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CHAPTER  2
Under colonial rule: Javanese 
society and Islam in the 1930s

It is rare for signi�cant redirections in history to be associated with a 
particular year, not just as a convenient metaphor of historians, but as 
something that was actually visible in events. It is even more unusual for 
two such turning-point years to occur neatly one hundred years apart. Yet so 
it was for the Javanese. I observed in the preceding book in this series that, 
�In Java, 1830 was one of those remarkable years that truly mark a historical 
watershed.�1 �e changes which followed 1830 are the subject matter of that 
book and their consequences are captured in its title, Polarising Javanese 
society. A century later, 1930 also stands as a watershed time, for it saw 
the sudden and dramatic commencement of the hard years of the Great 
Depression, the Japanese occupation and the Indonesian Revolution, which 
would together convulse Javanese society for 20 years.

Social parameters: The census of 1930

We have a reasonably comprehensive statistical picture of the Javanese in 
1930 because the Dutch colonial authorities carried out a census in that 
year, their �rst � and last � census covering all of what was to become 
Indonesia. �e data is not entirely reliable but it nevertheless captures 
important information about Javanese society after a century of intrusive 
colonial rule, dramatic population growth, intensifying Islamisation and the 
reactions � not always welcoming � to that Islamisation. Unfortunately 
for the theme of this book, however, the census data does not include 

21

1 Ricklefs, Polarising Javanese society, p. 12.
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22 Islamisation and Its Opponents in Java

information about the social division between the devout sector of Javanese 
society � the putihan or, as they are more commonly called now, the santri 
� and the abangan, for whom Islam was little more, and sometimes even 
less, than a nominal commitment.

�e population of Central and East Java, including the royal Prin-
cipalities (Vorstenlanden) of Central Java, totaled 30.4 million in 1930, of 
whom about 30 million were indigenous people. �e vast majority of these 
lived in rural areas. �e percentage of the indigenous population living in 
towns and cities was only 6.4 per cent in East Java, 7.4 per cent in Central 
Java, 9.1 per cent in the Principality of Yogyakarta and 7.2 per cent in the 
Principality of Surakarta. Very few of these lived in cities of any real size: 
less than 3 per cent of Central Javanese lived in Semarang, Yogyakarta or 
Surakarta, the only cities with populations over 100,000 there. Less than 2 
per cent of the indigenous people of East Java lived in Surabaya, the only 
city there with a population over 100,000.2 

Central and East Java were already heavily populated by 1930, the 
result of rapid population growth that had begun in the 18th century and 
was still continuing. �e census commented on �the enormous population 
density of Java�.3 �e overall density of Central Java was 395.6 persons/km†, 
while that of East Java was 314.2. In some regencies very high �gures were 
reached: 860.5 persons/km† in Yogyakarta, 900.2 in Kota Gede, 749.2 in 
Surabaya, 1051.6 in Tegal outside the town. In some other areas, particularly 
mountainous regions, the �gures were signi�cantly lower. For comparison, 
in the same period, the population density of the Netherlands was 232.2 
persons/km†, while in British India, that of Bengal was 223 and Madras 
114.4 By later standards, the Java �gures may seem tolerable, for by the time 
of the 2000 census, the population density of Central Java was 904 persons/
km† and that of East Java was 726 persons/km†. Some areas had by then 
reached a density of 2,000 persons/km† or even higher.5 But already in 1930 

2 Departement van Landbouw, Nijverheid en Handel & Departement van 
Economische Zaken, Volkstelling 1930 / Census of 1930 in Netherlands India (8 vols; 
Batavia: Landsdrukkerij, 1933�6), vol. 2, pp. 4�5; vol. 3, pp. 2�4. Surabaya was then 
the second-largest city in the Netherlands East Indies, with a population around 
342,000, the largest being Batavia/Jakarta with 533,000; H. W. Dick, Surabaya, city 
of work: A socioeconomic history, 1900�2000 (Athens: Ohio University Center for 
International Studies Research in International Studies Southeast Asia Series No. 
106, Ohio University Press, 2002), p. 121.
3 Volkstelling 1930, vol. 2, p. 9.
4 Ibid., vol. 2, pp. 7�10; vol. 3, p. 5
5 Information provided by Prof. Gavin Jones, based on the 2000 Indonesia census.
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these were seriously heavy population densities, with population growth rates 
remaining at a high level. Over 1920�30, population grew at an annual rate 
of 1.81 per cent in East Java, 1.16 per cent in Central Java, 2.25 per cent in 
the Principality of Surakarta and 1.93 per cent in that of Yogyakarta. �e 
rate for all of Java and Madura was 1.73 per cent.6 Such rates of growth � if 
they were maintained � would double the population in about 40 years.

