of coherence in his history. Indeed, if we read through 
’’The World of Southeast Asia," which is a "rich fabric" in the manner of what 
White would call the satiric mode, we can pick up a tone which may be ironic.** 
Notice, for example, how in the following citations political power and ideology, 
emanations of capitalism which have no place in van Leur’ s Southeast Asia, 
are carefully exorcised by being made to seem absurdly insignificant or exaggerated 
(the italics are mine):

Hindu-Buddhism and Islam "were only a thirif easily flaking glaze 
on the massive body of indigenous civilization."**
"In Indonesia the nominal power the Javanese state Majapahit had 
exercised . . . was repulsed. . . ." * 4
"The choice fell on Jakarta, as being the place . . . where the 
Indonesian adversary was weakest, a nobleman ruling over a small 
coastal town without much trade and a small hinterland. . . ."**
"The power of the Dutch . . . did not constitute any political 
preponderance in the archipelago. The might of the Javanese and 
the Achinese was still too unshaken for that."**

Something is going on here which has nothing to do with establishing an 
"equality" between Europe and Asia. Van Leur is satirizing political power 
and ideological pretension wherever he finds them. I also think there is 
irony at work in these sentences because of an undertone of what Northrop 
Frye, whose Anatomy of Criticism is White’ s principal source for his analysis 21 22 23 24 25 26

21. Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century 
Europe (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), p. 28.
22. "The aim of the Ironic statement," White writes, "is to affirm tacitly 
the negative of what is on the literal level affirmed positively, or the reverse." 
Ibid., p. 37.
23. Van Leur, Indonesian Trade, p. 169.
24. Ibid., p. 172.
25. Ibid., pp. 181-82.
26. Ibid., p. 188.
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of modes of historical writing, might call "puzzled defeat,"*7 as if van Leur 
is characterizing historical situations in a way he knows to be false in the 
long run. If the Europeans are so weak, why do they eventually triumph? 
If Mataram and Aceh are so mighty, why do they collapse in defeat? If Islam 
is so flaky, why does it stick? Historians who read van Leur tend to take 
sentences like the ones I have quoted above as statements somehow empirically 
arrived at rather than as strategic rhetorical assertions emplotted in a historical 
fiction of a certain type. Read as satire, van Leur's peddling world of Southeast 
Asia almost becomes a "fairyland of little people" in what Frye would call 
a "satire of the high norm,"** a parody, that is, of the "heroic" world of 
kings and capitalists. In a note to the last sentence cited above, van Leur 
quotes a remark made by Jan Pieterzoon Coen in a letter to the governing body 
of the VOC, dated January 14, 1619, in which he compared the political ambitions 
of Aceh and Mataram to those of the King of Spain in Europe. What a richly 
ironic aside for van Leur the historian to make, given the fact of the tiny 
Netherlands' decisive victory over Spain at the end of the sixteenth century, 
the significance of the date 1619 in the history of the Indies and the implicit 
("still too unshaken") shattered continuity of Javanese and Acehnese power as 
seen from the perspective of Batavia in 1940! The essential source of satiric 
irony in van Leur is that, in refusing to admit capitalism into Southeast Asia 
and in failing to invent a typology of historical stages (his notion of "closed 
continuity" being a stageless nontypology designed to exclude capitalism for as 
long as possible), van Leur had no way of explaining how to get historically 
from Jakarta, that "small coastal town without much trade," to the world-capitalist 
Batavia of his own era. Van Leur's history does not really contain any cities,and 
he merely hazards the opinion, in a footnote, that "an analysis of the types of 
towns in early Indonesia would provide valuable material for the calculation of 
the possibilities for social and economic development in the course of history."** 
As often as he expressed the desire to talk about indigenous Southeast Asian 
"types" and to construct a non-Marxist developmental typology he never did. 
It is an irony which we can enjoy that another satiric historian, Fernand 
Braudel, who has turned van Leur's peddling Asian world into a world-economy 
of its own in the seventeenth century, enunciates as his "second rule" of 
capitalist world economies: "A world economy always possesses an urban pole, 
a city as the logistical center of its affairs."** But van Leur’ s economic 
world did not need an urban pole because it was not capitalist.

