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Wartime Dreams of Co-Prosperity on Java:  
�e Absence of the 1945 Novel Roman-Pantjaroba 

Palawidja in Postwar Indonesian Society
William Bradley Horton†

In early 1945, during a three year period which admittedly had seen the publication of very few new 

novels, a beautiful new book appeared with an illustration of two birds swooping gracefully under a 

number of light clouds. �e book was entitled Roman-Pantjaroba Palawidja [Field Crops: A Novel of 

Total Change].1 Published on good paper, with reassuring type and carefully made illustrations scat-

tered throughout the book, the publication of this book should have been an event of some cultural 

signi�cance. However, seen from the long lenses of 2013, it seems that this book has been almost, but 

not quite completely ignored, almost but not quite completely forgotten, and almost but perhaps not 

quite unread. We’ll return to that later, but �rst let me explain about the contents of the novel.

Summary of the Story
�e story begins with tense anticipation as it became clear that the Dutch could not resist the on-

slaught of the Japanese armed forces in March 1942. Although there was much rejoicing at the loss of 

the Dutch and thankfulness towards Japanese soldiers, the scorched earth policy of the retreating 

Dutch and bad feelings toward the former governments resulted in bad behavior, especially the looting 

of the homes of the Dutch and other local residents.

Rengasdengklok, a small town in the region of Karawang in West Java, was one of many places expe-

riencing such conditions. Native residents of the town and nearby villages looted and destroyed homes 

and shops in the town. �e Chinese patrol “Ronda Tionghoa” tried to secure the town with weapons, 

which resulted in �ghting with the looting villagers. At the same time, there was a battle between the 

Dutch and the Japanese in Karawang itself, and the river Tjitaroem was �lled with corpses.

�e �rst scene opens with a teenage girl and her frightened younger brother taking refuge in the 

home of R. Harsadibrata, a retired irrigation o�cial. �e girl (Soei Lan) and her brother (Jin) are local 

Chinese, whose home was destroyed and looted; Soei Lan (and her brother) escaped from a worse fate 

by hiding behind a barrel, and were later found by the local schoolmaster, Soemardi, who took them to 

his father’s home and informed their parents who were then in the town of Karawang. Harsadibroto 

spends his time praying, but also helps to reassure Soei Lan and his own daughter, Soemarsih, who is 
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worried about her brother who went out to try to combat the widespread looting and violence. 

During this period of chaos, Soemardi does his utmost to restore a safe, peaceful environment, but is 

hampered by his lack of authority. Rather he feels the Wedono and Assistant Wedono (Soemardi’s 

brother-in-law Kartahadimadja) need to publicly act. A�er a long search, he �nds them at the home of 

the rich Chinese leader Baba Lim with a number of other Chinese leaders. To his amazement, he �nds 

the local o�cials refuse to act themselves and are completely dependent on Baba Lim, and that local 

Fig. 2　Soemardi seeing the villagers looting Chinese stores in early March 1942.

Fig. 1



̶     ̶67

Wartime Dreams of Co-Prosperity on Java

security has been put in the hands of the Ronda Tionghoa, a Chinese patrol; a�er an argument with 

Baba Lim and the Assistant Wedono, and he is told to leave or be detained. �at night things get out of 

hand as the Chinese patrols decrease due to their members’ sleepiness, and as native villagers from 

across the river begin to loot stores and homes. By morning, chaos reigns, and the Ronda Tionghoa 

�nds itself in a defensive mode until ri�e shots begin. Soemardi, who is trying to get villagers to un-

derstand right and wrong and to return to their villages, is enraged to �nd the shots coming from a 

Dutchman at the Wedono’s residence. Running there, he is �rst knocked over and trampled, then 

punched by a Ronda Tionghoa member, and eventually knocked out. Meanwhile, the Ronda Tionghoa 

arrest as many villagers as possible; these prisoners are then executed by Chinese seeking revenge. 

Meanwhile the villagers’ wives and children await them on the other side of the river, regretting the 

lack of thought on the part of their men.

A�er Soemardi awakes in his home with a heavy head injury, he rests a day or two but soon goes 

back to work. Perceiving that government o�cials had failed by not trying to reason with the villagers, 

and that he had failed by not establishing a Komite Ra’jat, he goes to Baba Lim to explain his goals. 