Central and East Java were populated largely by ethnic Javanese. �ere 
were signi�cant European and Chinese communities in some of the larger 
towns and cities, but even there the indigenous population constituted the 
vast majority, in Surakarta and Yogyakarta for example exceeding 96 per 
cent of the total.7 �ese indigenous residents were overwhelmingly ethnic 
Javanese, who formed 98.2 per cent of the indigenous population across 
Central Java and nearly 100 per cent in Surakarta and Yogyakarta.8

In East Java, however, the ethnic picture was di�erent as other ethnic 
groups, particularly Madurese, moved into previously sparsely settled areas. 
Overall, Javanese constituted 69.4 per cent of the population of East Java 
while the Madurese amounted to 29 per cent. Some areas � such as 
Bojonegoro, Madiun and Kediri � remained almost entirely Javanese in 
ethnic composition. Elsewhere there was signi�cant immigration, particularly 
into the easterly regencies of Banyuwangi, Jember, Lumajang, Malang and 
Blitar. By 1930, Bondowoso, Panarukan and Kraksaan had become almost 
totally Madurese regencies. In Banyuwangi, Probolinggo and Jember, ethnic 
Javanese had become a minority.9

�is ethnic diversity in East Java highlights the signi�cant degree of 
mobility among the population. �ere were population movements across 
Java, and particularly from rural areas into towns and cities. �e 1930 census 
recorded that people who lived in major urban areas but were not born 
there amounted to 40.8 per cent of the population of Semarang, 35.5 per 
cent of Surakarta, 33 per cent of Yogyakarta and 51.4 per cent of Surabaya, 
in the last case being similar to the levels reached in the major West Java 
metropolises of Batavia (51.2 per cent) and Bandung (55.1 per cent).10

By 1930 the Javanese had been undergoing a process of Islamisation 
for over �ve hundred years, but polygamy (polygyny) was at a low level. Its 
practice was largely con�ned to aristocratic circles, which were, in general, 

6 Volkstelling 1930, vol. 2, p. 12; vol. 3, p. 11.
7 Ibid., vol. 2, pp. 136�7, 142�3.
8 Ibid., vol. 2, pp. 17�8.
9 Ibid., vol. 3, pp. 12�3, 15�6.
10 Ibid., vol. 2, p. 23; vol. 3, p. 29.
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among the least piously Muslim in style. In Central Java, the Principalities 
and East Java, the proportion of men with more than one wife varied from 
1.6 per cent to 2.4 per cent. In some regencies �gures were slightly higher, 
but nowhere did the percentage exceed 3.4. �e vast majority (about 95 per 
cent) of polygynous marriages involved only two wives. We should note 
that the lowest �gures (below 1 per cent) for polygynous marriages in East 
Java were found in the regencies of Tuban, Lamongan, Gresik, Surabaya 
and Sidoarjo, while �gures just over 1 per cent were found in Nganjuk and 
Jombang. �ese areas with low levels of polygyny are usually thought of as 
quite santri in religious and cultural style, suggesting that even a strong sense 
of Islamic identity in Java did not involve signi�cant levels of polygyny. Only 
0.01 per cent of marriages in East Java involved four wives, the maximum 
allowed by Islamic law.11