"When the traders were gone and the money brought along had been put to 
use or spent, trade came to a standstill." Like Burckhardt's vivid evocations, 
van Leur's end on a "melancholy note,"** an ironic sign of resignation to 
the impossibility of "every effort to capture adequately the truth of things 27 28 29 30 31

27. Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (New York: Atheneum, 
1967), p. 224.
28. Ibid., p. 235.
29. Van Leur, Indonesian Trade, p. 403.
30. Fernand Braudel, Le Temps du Monde (Paris: Armand Colin, 1979), p. 17. 
For a discussion of Braudel's satiric style, see Hans Kellner, "Disorderly 
Conduct: Braudel's Mediterranean Satire," History and Theory 18, 2 (1979): 
197-222.
31. White, Metahistory, p. 245.
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in language,"** of writing a history of Southeast Asia that was something 
other than brilliantly, incoherently, evanescently autonomous.

My excuse for writing at some length about how van Leur wrote history 
is that reading Goenawan Mohamad's words about the "City" made me self-conscious 
about what I myself am doing here at 11:01 p.m. in Sydney writing a review 
essay of Jean Taylor's The Social World of Batavia. The exercise is helping 
me to understand the "perspective" of non-Indonesian historians on the history 
of a place which is only minimally less invisible than the cities of Calvino's 
novel. Writing about writing Indonesian history has two reasonable objectives. 
One is to explain to ourselves and to Indonesians like Goenawan Mohamad not 
his history but, without revealing everything to him or to ourselves, something 
of what we are doing trying to write his history. The other is that, through 
the application of interpretive methodologies, such as Hayden White's or Northrop 
Frye's (the list could be a longer one), to the analysis of what has already
been written, we can formulate strategies about how and what to write. For
if by discovering the metaphors and mode by which van Leur evaded the issue 
of historic capitalism in Southeast Asia, we can show precisely what he did 
not say, we can also talk positively about the kinds of topics, the sorts 
of evidence and thematic emphases which ironic satire is likely to generate. 
Van Leur's satire thus becomes a guide to what else to look for as well as
a model for how to write history in the same mode.

Thus it is that I take the opportunity to say something about Jean Taylor’ s 
book, in order to examine van Leur's legacy in the work of a non-Indonesian 
historian who has studied him, and in order to look beyond that legacy. I 
am particularly interested in the uses of his faint, and possibly unintended, 
irony. It is hard to avoid this trope: Taylor returns us to the heart, the 
ironically invisible capital, of van Leur's problematic.

Taylor invokes the "tempering" perspective of van Leur in the introduction 
to her book because her aim is to examine "the nature of Dutch society in 
Indonesia." Reading van Leur has made her anxious to avoid the charge that 
she is writing "colonial" history, but she intends to give her study of the 
members of the Batavian European male elite a van Leurian twist, for what 
will make them significant in a van Leurian sense are their marriages to Asia-born 
women. "In this book," she writes, "I have taken these family relationships 
as an organizing center for my study of Dutch colonial society. . . .  My return 
to the governors-general . . . serves to inject into the story of the Dutch 
overseas the role of Asians in shaping colonial culture."**

In the opening pages, therefore, Taylor sets the stage for a van Leurian 
study, but one which could possibly contest his authority. Like van Leur, 
Taylor will seek to describe the "equality" between Europe and Asia in the 
Indies until the middle of the nineteenth century. Taylor will follow van 
Leur as well in setting out, in lively fashion, a rich heterogeneity of facts, 
which she takes from a miscellany of historical sources. Nor is her book 
about "Batavia" as such, as little a social history of a Southeast Asian city 
as van Leur's is an economic one. Yet she has shifted the focus from "little 
people" to the "high norm," while her promise to talk about women raises the 
possibility that male norms may be subjected to a feminist critique. At least 32 33

32. Ibid., p. 37.
33. Taylor, Social World, p. xviii.
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potentially, van Leur's tacit irony about power and ideology has been given 
a chance to become an explicit social force within history itself.

Although Taylor's style has something in common with van Leurian satire 
it is not ironic, her command of the heterogeneity of her sources and their 
content perhaps still too self-conscious of its origins in the display of 
learning required for a Ph.D. to become perform a tively satirical. And where 
van Leur is actively unconscious of historical capitalism in Southeast Asia, 
Taylor seems merely indifferent. But the absence of ironic satire is also 
predictable, as a lost but not irrecoverable modal possibility involved in 
the shift of focus away from the inherently dispersed and satirizable little 
world of the peddler to that of a self-Asianizing elite.