Baba Lim is soon won over, and together they establish a Komite Ra’jat, and at a mass meeting, Baba 

Lim apologizes publically for the excesses of the Ronda Tionghoa. �e Ronda Tionghoa is converted 

to a general militia, and the Komite Rakjat strives to take over the functions of the Dutch government. 

�en �nally March 9 arrives.2

With the surrender of the Dutch to the Japanese army, Indonesians are freed from Dutch colonial 

oppression and all sorts of changes begin to take place. However, as Soemardi is crossing the river one 

day, his boat tips over and his head hits some rocks causing severe head injuries. As a result of his inju-

ries, his e�orts in Rengasdengklok are stalled. �e military authorities have also ordered all political 

activities to stop for the time being, for already existing laws to be enforced (unless in con�ict with 

military orders), and for the local people to obey the old government o�cials who were now under 

Japanese supervision.

�is provides the setting for the rest of the story in which the Chinese are won over, and Chinese 

and native Indonesians work together. Baba Lim, for example, helps cooperatives which assist peasants 

in using their time more e�ciently. Soei Lan and her brother Jin go on a picnic with Soemardi and  

Soemarsih, and while Soemarsih and Jin play, Soei Lan and Soemardi have an opportunity to  

speak more, leading to their falling in love, and eventually marrying. 

However, a series of unfortunate events take place, challenging Soemardi’s family. Soemarsih’s boy-

friend, Soeleman, a student at the medical college and the son of the Wedono, reappears but is cynical 

and nasty, having lost all his goals in life with the collapse of Dutch colonialism. Soeleman breaks up 

with Soemarsih and disappears. Soemardi is also arrested, for which Soewarsih blames her husband  

(the Assistant Wedono Kartahadimarta) and returns home to her father and sister. On the other hand, 

Soemarsih suspects Soeleman is responsible.

Soemarsih and Soei Lan work together on a uni�ed women’s organization, an important step in re-
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alizing a multi-ethnic society, and their dedication and hard work is ultimately rewarded. Soemardi is 

eventually released, and to the surprise of family members, thanks his brother-in-law for helping to get 

him released. Soeleman reappears as a dedicated Peta o�cer3 and apologizes for his bad behavior. Soe-

mardi also becomes a member of the regional council. �e story thus ends with three happy couples 

representing the military (Peta), the administration, and the civilian political leaders who struggle to 

achieve social unity̶especially between Chinese and natives̶and prosperity within Greater East 

Asia.

While the main story element is the intertwined romances, most importantly between the Chinese 

Soei Lan and the native, civilian political/educational leader Soemardi, the author did o�er his readers 

more than a simple romance. He strove to make his story relevant to the social context of his readers; 

in this it is clearly following the spirit of the 1939‒40 Medan �ction debate, when authors and publish-

ers who had been publically squabbling over morals held an unprecedented meeting to discuss the is-

sue of pop �ction and its value to society.4 Achieving social unity as part of the struggle for the pros-

perity of all citizens based on better leadership and public understanding provided a direction for 

individuals to struggle whie taking any of several social roles.

Roman-Pantjaroba Palawidja also included elements such as descriptions and explanations of Chi-

nese-native Indonesian violence; criticism of native o�cials, but then a�er their reform, praise; criti-

cism of Chinese leaders who subsequently reform and are praised; non-government leaders playing 

important roles in helping society to develop and increase residents’ prosperity; Indonesian youths be-

coming Peta/military members; achievement of interracial co-operation and unity both in practice 

and in symbolic form; descriptions of practical e�orts (education, co-operatives); Indonesians working 

Fig. 3　�e meeting of Soemarsih and Soeleman upon his appearance as a Peta o�cer.
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for the future together; and even verbatim quotations of the 1st and 3rd government regulations issues 

on March 7, 1942 by military authorities and published in Osamu Kan Po in the special anniversary 

edition of March 1943.5 Each of these elements adds a little something more to the picture of 

cooperation towards a goal of unity and mutual prosperity.

