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APPenDIX 4

FROM VOC OPIUM TO RAFFLeS’ heRITAGe

In the Dutch language there is a translation of an abridged version of Raffles’ 
famous History of Java by J.e. de Sturler, De Geschiedenis van Java (1836). Sturler 
served the Dutch government in the east Indies for about twenty years. In the 
end he was ‘resident of a substantial part of Java’ (p. vii). All figures below are 
derived from this edition, because in the english original of 1817 these data are 
not given (not, at least, in the edition I had to study). 

In the introduction to de Stuler’s translation (p. xvii-liv), several “budgets” are 
given, which are reproduced here. They concern the years 1795-1815 and provide 
a specific perspective on what happened in the Dutch east Indies in those years. 
They clearly show how important opium was in the economic life of the colony. 
In the discussion about these “budgets”, Raffles also referred to previous centu-
ries in order to show how advantageous the British government of Java was.

In 1791 a commission was sent to the east Indies by a Dutch “Parliament” (Staten 
van holland) to investigate how profitable (or not) the VOC was. According to 
Raffles, this commission was installed to introduce ‘free trade’ on Java. Ultimately, 
it proposed to ‘free for private trade’ only Bengal and the Coromandel coast (at 
the time fully controlled by the British), whereas Java was perceived as more 
closed for private trade to counteract the British competition. 

This points again to one of the largest misunderstandings in the current histo-
riography, as if colonialism and imperialism were merely side-effects of capitalist 
free trade. 

The mission also published the following result.
It is called a budget, but it was a list of actual incomes and expenditures dis-

covered by the commission. It announced that the figures ‘exclude the direct 
trade with China’, but nowhere is the extent of this trade given.

Table 69. Incomes and expenditures of the VOC in 1795 (x guilders)

Incomes expenditures

General rights and taxes 2 350 000 For the “overhead” of the expenses:
Freight VOC ships  50 000 on Cape of Good hope  150 000
Additional incomes  460 000 in Bengal  33 120
1. Profits on the trade in India*: in Surat  40 000
opium 1 250 000 Army east Indies  2 571 314
tin  228 000 wages for civilians  1 000 000
mace  43 000 Ammunition, etc.  100 000
nutmeg  90 000 Repair of buildings, etc.  400 000
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Incomes expenditures

clove  420 000 Rent praus, etc.  200 000
Japanese copper  292 000 hospitals  100 000
Profits on the trade in Surat: Confiscations  18 000
sugar  190 000 Presents to local princes  32 000
camphor  10 000 Interest on Indian loans  100 000
tin  18 000 Transport of VOC goods  200 000
Profits in Japan:  76 000 Unforeseen expenses  100 000
Profits in Coromandel:  33 000 Indigenous products  4 519 400
2. Profits on the return cargo: Insurance on shipments to 

Indie
 212 700

coffee 6 813 281 Freight return cargos  3 300 000
pepper 1 958 273 Sea insurance in Indie  200 000
tin  196 365 Shipments in Indie  699 030
cotton yarn  99 750 Transport 2320 soldiers and 

civilians
 219 240

indigo  110 580 Return trip 450 people  28 350
sugar 1 767 000 earnest-money for 2020 

military
 303 000

salpetre  385 605 Gratification for 300 
civilians

 60 000

sapan wood  61 560 Recognition to Admiralty  360 000
cowries  40 584 Contribution to Admiralty  500 000
camphor  65 025 Total cost of VOC in europe  1 000 000
cardamom  18 810 Annual interest  4 758 000
tamarind  43 700 Dividend of 12½% to 

participants
 831 000

arack  46 000 --- ---
cinnamon 2 000 000 --- ---
clove  812 500 --- ---
mace  937 500 --- ---
nutmeg  561 000 --- ---
Bengal piece goods  970 000 --- ---
Surat piece goods  550 000 --- ---
Freight and recognition duties 
on private trade

 200 000 --- ---

Total incomes 23 087 533 Total expenditures 22 035 154

Source: T. Raffles, Geschiedenis van Java, p. xxxiv
* In the logic of the table, I suppose, it concerns here India (in practice Bengal), although 
a term like “Indie” is ambiguous (tin in India?); the later-mentioned “Indische retourladin-
gen/ return cargo” must refer to the “Dutch” east Indies.

