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The apparent absence of substantive critical awareness of the colonial or postcolonial
situation of Indonesian literature is interesting considering that even the Javanese
literature of the nineteenth century already showed the internalisation of the ideology
of colonialism, as reflected for example in Serat Baron Sakendher (The Book of Baron
Sakendher), justifying Dutch colonialism over Java. The relatively limited presence of
the postcolonial both in Indonesian literature and literary criticism is, at least to a
large degree, because of five factors.

The first factor contributing to Indonesian writers’ limited engagement with the
colonial, anti-colonial and postcolonial is the history of Dutch colonialism that never
whole-heartedly enforced the politics of assimilation (although this does not mean that
the Dutch did not exploit the Javanese wholeheartedly). Ricklefs (14) notes:

But the Netherlands home government did indeed make a great deal of money. The
prosperity, development and industrialization of the Netherlands in the course of
the nineteenth century rested in significant measure on the agricultural products
squeezed out of the Javanese.

Frequently around the world it has been colonial policy to assimilate the colonized
to the mother country’s values and tastes, a process carried out through education and
the enforcement of rigorous language policies. The Dutch colonial government,
however, was never so interested in making the peoples of East Indies the replica of
the Dutch, most probably because initially East Indies colonialism was a purely
economic enterprise run by a private company, VOC (Vereenigde Oost-Indische
Compagnie - The Dutch East India Company). Consequently the main aim of its
operation was profit generating enterprise until it collapsed in 1800. When finally
taken over by the Dutch government, it retained the existing traditional power
relations in such a way as to build efficient colonial machinery, without planning an
extensive Dutch speaking local bureaucracy.® The shallow roots of Holland’s influence
can be seen from the fact that in 1930 only 3% of the total native population was able
to read and write simple Dutch (Mohammad 186). Given such superficial exposure, the
issues of assimilation and mimicry in the Indonesian experience have not been as
strong as in India, Africa and the Caribbean.

The second factor is more tangible: the impact of censorship by Balai Pustaka, the
major colonial publishing house during the period of Dutch colonization, which played
an important explicit role in limiting attention to anti-colonial and postcolonial themes
up to 1942 because it was under the total control of the colonial Dutch.’ Although the
official objective of Balai Pustaka was to publish quality books for the East Indies’
public, the other unspoken aim was also to banish books endangering colonial rule.

& How the Javanese social system was manipulated by and for the colonial purposes has been elaborated in
detail by Heather Amanda Sutherland, "Pangreh Pradja: Java's Indigenous Administrative Corps and Its Role in
the Last Decades of Dutch Colonial Rule," Yale, 1973.

9 Detail elaboration of Balai Pustaka’s colonial role can be seen in Doris Jedamski, "Balai Pustaka: A Colonial
Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing," Archipel 44 (1992).
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However the continuing absence of postcolonial reflection even after colonialism
needs further explanation.

The third factor diverting Indonesian writers from tangling with their postcolonial
legacy is the massive death-toll following the attempted coup of 30 September 1965,
known as Gestapu (Gerakan Tiga Puluh September). The centrality of this violent
history to the development of an Indonesian nation state might explain why Indonesian
writers in the twentieth century turned their gaze away from colonial violence,
possibly in fear of being confronted by anticipations of post-independence conflict.
Aijaz Ahmad also noticed a similar trajectory in the Indian context:

Our ‘nationalism’ at this juncture was a nationalism of mourning, a form of
valediction, for what we witnessed was not just the British policy of divide and
rule, which surely was there, but our own willingness to break up our civilizational
unity, to kill our neighbours, to forgo that civic ethos, that moral bond with each
other, without which human community is impossible. A critique of others (anti-
colonial nationalism) receded even further into the background, entirely overtaken
now by an even harsher critique of ourselves. (Ahmad 119)

What has been observed here by Ahmad about Indian literature, where anti-colonialism
was rapidly displaced by domestic themes, is perhaps comparable with the case of
Indonesian postcolonial literature. The difference is that in Indonesian case the
reflection on the colonial legacy was superseded not by partition but by the trauma of
ideological war, culminating in the abortive coup of Gestapu 1965. This tragedy and
the political atmosphere that followed have traumatized the nation so that the
production of Indonesian literature ever since has been dominated by a combination of
realism and liberal humanism which might be said to have buried or left behind the
tragic events of the recent past.

The fourth factor is the domination of a liberal humanist stream in the Indonesian
academic and literary scene which contributes to the absence of a critical evaluation
of colonialism in Indonesian literature because it tends to consider ideological
questions not to be appropriately literary ones. Some works exhibiting a strong anti-
colonial resistance, such as Pramoedya’s Buru tetralogy, represent an exception for
these critics rather than a norm in Indonesian literature. So, for example, Keith
Foulcher claims that Indonesian postcolonial literature has developed in a direction
different from that of other postcolonial countries:

The modernizing gesture that in African and other Third World literatures took
shape through a combination of realism and anticolonialism found expression in
Indonesia rather through the linking of realism with loosely defined universalism
and liberal humanism (Foulcher 159-60).