Reception of the Story
How this book was received by readers  ? Did the novel have any impact on Javanese society  ? �ese 

are very di�cult questions. In fact, even the distribution of this book is a very large question. Appear-

ing in April 1945, only four months remained until the end of the Japanese occupation; a very short 

period of time for the book to reach many readers unless previously established distribution networks 

were used. �e copy available to me may not have been in circulation at all, as it was in perfect condi-

tion; I also have not located any book reviews in the local press of the time, although as they were con-

trolled by the Balai Pustaka and the government. However, even if we assume that some copies did get 

distributed to readers in the closing months of the occupation, the contents may have seemed a little 

out of date. �e “sirih kapoer” at the beginning of the work was dated December 18, 1943, re�ecting 

the substantial gap between the events of 1942‒3 narrated in between the covers and its publication. 

�e issues of the early occupation, or even 1943‒44 with the development of Peta, would similarly have 

seemed out of date. In the long term, however, this historical gap could play a di�erent role, in signal-

ing a novel set in the past. 

Indonesian readers during the postwar era, if they know about Karim Halim6 and Roman-Pantjaro-

ba Palawidja at all, know about it though the works of H. B. Jassin or through works which depend en-

tirely upon Jassin’s work. H. B. Jassin mentions Karim Halim’s novel as one of only two novels pub-

lished by Balai Pustaka during the war, describing it simply as “the work of Karim Halim, �lled with 

Fig. 4　�e peaceful river �owing past Rengasdengklok at the end of the story.
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billowing romantic idealism, but far from the real world.”7 From earlier comments about Nur Sutan Is-

kandar’s Tjinta Tanah Air, it is clear that Jassin was of the opinion that Roman-Pantjaroba Palawidja 

was too favorable to Japan in that concerns of Indonesians were not included. Additionally, old styles 

of writing were used, with familiar old techniques. However, while Jassin �nds little to talk about, he 

also is not very harsh in his criticism.8 Rather, H. B. Jassin seems content to allow the work to fade 

away, while works featuring individualism or other newer literary features were given lengthy discus-

sion.9

If H. B. Jassin was the source for most Indonesians, most non-Indonesian scholars interested in In-

donesian literature would have been introduced to Karim Halim’s novel through A. Teeuw’s classic 

work on Indonesian Literature.  Teeuw in his Modern Indonesian Literature (1967) chooses 1942 as the 

breaking point from colonial literature, paralleling political history. In his view, 1942 serves as the 

break, but only a�er 1945 do you see characteristically “revolutionary” publications; 1942‒1945 is thus 

essentially a dormant period where the new period characteristics are present but invisible. Teeuw 

mentions three novels; two from Nur St. Iskandar, and Karim Halim’s Roman Palawija, but these are 

seen as merely propaganda: “although not one Japanese appears in the book [Roman-Pantjaroba Pala-

wija], it teems with Japanese slogans. As literature these books have no importance whatsoever.”10 �e 

“real” nature of this period seems to lie in the poems and short stories written during the occupation, 

but not published until the revolutionary period. Teeuw’s dismissive description of literature during 

the Japanese occupation and Roman-Pantjaroba Palawidja in particular as Japanese propaganda and 

not being worthy of literary interest is a pattern which appears repeatedly in the books which can be 

found in university libraries and the smattering of blogs, course materials and publications that appear 

in Google searches.11 

Teeuw and other writers actually build o� of H. B. Jassin’s Kesusastraan di Masa Djepang 

(1947/1954) and Gema Tanah Air (1948).12 Teeuw’s preference for the undated selection of prose and 

poetry in H. B. Jassin’s compilations and other plays published during the post-war era suggests that 

the nature of his objections may largely be super�cial, the result of the slogans and other super�cial 

manifestations of “Nipponcentrism,” without which he could perceive an acceptable nationalism and 

revolutionary outlook. Nonetheless, Teeuw does describe the contents of “Second Crops: A novel of the 

change of monsoon” by writing, “again an idealistic novel about a young teacher in the Rengas-Dengk-

lok area (near Djakarta) who devotes himself to furthering the unity and progress of the Indonesian 

people, and works hard, especially for the improvement of the relations between Chinese and Indone-

sians in this area.”13 Despite the fact that Teeuw was dependant on H. B. Jassin’s work, Jassin seems 

much more balanced and understanding of the idealistic goals of and demands on authors during the 

Japanese occupation.