Taylor's mode of historical employment is not satire but comedy, the form 
of fiction in which, as White puts it, "hope is held out for the temporary 
triumph of man over his world by the prospect of occasional reconciliations 
of the forces at play in the social and natural world."*4 In Chapter One, 
"Origins of the City of Batavia," Taylor opens her history of the "marriage" 
of Europe to Asia with an account of the early years of the Batavia settlement. 
We learn about the VOC hierarchy and the major factors controlling access 
to its top posts in the early seventeenth century: pure Netherlands descent, 
European birth, and adherence to the Reformed Church. Housed in their Castle, 
sealed o ff defensively from the immediate social environment of West Java 
even as they plotted their economic offensive in maritime Asia, the male rulers 
of Batavia controlled all matters of religion and civil life. They also enacted 
laws, which originated as directives from the Netherlands, to curtail migration 
of women from the Fatherland and to prevent the repatriation of European men 
married to Asian or part-Asian women. This civil, sexual, religious, and 
economic tyranny is comically emplotted as the complex of "parental" and legal 
obstacles erected by the "old" European order in order to block the transition 
in Asia "from a society controlled by habit, ritual bondage, arbitrary law 
and . . . older characters to a society controlled by youth and pragmatic 
freedom."** It is the pragmatic freedom of the households and social style 
of Batavia’ s mestizo women which is the ultimate goal of this transition in 
Taylor's comedy, the "reality" of their adaptation to Asian conditions as 
opposed to the "illusoriness" of the European male order which it celebrates.

The signs of this comic transition are already there in the early seventeenth 
century. Soldiers and lower-ranking VOC officials have already gone native 
and taken Asian wives or mistresses. Their ethnic heterogeneity does not 
lend itself to satirizing by Taylor or to ironic comment on their indefinable 
"Europeanness," but serves instead to explain why the institutions and language 
of the Netherlands failed to take root in Asian Batavia. The new order has 
clearly emerged by the 1640s, when "the first complaints about the character 
and style of living of Batavian ladies came from the VOC directors,"** and 
when the Governors-General and their mestizo wives began to affect an "Asian" 
style of pomp and ceremony. Asianization has now reached the top of the social 
hierarchy and overthrown its cultural authority. In her second chapter, "Growth 
of Settlement Society," Taylor says very little about growth because her plot 
has already reached its essential modal denouement. The horrified commentary 34 35 36

34. White, Metahistory, p. 9.
35. Frye, Anatomy, p. 169.
36. Taylor, Social World, p. 36.
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by European visitors to Batavia, which Taylor quotes entertainingly, no longer 
has the force of law. It serves instead to document the triumph of the new 
order.

That triumph is elaborated upon in Chapter Three, where Taylor sketches 
the country life of the Asianized elite on their estates, "built beyond the 
Castle's walls," and standing in comic opposition to it. Batavia itself, 
as seen through the words of one of her eighteenth-century poets, Jan de Marre, 
has become a comic Saturnalia, "a reversal of social standards which recalls 
a golden age . . ." :* 7

O lovely Batavia, that holds me spellbound,
There your Town Hall with its proudly arching vaults 
Rears its profile! How splendid is your situation!
Your broad Canals, replenished with fresh water, beautifully planted,
Need bend before no city in the Netherlands. . . .*•

Taylor uses this citation tropologically, its ideal Batavia being a synecdoche 
for mestizo society. In terms of this tropology its does not matter that 
the Town Hall in Batavia was never the heart of its civic life which, such 
as it was, was controlled by the Castle, nor that the canals were full of 
rotting animal corpses and pestilence, an epidemic having broken out in 1732, 
eight years before the publication of de Marre's poem, when the canals were 
redug by the uneuphemistically named "mud Javanese." Taylor's tropology also 
does not invite ironic second thoughts about the timing of the publication 
of de Marre's Batavia in 1740, the year of the massacre of Chinese which led 
to the destruction of Kartasura, or about what it itself celebrates, the old-order 
glory of the city as a Waereldstad (World City). As we have seen in the case 
of van Leur, tropes and modes lead to both blindness and insight.

The first four chapters of Taylor's book, based entirely on Dutch sources 
and tracing the comic growth of Batavia's mestizo world, can be read as a 
companion piece to M. C. Ricklefs' Jogjakarta under Sultan Mangkubumi, another 
comic history of an Indies society which achieves "autonomy" in the eighteenth 
century.** Working his effects through Javanese as well as Dutch-language 
materials, Ricklefs is more uproarious and satirical in his ridicule of the 
old order of Nether landers, outwitted by the dolosus servus40 of Yogyakarta, 
Sultan Mangkubumi. In Taylor's Chapter Four, "The Assault on Indies Culture," 
we also meet the senex iratus41 of Central Java in the 1740s, Baron van Imhoff, 
whose pleasure retreat at Buitenzorg (not "Carefree," but "Beyond care," for 
the weekend) was modeled on the Duke of Marlborough's Blenheim and would become, 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the official residence of the 
Governors-General. Taylor's treatment of the assault on mestizo culture, 
first by the Enlightened ideas of van Imhoff, then by the reforms of Daendels 37 38 39 40 41