One of the most striking features of Javanese society in 1930 � which 
would prevail well into the period of Indonesian independence � was 
a low level of literacy. In such a society, prejudices, stereotypes, symbols, 
slogans and rumours can be more powerful than more modern kinds of 
mass communication and persuasion. �e overall �gures clearly re�ect how 
little had been achieved by the Dutch colonial government�s commitment 
to education in its post-1901 Ethical Policy. �e overall literacy rate (in 
any language or script) in Central Java was 5.9 per cent, in the Principality 
of Yogyakarta 4.4 per cent, in that of Surakarta 3.6 per cent and in East 
Java 4.4 per cent. At regency level in the Principalities of Central Java, 
the Pakualaman regency had a literacy rate of 22.2 per cent, but from 
that isolated high �gure literacy dropped to 7.5 per cent in Yogyakarta 
regency, 6.9 per cent in Semarang and so on down to very low levels in the 
mountainous regencies Gunung Kidul (1.6 per cent) and Wonogiri (1.5 
per cent), �where the need for education is low or di�cult to ful�ll�. In the 
Principalities, the literacy �gures were generated largely by the capital cities 
and their immediate environs; outside such areas, �gures never exceeded 5 
per cent. Similar patterns were found around the towns and cities throughout 
Central and East Java. �e highest literacy rate at regency level in East Java 
was in Trenggalek with 8.4 per cent (and 16.5 per cent in the town), whence 
it dropped to 7.8 per cent in Surabaya (but 12.2 per cent in the city), down 
to 4 per cent in Malang (15.5 per cent in the town) and thence to a mere 
2.4 per cent in overwhelmingly Madurese Kraksaan. It is noteworthy that 
these overall �gures conceal great gender disparity. For example, in the 

11 Ibid., vol. 2, p. 49; vol. 3, pp. 50�1.
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regency of Surakarta, the overall level of literacy was 9.2 per cent, but for 
men it was 17.1 per cent while for women it was only 2.4 per cent. In the 
Mangkunagaran principality, it was 11.4 per cent for men but 1.5 per cent 
for women. In Trenggalek regency it was 17.3 per cent for men but only 1.1 
per cent for women. In other words, in many parts of Java it would have been 
nearly impossible to �nd a literate woman.12

Literacy was increasing, but from very low levels, and the coming 
Great Depression would put a halt to the expansion of government schools 
in Java. A signi�cant element within the small proportion of the population 
who were literate, however � varying from about one-sixth to one-quarter 
in di�erent regions � gained their reading and writing skills outside of any 
school.13 Anticipating the dramatic social changes which will emerge in 
the course of this book, we may note here that after 1949 the independent 
Republic of Indonesia would give high priority to increasing literacy and, 
particularly from the 1970s, had the resources to make a major impact. By 
the mid-1990s, literacy rates for the population over the age of ten were 84.5 
per cent in Central Java and 79.4 per cent in East Java, with the rate for the 
whole of Indonesia standing at 87.4 per cent.14

Turning from literacy to occupation data, we can observe that Java 
in the 1930s was still a largely agrarian society, but that some areas of 
indigenous industry were well developed. It is noteworthy that, if few women 
were gaining literacy skills, many were nevertheless active in employment. 
In Central Java 24.9 per cent of all women were classi�ed as exercising an 
occupation (beroepsbeoefenaars), in Surakarta 42.1 per cent, in Yogyakarta 45.9 
per cent, in East Java 23.7 per cent. Women particularly played a role in the 
batik industry, notably in the towns of Banyumas, Sukaraja, Purbalingga, 
Pemalang, Kedungwuni, Lasem, Blora, Wates, Surakarta and the municipality 
of Pekalongan. In the industrial town of Kota Gede � still famous today 
as a source of �ne silver handicrafts � there were many women involved 
in trade. Nevertheless, among occupied persons agriculture was still a 
major area of activity. In Central Java 56.5 per cent of all occupied persons 
were agriculturalists, in Yogyakarta 41.8 per cent, in Surakarta 54.4 per 
cent. Plantation agriculture � especially tobacco, co�ee, rubber and sugar 
� absorbed signi�cant mounts of labour, particularly in East Java, and day 

12 Ibid., vol. 2, pp. 67�74 (quotation from p. 68); vol. 3, pp. 68�75.
13 Ibid., vol. 3, p. 75.
14 Information provided by Prof. Gavin Jones. See also M.C. Ricklefs, A History 
of modern Indonesia since c. 1200 (4th ed. Basingstoke, Hants: Palgrave Macmillan; 
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001), p. 348. 
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labourers represented a major employment category (up to 22.6 per cent of 
employed persons) in some East Javanese regencies.15

The 1930 census provides an interesting snapshot of indigenous 
employment in the city of Surabaya in 1930:

Table 1 Indigenous employment in Surabaya city, 193016

Occupation  % of all  Males  Females  Total
 employed employed employed employed

Agriculture 1.9 1,949 223 2,172
Industry 21.0 19,696 4,111 23,807 
Transportation 10.5 11,656 177 11,830
Trade 11.7 9,114 4,109 13,223
Liberal professions17 1.8 1,673 334 2,007
Public administration 10.8 11,998 169 12,167
Domestic service 24.0 7,888  19,259 27,143
Others18 15.8 15,208 2,608 17,816

Total 97.5 79,182 30,990 110,165

At this time, Surabaya was one of the leading cities of the archipelago, 
with a population of 342,000, the second largest city after Jakarta/Batavia. 
It was a hub of trade and industry with a total indigenous population of 
271,275, of whom 40.6 per cent were occupied as set out in the table above. 
Of those Indonesians, 84 per cent were reckoned to be ethnic Javanese 
and 13 per cent ethnic Madurese.19 Table 1 shows a signi�cant level of 
indigenous male employment in industry, transportation, trade and public 
administration and the large, more feminised work force in domestic 
service. �e �other� category showed substantial numbers � a majority male 
� employed largely as day labourers in various industries, as dock workers 

15 Volkstelling 1930, vol. 2, pp. 84�98; vol. 3, pp. 86�91.
16 Ibid., vol. 3, p. 90. �ere is a minor discrepancy of seven persons visible among the 
various totals, which I have not attempted to correct.
17 For example, religion, medicine, law, journalism, i.e., the educated professionals.
18 In the census listed as �inadequately described�, meaning mainly miscellaneous 
day-labourers (kuli rupa-rupa); Volkstelling 1930, vol. 3, p. 91.
19 Of the roughly 20 per cent of the population that was not reckoned as Indonesian, 
7.6 per cent were classi�ed as Europeans (a classi�cation which by then included 
Japanese), 11.4 per cent as Chinese and 1.6 per cent as other Asians; Dick, Surabaya, 
pp. 121, 125.
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and so on. Here was an urban proletariat in the making. All of these sectors 
would be hard hit when the Great Depression came. �at episode, combined 
with the Japanese occupation and the Indonesian Revolutionary war that 
followed, would so damage Surabaya that it would not recover its former 
dynamism until the 1970s and 1980s.20

The impact of the Great Depression

�e Depression had a major impact upon the people living in Central and 
East Java, but its e�ects varied signi�cantly from group to group and place to 
place.21 In general, as industrial production collapsed in developed countries 
� where the majority of Indonesian exports went � so that international 
markets shriveled up, trade went into decline, protectionism spread and the 
world prices for tropical produce fell, many Javanese saw their incomes, 
standards of living and future prospects decline precipitously. Although 
before 1930 there had been some signs that the expansion of Java�s economy 
was reaching its limits, it was the Great Depression that propelled Java and 
its citizens dramatically into crisis. �is was a crisis from which the Dutch 
colonial state never fully recovered, for it was to be overtaken by the Second 
World War and Indonesian Revolution before it could do so.

�e colonial budget was cut back dramatically in order to contain 
ballooning de�cits.22 Colonial civil servants and school teachers � whether 
European or indigenous � found their prospects either reduced or indeed at 
an end. Private enterprise was in no position to o�er alternative employment 
to such people. New graduates coming out of schools and (in extraordinarily 
tiny numbers) from the few university-level institutions in Indonesia had 
hardly any prospects of employment. As O�Malley observes, ��e increased 
clamor for more education that had been so determinedly stirred up was to 
go largely unheard, and the e�ort that had already been put into education 
was to go largely unrewarded, throughout the 1930s.�23