Table 69. Continued
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The advantage (“Batig Slot”) is here, therefore, not more than fl. 1 052 379. It is 
obvious that if proper bookkeeping had been exercised, a substantial negative 
outcome would have been the result. (example: if only the depreciation on ships, 
fortifications, etc. or losses in quality and quantity of products or plantation man-
power were considered, the expenditures should have been in excess of 30 mil-
lion). It is remarkable that nearly a quarter of all given expenditures refers to 
interest on loans and dividends for the members of the Opium Society (see previ-
ous appendix), while another quarter is spent on the repression machine of the 
army and navy. Thus, the main elements of the narco-military constellation are 
present.

It is unclear which status such a table had. One may expect that it is an overly 
optimistic estimation to support the decision to go on with the VOC. It is impor-
tant that “parliamentary research” in 1795 led to it. Based on these figures, the 
conclusion was drawn that the VOC show must go on, the trade has to be extend-
ed and the costs reduced. 

The table documents differences between the inter-Asian trade (everything 
mentioned under 1; my addition) and the trade directed to europe. Opium is still 
the largest source of income in this inter- Asian trade (nearly 50%). Of course, this 
is not the case if the total picture is considered. however, before the profit of e.g. 
coffee could have been figured in, it would have been sold in europe. Therefore, 
the reasoning is not appropriate (or much less so): opium was not important  
for the Dutch in the exploitation of the archipelago. On the contrary: as demon-
strated below, the opium business was extended in a remarkable way, notwith-
standing the complaints of decision-makers like Van hogendorp, Daendels or 
Raffles. 

Raffles used the following table to demonstrate how the profits of the VOC 
diminished decade after decade and fully disappeared in the end. It is an appro-
priate answer to the previous table and its authoritative authors. 

Table 70. Accumulated Profits and Losses of the VOC 1613-1693 (x guilders)

1613–1653 1613–1663 1613–1673 1613–1683 1613–1693

Total profits 101 704 417 142 663 776 206 072 335 259 250 069 322 735 812
Total expenses  76 177 735 117 616 961 161 271 745 212 282 020 274 416 305
Pure profit  25 526 682  25 046 815  44 800 590  46 968 949  48 319 507

Source: T. Raffles, Geschiedenis van Java, p. xxv

In this way it was also estimated that the pure profit 
from 1613 to 1697 was only   38 696 527
 to 1703 “ “  31 674 645
  to 1713 “ “  16 805 598
 to 1723 “ “   4 838 925
 to 1724 “ “   1 037 777 
 to 1730 “ “ –  7 737 610
 to 1779 “ “ – 84 985 425.
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Again ten years later the loss of the VOC was 74 million guilders, which again 
increased to 85 million, of which 68 million was loaned by ‘the Dutch nation’ (see 
the interest to be paid by the colony to the metropolis in the previous table).

A new era was starting after the French Revolution and the subsequent occu-
pation of the netherlands by napoleon. One of the most important Dutch col-
laborators of the French, Daendels, became the new Governor-General in the 
east Indies. 

Table 71. The Budget of Governor-General Daendels ca. 1808 (x 1000 rixdaalder and 
guilders)

Receipts Costs

rixd.    fl rixd.        fl
Landrent 2 000 5 000 wages civilians 1 000 2 500
Opium 1 120 2 800 Army 1 227 3 068
Coffee 4 500 11 250 Ammunition making 180 450
Pepper 160 400 navy 250 625
Tin 400 1 000 Fortifications, etc. 200 500
Japanese copper 250 625 new works 400 1 000
Spices 1 000 2 500 Law and police 150 375
wood 250 625 Carrying trade 300 750
Rice 250 625 Transport military, etc. 300 750
Others 500 1 250 Indigenous products 300 750

Packing, etc. 100 250
Interest 400 1 000
Unforeseen 903 2 258

Total receipts 10 790 26 975 Total costs 5 790 14 475

Source: T. Raffles, Geschiedenis van Java, p. liv

This time the ‘pure profit’ is, therefore, estimated at 5,000,000 rixdaalder or 
12,500,000 guilder. whether this corresponds to reality is doubtful after the seri-
ous losses in the previous period and the figures in the following table. It is safe to 
say that here the intentions of the new Governor-General are shown. 

Again opium is among the highest sources of income: 12% of the total income. 
Daendels needed more than twice as much as the 1795 commission; the military 
involvement was twice as great as well (50% of all costs concern repression). The 
narco-military elements were potentially more expressed. 

At the end of De Geschiedenis van Java, an interesting comparison is added 
between the period before Daendels, Daendels’ government and Raffles’ govern-
ment. For the opium history it is not necessary to reproduce the entire table. 
Therefore, the given totals/losses are not the additions of the given subjects; the 
results are added by me.