37. Frye, Anatomy, p. 171.
38. Taylor, Social World, p. 52. For a longer selection from de Marre's 
poem, which suggests the possibility of another reading to the one Taylor 
gives of this excerpt, see E. du Perron, De Muze van Jan Companjie [The Muse 
of Jan Company] (Bandung: Nix, 1948), pp. 153-62.
39. M. C. Ricklefs, Jogjakarta under Sultan Mangkubumi, 1749-1792: A History 
of the Division of Java (London: Oxford University Press, 1974).
40. See Frye, Anatomy, p. 173.
41. See ibid., p. 172.
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and Raffles, and finally by the resurgence of the old order under the restoration 
of Dutch rule in 1819, does not abandon the comic mode of emplotment which 
she sustains with great consistency throughout her book. For Taylor chronicles, 
not the tragic undoing of mestizo society, but its comic withdrawal into what 
Frye calls the "secret and sheltered places"4* of individual experience and 
consciousness. In Chapter Six, "The Inner Life of Late Colonial Society," 
she discusses the vicissitudes of Asianness in the novels of Java's nineteenth- 
century Dutch-language women writers.

I have the sense from reading Frye on comedy and Taylor on Batavia that 
her history is not one comedy, but a sequence of them, and perhaps the phases 
of this sequence would become more distinct and distinctly dramatic if she 
were to rewrite her book with the nature of its narrative mode in mind. But 
there is another sense in which Taylor's history seems too long, to go beyond 
a point in the narrative at which it comes up against the limits of its own 
form, where all the suppressed possibilities it also contains reveal themselves. 
For me this moment comes in the "Epilogue," which occupies the same relationship 
to the rest of the book as van Leur's essay "On the Eighteenth Century as 
a Category of Indonesian History" does to his earlier work. The opening lines 
of the chapter are the point:

To recount in detail the final dissolution of Mestizo culture 
and of colonial society as a whole entails quite a different study 
from this one, which has focused on the Dutch of Indonesia as 
a distinct community with values and folk-ways of its own. It 
requires an examination of the Asian communities of the archipelago 
on their own terms. . . . 4*

In the Epilogue Taylor comes up against Raden Ajeng Kartini and the "contemporary 
part" of colonial history the way van Leur crashes into the unthinkable dimension 
of his "world of Southeast Asia" when he has to explain how the batik of Kartasura 
or the mythologies of Ronggawarsita represent the equality of the Asian to 
the European Indies in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.42 43 44 45 Kartini 
embodies the history of mestizo women Taylor has precisely not written: that 
of a woman who defied the patriarchal hegemony of her class and colonial masters, 
whose ”mestizo"-ness was expressed by her exquisitely intelligent and multilingual 
consciousness of her subordination, not by betel chewing and kabaya. I am 
suggesting that Kartini’ s "history" is too nearly "tragic" in a Furnivallian 
sense to be ever possible in the comic mode.4* To the extent that Taylor's 
narrative leads up to her, and her material provides excellent documentation 
of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century origins of Furnivall's "plural 
society," its mode is put radically in question.

Frye conceives of comedy as occupying a modal space between irony and 
romance, and his phases of comedy move from the boundaries of one to the other. 
The form of a romance is a quest. Its characters, arranged "like black and 
white pieces in a chess game," are either for or against the quest, which

42. Ibid., p. 185.
43. Taylor, Social World, p. 159.
44. See van Leur, Indonesian Trade, pp. 278-79.
45. Cf. Furnivall's despairing vision of degenerate European culture and 
"feverish" Indonesian nationalism in the Indies in Netherlands India: A Study 
of Plural Economy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1944), pp. 458-59.



159

ends with the redemption of society with "the triumph of good over evil."4* 
One way Taylor’ s study could be rewritten to include Kartini would involve 
thinking about the possibilities of a "nationalist" history in the romantic 
mode. But I am more interested in the other mode which borders comedy, the 
one which Taylor shares with van Leur.