20 On Surabaya�s 20th-century history, see Dick, Surabaya, e.g., pp. 464�5.
21 A brief overview of the impact of the Depression on Indonesia may be found in 
Ricklefs, History of modern Indonesia, pp. 222�4.
22 William J. O�Malley, �Indonesia in the Great Depression: A study of East Sumatra 
and Jogjakarta in the 1930�s� (PhD thesis, Cornell University; Ann Arbor: University 
Micro�lms, 1977), p. 73.
23 O�Malley, �Indonesia in the Depression�, pp. 80�1. In 1930�1, there were only 178 
Indonesians in university-level education in the entire Netherlands East Indies. For 
a general survey of education policy in this period, see Ricklefs, History of modern 
Indonesia, pp. 189�93.
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Rural living standards fell. As plantation agriculture was cut back, 
more land again became available for rice agriculture. Nevertheless, with 
the population continuing to grow, per capita consumption of rice fell. 
People compensated for this with lower-quality foodstu�s such as cassava, 
corn (maize) and sweet potatoes.24 Such hardship was also common 
in towns and cities among the vast majority of Indonesians who were 
poorly educated and worked as coolies, small-time traders and industrial 
labourers. �e government�s response to hardship was to attempt to save 
money by cutting back such welfare services as existed. �e government 
tried to create employment by expanding labour-intensive public works 
programmes, encouraging the use of what little uncultivated land remained, 
and supporting emigration (dubbed �transmigration�) from Java to the outer 
islands,25 but such measures only had a marginal impact on the hardship 
su�ered by most of the Javanese population. I have pointed out elsewhere 
how futile the transmigration programme was: between its inception in 1905 
and 1930, several thousand Javanese moved out of Java, the total population 
of such transmigrants being about 36,000 in 1930. At the same time, far 
larger numbers left Java to work as coolie labourers on plantations, mainly 
in Sumatra; these totaled over 306,000 in 1930. Meanwhile, between 1905 
and 1930 the population of Java grew by some 11 million.26 As outer island 
plantations cut back production and employment in the Depression, Javanese 
plantation coolies indeed began to �ow back to Java, where there was no 
work for them.27

In many places in Java, the great employer had been the sugar industry. 
Java had exported some 3 million tonnes of sugar before the Depression but 
by 1936 was exporting a mere 1 million. East Java�s area planted to sugar was 
cut by 81 per cent over three years. Sugar had so dominated the economy of 
Surabaya that that city was particularly hard hit.28 Payments to Indonesians 
from the sugar industry for wages, rents and compensation fell from D.�. 
129.6 million in 1929 to a low of 10.9 million in 1936, a reduction of over 
90 per cent. In Yogyakarta, in a normal pre-Depression year the sugar 
industry planted about 17,600 hectares. In 1931 that fell to 13,697, in 1932 

24 P. Boomgaard, ��e welfare services in Indonesia, 1900�1942�, Itinerario vol. 10 
(1986), no. 1, p. 70.
25 John Ingleson, �Urban Java during the Depression�, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 
vol. 19, no. 2 (Sept. 1988), p. 302.
26 Ricklefs, History of modern Indonesia, p. 188.
27 Ingleson, �Urban Java during the Depression�, p. 305.
28 Dick, Surabaya, p. 65.
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to 6,449 and in 1933 to only 1,110, by which time there were only two sugar 
plantations still operating in Yogyakarta. Before the Depression, people in the 
sugar areas of Yogyakarta normally earned a total of about D.�. 8.3 million 
in wages, rent and compensation from the sugar industry. In 1933 the �gure 
was barely 2.3 million. Of course there was more land available for rice 
cultivation as sugar cultivation was cut back, but this was of no assistance to 
the cash income of farmers because the prices of crops tumbled.29 �e money 
supply contracted sharply, with serious consequences for trade and welfare 
across Javanese society.30

It was not only agriculturalists who su�ered in places like Yogyakarta. 
�e silver artisans of Kota Gede survived and even expanded their trade 
in the later 1930s, but elsewhere the picture was gloomy. Batik production 
� a major form of local industry � was cut to a third of its former capacity 
by 1935. Some small cottage industries such as hand-rolling of cigars and 
cigarettes and local production of textiles and soaps did, however, �nd that 
opportunities were created by the cutting back of foreign imports and the 
fall in money incomes.31

In Surakarta, the story in the batik industry was somewhat di�erent. 
Among the most famous batik entrepreneurs of Java are those of Laweyan, 
Surakarta. Contrary to some interpretations of entrepreneurship in Java, 
these manufacturers (as opposed to many of the batik traders in the town) 
were mostly not from the pious santri community but were rather abangan 
nominal Muslims. Nor did they have much interest in local Javanese 
arts and traditions: they were interested in making money. They did, 
however, engage in various Javanese mystical and ascetic practices in the 
hope that they would bring good fortune. Women played a leading role 
as organisers of the Laweyan batik industry. Not surprisingly, there was 
therefore strong opposition in Laweyan to the polygyny commonly seen 
in Surakarta aristocratic circles. �ese abangan entrepreneurs modernised 
batik production from the early years of the 20th century and turned it into 
a mass-marketing industry by adopting print (cap) rather than hand-crafted 
techniques. �eir markets were reduced during the Depression years but 
they survived reasonably well and by 1936 were as wealthy and technically 
pro�cient, and had marketing networks that were as good, as their Chinese 