The fifth factor is addressed by Keith Foulcher and Tony Day, who speculate that one
of the culprits for the absence of a more developed postcolonial literature has
something to do with language. The constitution of Indonesian as the national language
contributes to the complexity of the formation of postcolonial literature in particular
because it is a language that does not have a shared root in the East Indies’ vernacular
languages. When literature had to develop in this national language, most vernacular
writers initially, and some probably still at present, faced a language barrier because
they had to express what they had experienced within a vernacular language in
another language that was not, and is not yet, “the language of family” (Day 221).
Foulcher and Day argue that the language and hence literature produced by
‘unrootedness’ becomes evasive when dealing with anti-colonial issues.
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Umar Kayam and His Works

Among the few vernacular writers whose stories deal with the legacy of colonialism
(but who is less discussed in a postcolonial perspective) is Umar Kayam. Umar Kayam
was born in a small town, Ngawi, East Java on 30" April 1932. His father was a teacher
of HIS (Hollandsch-Inlandsch School, Dutch Native School), an elite school for priyayi
children who would be government officials. Being a priyayi son, Kayam was able to
study in HIS. He liked learning languages and reading Dutch stories so that in the fifth
grade of HIS he was able to read and speak Dutch. He used both high Javanese and
Dutch when communicating with his parents at home (Rahmanto 2).

Kayam experienced both Dutch and Japanese colonialism. When the Dutch were
defeated by Japanese troops and Java was under Japanese occupation in 1942, Kayam
witnessed the transition in his education system; suddenly there was no place for the
Dutch language in East Indies schools and instead the use of Indonesian was
encouraged by the Japanese authority. He considered that the positive if ironic legacy
of Japanese colonialism was that “Jepang berjasa mengindonesiakan kita dalam waktu
sekejap” (“The Japanese succeeded in making us Indonesian in a very short time”)
(Rahmanto 2).

Kayam graduated from high school in 1951 and continued to study in the Faculty of
Education at Universitas Gadjah Mada, Yogyakarta, until he graduated in 1955. He
earned his Master’s degree in Education from New York University in 1963 and his
Doctor of Philosophy from Cornell University in 1965 (Rahmanto 4). Kayam’s education
background is so rich because he was a Javanese priyayi who had been educated in the
Dutch, Japanese and National system before finally he tasted the U.S. education
system.

Upon his return from the States in 1965 he was appointed by President Soeharto as
the Director General of Radio, Television and Film, staying in the position until 1969.
Until his death in Jakarta in 16" March 2002 he was active as Director in many
significant positions such as at the Jakarta Art Council (1969-1972), the Centre of
Social Sciences Training Universitas Hasanudin and Universitas Gadjah Mada (in 1975-
1976 and 1977-1997 respectively).

Kayam’s first story, “Seribu Kunang-kunang di Manhattan” (A Thousand Fireflies in
Manhattan) was first published in an Indonesian literary magazine, Horizon, in 1966.
His longer short stories, “Sri Sumarah” and “Bawuk” were published together in one
book in 1975. His New York stories, “Seribu Kunang-kunang di Manhattan,” “Istriku,
Madame Schiltz dan sang Raksasa” (My Wife, Madame Schlitz and the Monster),
“Sybil,” “Secangkir Kopi dan Sepotong Donat” (A Cup of Coffee and a Doughnut),
“Chief Sitting Bull” and “There Goes Tatum,” were published in one book titled Seribu
Kunang-kunang di Manhattan (1972). His other stories, “Musim Gugur Kembali ke
Connecticut” (Fall in Connecticut), “Kimono Biru buat Istri” (The Blue Kimono) were
compiled with the Manhattan stories, as well as “Sri Sumarah” and “Bawuk,” in a
collection Sri Sumarah dan Cerita Pendek Lainnya (1986). The same collection was
translated in English by Harry Aveling in a collection of short stories titled Sri Sumarah
and other Stories (1976). Kayam’s other collection of stories are Parta Krama (1997)
and Lebaran di Karet, di Karet ... (Eid al-Fitr at Karet, at Karet ...) (2002). Kayam also
wrote two novels, Para Priyayi (The Nobles) (1992) and Jalan Menikung: Para Priyayi 2
(The Winding Road: The Nobles 2) (1999).

Umar Kayam also wrote sociological treatises such as Seni, Tradisi, Masyarakat
(Art, Tradition, Society) (1981), The Soul of Indonesia: A Cultural Journey (1985)
(translated into Indonesian as Semangat Indonesia: Suatu Perjalanan Budaya (1985))
and Kelir Tanpa Batas (Screen Without Borders) (2001). He was also a columnist in a
local news paper of Yogyakarta, Kedaulatan Rakyat, where he regularly wrote on
Tuesdays. His columns have been published in four books, Mangan Ora Mangan Kumpul
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