The possibility of an ironic rewriting of Taylor's book is already latent 
in it. It is found in the thematic shift from peddlers to princes, a move 
which could make van Leur's tacit, ironic recognition of the nexus between 
capitalism, political power, and ideology in Asia fully explicit. Ironic 
possibilities are also implicit in Taylor's attempt to bring her project into 
line with van Leur's, by paying attention, not so much to the Governors-General, 
but to their wives. From here the historic trail leads, not only from Maria 
van Aelst to Kartini, but to other invisible dimensions of the female Indies 
world, to the slaves, for example, who raised the mixed-blood children of 
the Batavian elite, did their dirty work, and formed their "Asian" retinues. 
But the slaves of the Batavians also rebelled, and through the history of 
the Balinese slave Surapati the lines of historical causation run ironically 
but directly from the Batavian mestizo household to the kraton of Kartasura. 
The history of the rise of one is inextricably linked to the collapse of the 
other. The ironic potential of the theme of "mestizo"-ness is also enormous, 
for it embraces all aspects of racial and cultural relations, of economic, 
political, religious, and intellectual history, in the Indies. An ironist 
might reflect on the fact that in the nineteenth-century Philippines, the 
term mestizo was generally taken to designate a Catholic, Hispanized, entrepre
neurial, land-owning Chines e-Indio mixed-blood whose culture was becoming 
distinctly "Filipino."46 47 48 The history that would show why nineteenth-century 
Java did not have a Josd Rizal, but rather a Multatuli, a Dipanagara, a Charles 
te Mechelen, a Sadrach, and a Ho Yam Lo would be ironic indeed.

Such a history would lead us back to the early years of the seventeenth 
century and the founding of Batavia. It could show, through a rereading of 
the evidence Taylor presents, just how ironically revealing van Leur's claim 
about Batavian society in the eighteenth century can become: "There was no 
antithesis Eastern-Western; there was only the antithesis higher classes-lower 
classes," he wrote. The fact of the matter is that, as Taylor’ s material 
shows, although her comic vision prevents her from interpreting it as such, 
the antithesis Western-Eastern was hierarchically embedded in the antithesis 
higher classes-lower classes. Opposed, too, on a scale from higher to lower 
was the antithesis male-female. This last observation says nothing about 
how women responded to their subordination, but the history of that response 
has yet to be written, in any mode.

Fernand Braudel has said that "the real fate of capitalism was determined 
by its encounter with social hierarchies."4* Whatever the case may have been 
before, the fate of Indonesia after 1619 is bound up with the history of how 
capitalism, interacting with and through the social hierarchy of Batavia, 
encountered the other social hierarchies of the archipelago. (That history

46. See White, Metahistory, p. 9, and Frye, Anatomy, pp. 186-206.
47. See Edgar Wickberg, The Chinese in Philippine Life, 1850-1898 (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1965).
48. Fernand Braudel, Afterthoughts on Material Civilization and Capitalism 
(Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977), p. 67.
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is not over, even though Batavia is called Jakarta again.) Part of the history 
of capitalism in Indonesia is linked in an important way to that of the landed 
estates of the Batavian elite in the eighteenth century, which Taylor treats 
as an expression of the comic triumph of mestizoization. The first ironic 
point to make is that, like so many other aspects of VOC social life in Batavia, 
this development has close parallels in the Netherlands, where entrepreneurs 
were also becoming rentiers in the eighteenth century. ** This parallelism, 
as well as all the other similarities, deep or superficial, between "Asian" 
Netherlanders in Batavia and "Western" Netherlanders in the Netherlands needs 
to be stated in order to refute assertions about an Eastern-Western antithesis 
which are false or which do not matter. What matters, in the case of the 
landed estates, is that they were an expression of what Bernard Vlekke has 
called "an economic and social revolution which was going to change the destiny 
of the people of Java"50 (and not only Java).

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, in what seems to have been 
an entrepreneurial rather than a rentier-like response to a downturn in the 
VOC’ s gross profit on coffee, Batavia's elite began to plant coffee trees 
in the Priangan countryside near the city. The very first and unsuccessful 
experiments with growing coffee in Java were carried out by Governor-General 
Joan van Hoorn at his country estate "Struiswijk," which he inherited from 
his first wife, Anna Struijs. Van Hoorn subsequently promoted the planting 
of coffee with the assistance of his relative, the famous Burgomaster of Amsterdam, 
Nicholas Witsen.