29 O�Malley, �Indonesia in the Depression�, pp. 82, 98 n56, 188, 190, 216 n107.
30 Petrus Bakker, Eenige beschouwingen over het geldverkeer in de inheemsche 
samenleving van Nederlandsch-Indiº (Groningen and Batavia: J.B. Wolters� Uitgevers-
Maatschappij, 1936), pp. 121, 133.
31 Ibid., pp. 191�2
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and Arab (and very few European) competitors. In that year these Javanese 
entrepreneurs organised themselves into the Persatuan Perusahaan Batik 
Bumiputra Surakarta (Union of Indigenous Batik Enterprises of Surakarta), 
�strengthening their position as the Javanese middle class� as Soedarmono 
puts it. But this organisation was opposed by the Chinese entrepreneurs 
and the Dutch regime would not give it sole authority to manage the batik 
industry, so it collapsed.32

Most indigenous wage-earners in urban Java � people who, for 
example, worked as clerks and typists in public administration and private 
businesses � found their work opportunities shrinking or disappearing 
altogether. �ey sought various remedies, taking lower-standard employment 
or having their wives set up small trading warungs.33 For some, however, 
there were new opportunities. European, Eurasian and Chinese employees, 
who were paid higher salaries, were often the �rst to be �red. Sometimes this 
meant that lower-paid Indonesians were able to move into those positions.34 
Urban labourers were hard hit. When the British American Tobacco 
Company shut its factory in Surabaya in 1932, for example, two thousand 
Indonesians were dismissed with a single week�s pay.35

Newly quali�ed school teachers found few opportunities for employ-
ment. In Yogyakarta, however, there was actually an expansion of educational 
institutions during the 1930s. Both Taman Siswa and Muhammadiyah had 
their headquarters there and continued to be major providers of education. 
�e government and Christian mission schools also continued. In 1929 a 
trade school taught in Dutch, the Princess Juliana School, opened there. It 
was followed by a new Dutch-medium high school in 1932, a normal school 
in 1934 and a Higher Middle-Class School (HBS: Hoogere Burgerschool) 
in 1937, all taught in Dutch.36 In this time of crisis, the foundations were 
thus laid for Yogyakarta�s prominence as a centre of education, which it 
retains today.

32 Soedarmono, Mbok Mase: Pengusaha batik di Laweyan Solo awal abad 20 ( Jakarta: 
Yayasan Warna Warni Indonesia, 2006), esp. pp. 32, 37, 39, 45, 58, 71, 90�1, 123�5. 
For a valuable study of santri batik entrepreneurs of Central and East Java, see 
Christine Dobbin, �Accounting for the failure of the Muslim Javanese business class: 
Examples from Ponorogo and Tulungagung (c. 1880�1940)�, Archipel no. 48 (1994), 
pp. 87�101.
33 Ingleson, �Urban Java during the Depression�, p. 297.
34 Ibid., p. 296.
35 Ibid., p. 300.
36 O�Malley, �Indonesia in the Depression�, pp. 194�5.
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Since prices and hence the cost of living were rapidly falling, those 
urban Indonesians who managed to retain their jobs probably in fact gained 
in living standard simply because their salaries were falling less rapidly.37 �at 
drop in the cost of living was dramatic, as set out in Table 2.

Table 2 Cost of Living index, Netherlands Indies, 1929�3938 (1929 = 100)

Year Index

1929 100
1930 69.5
1931 69.5
1932 54.0
1933 44.5
1934 42.5
1935 43.0
1936 41.0
1937 46.0
1938 47.0
1939 44.0

�us, for most people of East and Central Java, the 1930s were a time 
of hardship from which certainly social and probably cultural consequences 
�owed. From the cities many had to return to rural areas to look for work, 
food and shelter. So the process of quite rapid urbanisation and proletari-
anisation that was suggested by the 1930 census data was slowed and for a 
time perhaps even reversed. For Surabaya, Howard Dick estimates that from 
1930 to c. 1935 there was probably a net out�ow of population from the city, 
a trend reversed again in the second half of the 1930s. By 1940 Surabaya had 
grown to an estimated 403,000 people from the �gure of 342,000 a decade 
before, a much slower rate than for the decade 1920�30.39 

