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The outrageous absurdity of colonialism is difficult to fathom. Colonised societies were recreated in
the most profound way through the systematic dispossession of people’s land, labour and dignity by
the instruments of force, economic interests, racism, and administrative and political reorganisation
and subordination. Colonialism is both an extraordinarily audacious and ambitious undertaking, and
a banal — albeit ruthless — governance of labour, property and identity in the everyday. Mobilizing
Labonr provides a detailed chronological analysis of the mechanisms of dispossession and colonial
control in Java, and it shows the step-by-step adjustment and tightening of the exploitative regime
from 1720 to 1870. The externally imposed political, legal and social rules, and the ways in which
they locked in with the institutional opportunities of local political and economic orders, continue to
this day to shape the political, economic and mental landscapes of the post-colonial world. There is,
therefore, good reason to welcome Jan Breman’s systematic and meticulous analysis of how unfree
labour was mobilised for the global coffee market in Java from the first years of colonial contact in
the seventeenth century.

A private company colonised Java. The Dutch East India Company (1 ereenigde Oost-Indische
Compagnie, 1”OC) was originally established as a chartered company in 1602 with a monopoly on the
Dutch oriental spice trade. The Company — possibly the world’s first global enterprise — operated
with the impunity and force previously accorded only to the state. It had been granted the powers to
wage war and establish colonies. It could negotiate treaties, mint its own coins, and imprison and
execute convicts according to laws of its own making. Although it was a private company, it operated
like a sovereign ruler. At the beginning, the Company had little or no territorial ambition as long as
trade was secured, but as coffee became an ever more important commodity, control over land and
territory in the Javanese uplands became important to the Company.

Priangan, what is now West Java, was the central area for coffee production. The political
structure was not territorial, but was based on servitude to rulers with the possibility of defection.
Initially, the Company distributed plants to local rulers to have their populations grow this exotic
new crop. This relied on the ability of local rulers to secure increasing production. However, as the
Company’s appetite grew both in terms of quantity and profit margin, the crop lost its appeal for
farmers, and the Company began to engineer more coercive measures to secure production. Breman
describes in detail how the Company changed the local political system from one of personal fealty
to one of territorial control. It outlawed movement and migration, and people who “deserted” were
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apprehended and returned to their masters. Moreover, the system of local rulers was streamlined to
serve one single purpose — indirect rule. Variation, diversity and other paraphernalia of the local
polity were eliminated, and recalcitrant chiefs were disciplined and replaced.

Coffee was paid for by weight, using a local measure — the pzku/. Rather than negotiating the
price per pzkul, the colonial administration changed the weight value of the pikx/ from 125 pounds to
250 pounds, but kept the price per piku/ fixed. The sovereign capacity to decide who lived where,
what they farmed and how much was paid for it was in the hands of the VOC. Obviously, the
operation was far from smooth and there was resistance, but Breman is careful not to distort the big
picture of ruthless exploitation by marshalling a series of episodes of resistance. Resistance did not
undo the new political economy of indirect territorial rule, compulsory cultivation of specified crops
and draconian punishment for disobedience. The Company went bankrupt in 1799, and the Dutch
state inherited its colonial possessions.

The Dutch takeover of the colony provided an opportunity to rework some of the basic
principles of colonial rule. For example, it was discussed whether to recognise the local population’s
property rights in land. However, such ideas were quickly dismissed, and the colonial territory also
became colonial property. The system of forced cultivation and corvée labour for road building and
other infrastructure development remained intact. In fact, it increased the pressure on the local
population. The forced cultivation of coffee is estimated to have taken up to six months per year of a
farming family’s time. Forced cultivation was extended to other parts of Java from the nineteenth
century. The colonial administration “discovered” or invented social structures suitable for indirect
rule, such as village councils and local headmen who would serve as points of contact between the
producers and the administration.

The second half of the nineteenth century brought a shift in how to control agricultural
production. The need for investments in agriculture increased, and there was a gradual move toward
free enterprise capitalism. Private investments in plantations and agri-business were encouraged, and
gradually forced labour ceased to be the central instrument of agrarian production. The Agrarian Law
of 1870 consummated the shift by declaring all land to be the property of the state. This way,
government’s ability to control production and agrarian development was now exercised through
control over space, territory and property rather than though the direct control over people’s bodies
and labour. This model has largely remained in place in Indonesia ever since.

Breman’s style is clear and uncontrived, and his book is based on a wealth of archival sources
from Indonesia and the Netherlands. The history of unfree labour in Java is systematically related to
events and dynamics of Dutch history. War, political crises and the “golden age” in the Netherlands
are drawn in to explain policy changes and opportunities in a convincing way. The author does not
push any particular theoretical point. Obviously, the focus is on labour control and what
accumulation this allows for the powerful classes, but a sharper argument, a broader comparative
commentary, or possibly some conceptual abstraction would have brought out the book’s
contribution more clearly. Nevertheless, Mobilizing Labour reserves the last chapter for direct
engagement with current historiography.

In recent years, a scholarship (especially in Asian studies) has emerged with a revisionist — or
sometimes apologetic — view of European colonialism. Such scholars argue that, while harsh and
unfair, the forced cultivation system and colonialism as such had benign effects, and, on balance, the
population was better off because of these colonial policies. It echoes Mr. Wilcox in Howards End,
who says,
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A word of advice. Don’t take up that sentimental attitude over the poor.... The poor are poor, and
one’s sorry for them, but there it is. As civilisation moves forward, the shoe is bound to pinch in
places, and it’s absurd to pretend that any one is responsible personally. Neither you, nor I, nor my
informant, nor the man who informed him ... are to blame.... It’s just the shoe pinching — no one can
help it; and it might easily have been worse (Forster, 2000 [1910]: 192).

This book can be seen as a full frontal attack on this particular reading of history. Breman takes the
perspective of the victims of colonial policies. They were not better off conscripted for hard and
dangerous labour, forced to farm particular crops with no freedom to sell in a competitive market,
and they were not better off categorised as less than full human beings, without equivalent rights and
entitlements. No doubt production grew, wealth was produced and society underwent many
developments, but the unequal power to decide whose labour was supposed to produce whose
wealth under what conditions makes it impossible for Breman to espouse a revisionist view. The big
picture is made up of many small ones, and Breman never loses focus on the plight of the powetless.

Mobilizing Labonr is well written and seamlessly translated. There is a useful glossary and the
illustrations are informative and interesting. Yet, some editorial effort should have been spent in
structuring the book and its chapters. The richness and length of the text requires a concise explicit
argument and a conclusion for each chapter. Such editorial finesse (and a good index) would have
aided reading and understanding and would, no doubt, have secured it a larger readership among
students and scholars interested in agrarian development elsewhere.

REFERENCE
Forster, E.M. (2000 [1910]) Howards End. L.ondon: Penguin.

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

CHRISTIAN LUND is a professor at the University of Copenhagen. He works on land conflicts,
property and citizenship in Indonesia and West Africa. [Email: clund@ifro.ku.dk]

Global Labour Journal, 2016, 7(1), Page 110




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