One important recent publication about the occupation period, the Encyclopedia of Indonesia in the 

Paci�c War, includes an article about “Literature” by Helen Pourpouras. Pourpouras depends on 

Teeuw for her description of novels during the war and thus similarly concludes that the two novels 
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were full of propaganda but that short stories became important during the war (only later noting that 

they too were super�cial and �lled with propaganda).14

�e conclusion which one must reach a�er examination of Indonesian or foreign works related to 

the occupation period and literature is that Karim Halim and his novel Roman-Pantjaroba Palawidja 

are almost totally ignored; �ey are occasionally referenced with very stereotyped descriptions and 

without reexamination of the original story. It’s not a surprise that the general public would remember 

little about this novel, even if it has not truly been forgotten, and that it would also be unread. �e al-

most total absence of Indonesian wartime cultural production in the literary cannon and historical 

consciousness is striking and begs serious consideration, as does the content of these works.

Absence and Remembering
A. Teeuw and H. B. Jassin conducted research on literature, and thus have less interest in history; 

their concern with new trends in literature is quite understandable (even if it is colored by personal ex-

periences, personal biases, and personal relationships), however, numerous prewar novels written with 

similar pedantic, “old-fashioned” styles have been republished by Balai Pustaka without triggering 

such a negative reaction. �is suggests there may be something else going on which discourages re-

membering of this novel. Why should it be ignored  ? For historians, works which are written, published 

and read are particularly interesting for what they can tell us about society and for their role in changes 

in Indonesian society. If Karim Halim wrote using older styles, it may have actually been more e�ec-

tive in reaching an audience than cutting-edge writing. 

Actually, this novel is somewhat more complex than many prewar pop novels which focused on the 

nationalist movement, although it does have a similar feel.15 Rather than being a minus, the explicit 

mention of some practical content of nationalist activities could have even been attractive to some na-

tionalist activists. Even more importantly, there is no question of the novel being harmful to public 

morals as was the case for many pop novels.

Why then should Roman-Pantjaroba Palawidja be absent from both discussions of history and liter-

ature? Here I will just o�er a few suggestions of possible reasons for this forgetfulness or avoidance. 

First, in the immediate postwar period, Indonesians were loath to admit any form of cooperation with 

the Japanese as it could both have put them personally at risk in dealing with vengeful Dutch or result 

in political problems for the Republic which had already been labeled as “made in Japan.” Further-

more, a setting of 1942 and 1943 may have felt very out-of-date in early 1945 as preparations for inde-

pendence were accelerating. However, both reasons would gradually evaporate, as political develop-

ments le� this work as a part of history. On a di�erent tact, many intellectuals may have been more 

comfortable with “a-political literature” or art for art’s sake, rather than socially engaged literature. 

Such individuals are unlikely to be sympathetic to this novel. 

Potentially even more critical is the allergic reaction of Indonesians to any discussion of racial con-

�ict. Beyond the long-standing New Order policy of forbidding discussion of racial con�ict, discus-
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sions of native Indonesians or Muslims actively engaging in such racial violence is particularly taboo. 

�is novel is virtually unique in describing the racially-colored violence of the Japanese invasion and 

early days of the Japanese occupation, but it is also unique in its care to present a picture where all ra-

cial and social groups are rehabilitated and who play constructive roles in the future. �e Chinese 

leaders and their native government counterparts are clearly blamed for responding to native villagers 

looting with violence, but both groups are once again brought back into the fold. Similarly, while vil-

lagers are clearly to blame for looting, with proper education, they can and do play constructive roles 

for society. Perhaps if only the Chinese were to blame it would have been easier to discuss. Finally, it 

should be noted that Indonesians have developed very �xed understandings of the occupation period, 

particularly a�er Suharto came to power and enlisted the assistance of Nugroho Notosusanto as a re-

searcher and then as Minister of Education and Culture. 

What would happen if Indonesians were to begin to read this novel? If Indonesians and scholars of 

Indonesia have indeed been avoiding this novel, reading it could be a step towards very revolutionary 

change for Indonesian society. �e republication of the story about events during the Japanese occupa-

tion could even open up a new space for remembering and discussing Indonesian history and interra-

cial relations within Indonesian society. 
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