�e Islamic reform movements and Islamically inspired political organ-
isations associated with those movements were still largely urban-based. �e 
malaise of the Great Depression was felt profoundly in those urban areas at 
the same time as the colonial government was cracking down on urban-based 
anti-colonial movements and political leaders in the wake of the failed PKI 

37 Ingleson, �Urban Java during the Depression�, p. 306�9.
38 Ibid., p. 307.
39 Dick, Surabaya, p. 120.
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uprising of 1926�7.40 So there was little prospect of new streams of political, 
cultural or religious ideas spreading widely in Java in the 1930s. Older ideas 
and styles still dominated much of Javanese life, whether of the aristocrats 
and elites in the Vorstenlanden court (kraton) precincts or of villagers in the 
countryside. While modern political elites contemplated how to liberate 
Indonesia from colonial rule � a contemplation not infrequently under-
taken while in jail or exile on a remote island � and modern Islamic leaders 
considered how to make Javanese religious life conform more closely to their 
ideals, the vast majority of Javanese remained beyond their in�uence.

Javanese life and culture in kraton and countryside

In these hard times, Javanese villagers maintained a rich variety of popular 
performances, arts and entertainments. In most cases, these re�ected a 
sense of supernatural powers that was only marginally in�uenced by Islamic 
orthodoxy. �is richness and variety was captured in the monumental study 
of �Javanese popular performances� by �. G. �. Pigeaud, published in 
1938.41 Pigeaud emphasised that he was not intending to cover all such 
performances. His book of over 500 folio-sized pages described masked 
dances, masquerades, horse-dances (using model horses of woven bamboo), 
youth dance performances, male group dances and religious performances in 
their bewildering variety of styles and names from place to place across Java. 
He wrote that he would give little or no attention to 

the performances of dancing women and female singers or of story-
tellers, to combat-play (fencing, etc., various kinds of combat sports 
and sparring matches), cock-�ghts and other animal �ghts, trance 
performances � and folk-theatre. Next to these we should mention 
all sorts of puppet theatre (wayang) and all sorts of music, as well as 
artistic dances by men and women, artistic expressions which are or 
have been the most in�uenced by courtly arts or which arose entirely 
from and developed at the courts. Completely beyond consideration 
remain the games and entertainments which cannot be regarded as 
performances or productions, such as children�s games (of boys and girls) 
and gambling.42 

40 A brief survey of the politics of the 1927�42 period may be found in Ricklefs, 
History of modern Indonesia, Chapter 16.
41 �. Pigeaud, Javaanse volksvertoningen: Bijdrage tot de beschrijving van land en volk 
(Batavia: Volkslectuur, 1938).
42 Ibid., p. 5.
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Illustration 4 Horse-dance (jaranan) from Ponorogo (note the female dancer on 
the right) (from Pigeaud, Javaanse volksvertoningen, 1938, pl. 90)

Illustration 3 Depiction of a Yogyakarta horse-dance (jaranan) 
(from Pigeaud, Javaanse volksvertoningen, 1938, pl. 89)
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Many of these entertainments not described in Pigeaud�s study were 
discussed in other major works of scholarship of that age, such as Kunst�s 
study of Javanese music, Kats�s of the wayang and van Lelyveld�s of Javanese 
dance.43 In these art forms, pre-Islamic inspirations, styles and librettos 
remained dominant.

Nevertheless, Pigeaud covered a very great deal. Some of these forms 
of performance we will encounter again in this book, such as the dances 
of Kediri (now commonly called jaranan) involving woven model horses 
and spirit possession, the female dancers and singers of the gandrung of 
Banyuwangi and the burlesque ludruk of Surabaya.44 Pigeaud was aware that 
he was recording a changing scene, for older supernatural understandings 
seemed to be fading. ��e feeling for a (or several) religious signi�cance(s) 
has not yet entirely disappeared from these performances�, he wrote.45 
Indeed, if one were to begin with Pigeaud and write a full history of popular 
Javanese folk arts down to the present, it would largely be a story of decline 
and loss of traditions, as will be suggested by the discussions in this book. 
�is was partly to do with religious reform, but also with modernisation and 
globalisation: perhaps at least as much a product of education, electri�cation, 
televisionisation and Nintendoisation as of Islamisation.