Joan van Hoorn has ironic potential in a possible revision of Taylor's 
study. Taylor finds him interesting because he was so totally embedded in 
the "web" of Batavia society at the beginning of the eighteenth century. 
Yet his relationship to his first wife and to his friend and relative, Witsen, 
illustrates the functional nature of and difference between local marriages 
and distant alliances in the eyes of the male elite. Anna Struijs was a capital 
gain, Witsen a political ally, a man of power and influence in the Netherlands, 
where all the sons of the Batavia elite were sent for education and advancement. 
As the master ironist of Batavia's early history has written: "Enthroned above 
the King of Batavia were of course the Kings of the Fatherland, namely the 
Regent families, and the highest wish of a Governor-General was naturally 
to see his children married into a line of Regents."*1

Even more interesting is what de Haan, in another study which is central 
to an ironic rewriting of Javanese history, tells us about Joan van Hoorn's 
father. ** Pieter van Hoorn believed that the VOC should abandon the Portuguese

49. See Peter Burke, Venice and Amsterdam: A Study of Seventeenth-Century 
Elites (London: Temple Smith, 1974), pp. 101-12 and passim.
50. Bernard H. M. Vlekke, Nusantara: A History of Indonesia (The Hague and 
Bandung: van Hoeve, 1960), p. 194.
51. F. de Haan, Oud Batavia: Gedenkboek [Ancient Batavia: A Commemorative 
Volume], vol. 1 (Batavia: Kolff, 1922), p. 139. Cf. Vlekke's chapter on Batavia, 
"New Aspects of Indonesian Life," Nusantarat pp. 185-99, which stays very 
close to de Haan both in content and ironic tone.
52. F. de Haan, Priangan: De Preanger-Regentschappen onder het Nederlandsch 
Bestuur tot 1811 [Priangan: The Preanger Regencies under Dutch Rule to 1811], 
vol. 1 (Batavia: Bataviaasch Genootschap van Kunsten en Wetenschappen, 1910), 
p. 93.
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system of coastal trading factories in favor of a Spanish form of colonization 
and economic exploitation. Such an enterprise, van Hoorn thought, required 
the leadership of a King "with generous powers," rather than a consortium 
of merchants whose only concern was to maximize quick profits.

Pieter van Hoorn’ s views were shared by many, including Jan Pieterzoon 
Coen (who compared the rulers of Aceh and Mataram to the King of Spain and 
wanted Batavia to be like Manila) and Joan van Hoorn. In his turgid, yet 
ironically masterful study of the Priangan, de Haan shows how the territorial 
expansion of the Batavian VOC, beginning in 1684-85 with the defeat of Banten 
and the pacification of the Batavian countryside (the same pacification program 
sent Surapati fleeing into Central Java), represented the working out of a 
double logic which expressed the Company’s dual identity as "koopman" (merchant) 
and "Souverein." ** As de Haan reminds us in brilliantly ironical asides, 
the system of forced deliveries developed in the Priangan, indeed its entire 
institutional and social history, foreshadows the history of Java under the 
Cultivation System in the nineteenth century. As Fasseur reminds us in his 
own ironic study of the Cultivation Systems "We must also not forget that 
Van den Bosch had been 'landed nobility' in the countryside around Buitenzorg. 
In that role his extraordinary social standing among the local population 
may have been decisive in shaping his view of the relationship between the 
Government and the indigenous population in general. It would be no exaggeration 
to maintain that the Cultivation System of Java was, as it were, a 'private 
estate' writ large."*4 Van den Bosch, of course, also had his King. It would 
not be outrageous to surmise that when van Imhoff withdrew from the cares 
of the city to his estate, Buitenzorg, he dreamed of Blenheim, of sovereignty 
over the whole of Java and maybe beyond.

The walls of Jan Pieterzoon Coen's Castle fell because he planned it that 
way. The domesticity of van de Velde's Batavian residence, which is largely 
hidden within the cool, dark interior of the dalem, also includes the man 
dressed in a top hat and shoes who is doing business with the pigtailed Chinaman, 
the barefoot slaves watering the dust, and the beggar kneeling at the road's 
edge, reaching out to a woman with a child. An invisible Castle still stands 
in Goenawan Mohamad's city, framed by the discourse of his "City." How he 
would write a history of that Castle, of that "city," is something we can 
think about more clearly once the invisible structures of our own historical 
languages and "perspectives" have been made more visible.

53. It is interesting that van Leur does not cite Priangan at all and Taylor 
only makes use of its biographical sections.
54. C. Fasseur, Kultuurstelsel en Koloniale Baten: De Nederlandse Exploitatie 
van Java, 1840-1860 [Cultivation System and Colonial Profits: The Dutch Exploita
tion of Java, 1840-1860] (Leiden: Universitaire Pers, 1975), pp. 14-15.