Pigeaud noted performances which were associated with Islamic 
piety. Foremost among these was slawatan, known widely among �the 
old-fashioned Islamic religious community�, by which he meant the 
Traditionalist santri followers of NU. He commented that �In some districts 
more than others, however, [slawatan performances] seem also to be held 
in high regard by the common people [by which he meant the abangan 
majority] and by the priyayis.�46 In these performances, narratives of the 
life of the Prophet were sung by men either in Arabic or in Javanese to the 
sole accompaniment of terbangs (tambourines) but in Javanese musical style. 
O�erings (sajen) were prepared just as on other sacral occasions in Java and 
the performance usually went from around 9pm to about 3am, �nishing in 
time for the pre-dawn prayer. Slawatan was performed particularly on the 

43 J. Kunst, Music in Java: Its history, its theory and its techniques (3rd enlarged ed.; 
ed. E.L. Heins; 2 vols; �e Hague: Martinus Nijho�, 1973; �rst published in 
Dutch in 1934); J. Kats, Het Javaansche tooneel, vol. 1: Wayang poerwa (Weltevreden: 
Volkslectuur, 1923); �. B. van Lelyveld, De Javaansche danskunst (Amsterdam: Van 
Holkema & Warendorf �s Uitgevers-Mij, 1931).
44 Pigeaud, Volksvertoningen, pp. 194�5, 238, 322�3, 327�9.
45 Ibid., p. 6.
46 Ibid., pp. 282�3.
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occasion of marriages, circumcisions, the seventh month of pregnancy, the 
falling o� of the umbilical cord and redeeming of a promise. Remarkably it 
was sometimes also performed at the annual village cleansing (bersih desa) 
ceremony, which was more commonly the occasion for wayang performances 
and observations little associated with Islamic spirituality. Sometimes also 
slawatan was performed a few days after a performance of tayuban � 
dancing women who were also commonly prostitutes. It seems that on such 
occasions slawatan was a way to expiate the sins acquired at the preceding 
tayuban party.47

Most of the performances recorded by Pigeaud, however, were shaped 
more by concepts older than Islam in Java. Masked dance, like puppet 
(wayang) theatre more generally, performed stories that most commonly 
derived from the Hindu-Buddhist period classics Bratayuda and Rama or 
from the romantic adventures of the pre-Islamic hero Panji. �e spiritual 

Illustration 5 Depiction of a Yogyakarta slawatan performance in observation of 
the birth of the Prophet Muhammad (Muludan, Maulid Nabi) 

(from Pigeaud, Javaanse volksvertoningen, 1938, pl. 97)

47 Ibid., pp. 282�6.
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forces at play in performances were mostly those that Islamic reformers 
regarded as anathema: the Goddess of the Southern Ocean (Ratu Kidul), 
the founder and protector spirits of villages, the spectral denizens of caves, 
forests and other haunted places. Transvestite performances and dancing 
women who also worked as prostitutes were hardly art forms thought 
proper by the devout. �e popular folk dramas of kethoprak and ludruk often 
mocked the values of elites, including relatively prosperous middle-class 
santri.

Most Central Javanese villagers still seem to have accepted the kraton 
elite�s claims to cultural, religious and social leadership. �is despite that 
elite�s obligatory � if often grudging � collaboration with the colonial 
authorities. In fact the Javanese aristocracy had only limited room for 
political manoeuvre in the colonial context, but some of them used that room 
as far as they could. For many others, however, a louche life of womanising 
and opium, or of pious retreat into mysticism, o�ered greater attraction. �e 
values of the knightly aristocrat, the satriya, were more often re�ected in 
poses than in day-to-day conduct.

In Yogyakarta, Pangeran (prince) Surjodiningrat was one of those who 
found room for manoeuvre. He established an organisation called Pakem-
palan Kawula Ngajogjakarta (Association of the Subjects of Yogyakarta) in 

Illustration 6 Topeng (masked 
dance) performance, 1929, depicting 
Prabu Klana from the Panji stories 
(from Pigeaud, Javaanse volksver-
toningen, 1938, pl. 1)
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