One difficulty is that under Raffles the ‘Javasche Roupij’ (Java rupee) was 
introduced to replace the Dutch rijks(rix)daalder (nearly 2.5 guilder) and guilder 

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:49PM

via free access



from voc opium to raffles’ heritage 763

currency. To make a comparison possible, I have converted rupees to guilders in 
rounded figures. 

what is the conversion rate? The answer could be very complicated according 
to J. Bucknill, p. 195 ff. and passim; the Wikipedia article ‘netherlands Indies gul-
den’ is also helpful (see also J. Bastin, p. 19 ff.). Around 1765 the silver rupee was 
worth 30 stuivers (= 30 x 0.05 guilder) while a rixdaalder was 48 stuivers (stiver) 
and the guilder 20. Thirty years later this was more or less the same. 

The value the new silver roupij - rupee received from Raffles’ government 
seemed to be 30 stuivers (stivers) or 120 duits (doits). Raffles experimented also 
with copper, tin and paper money. I have chosen to use this last given value, but 
also to provide the Java roupij figures, in case a different conversion rate becomes 
necessary. 

Table 72. Comparison between the periods before, during and after Daendels’ govern-
ment (x 1000 roupij and guilders)

Before Daendels came

1802-1803 1803-1804 1804-1805
Subjects    Roupij Guilders  Roupij Guilders Roupij Guilders
Landrent --- --- --- --- --- ---
Leases 594.3 891.5 595.3 892.9 762.4 1 143.6
Opium 54.5 81.8 54.4 81.7 61.3 91.9
Taxes and duties 532.7 799.1 520.7 781.1 616.4 924.6
--- --- --- --- --- --- ---
Totals 2 226.4 3 339.6 1 979.2 2 968.8 2 458.8 3 688.2
Costs 1 631.9 2 447.9 2 240.9 3 361.4 1 819.4 2 729.1
Results 594.5 891.7 -261.7 -392.6 639.4 959.1

During Daendels’ government
1808-1809 1809-1810 1810-1811

Subjects Roupij Guilders Roupij Guilders Roupij Guilders
Landrent 34.7 52.1 34.7 52.1 23.8 35.7
Leases 288.5 432.8 720.2 1 080.3 558.2 837.3
Opium 1.5 2.3 215.8 323.7 549.1 823.7
Taxes and duties 290.2 435.3 182.5 273.8 515.7 773.6
--- --- --- --- --- --- ---
Totals 2 056.3 3 084.5 2 632.9 3 949.4 3 440.4 5 160.6
Costs 86.1 129.2 2 290.1 3 435.2 3 547.2 5 320.8
Results 1 970.2 2 955.3 342.8 514.2 -106.8 -160.2

During Raffles’ government
1812-1813 1813-1814 1814-1815

Subjects Roupij Guilders  Roupij Guilders Roupij Guilders
Landrent -- -- 1 253.5 1 880.3 2 473.2 3 709.8
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During Raffles’ government
1812-1813 1813-1814 1814-1815

Subjects Roupij Guilders  Roupij Guilders Roupij Guilders
Leases 1 518.3 2 277.5 1 025.1 1 537.7 1 090.9 1 636.4
Opium 614.1 921.2 583.3 874.9 375.3 562.9
Taxes and duties 953.2 1 429.8 672.3 1 008.5 442.6 663.9

Totals 4 995.9 7 493.9 5 418.7 8 128.1 6 549.6 9 824.4
Costs 3 707.9 5 561.9 2 171.7 3 257.6 1 571.4 2 357.1
Results 1 288 1 932 3 247 4 870.5 4 978.2 7 467.3

Source: T. Raffles, Geschiedenis van Java, appendix

A few conclusions relevant for the opium history are the following:
1. Before Daendels, the opium income nearly doubled in two/three years’ time.
2. During Daendels’ government the opium income became nearly ten times 

larger than in 1804 and more than doubled within the two years 1809-1810! The 
figures of 1808/09 are not reliable; the differences in all respects with the sub-
sequent periods are too large.

3. During Raffles’ government the opium income increased once, but then 
decreased substantially, while still remaining six times higher than “before 
Daendels”. 

4.  Compared to the previous period Raffles’ government is generally much more 
profitable, notwithstanding the decrease of the opium income. This trend is 
not continued. On the contrary: the opium incomes of the new Dutch colonial 
state increased sky high, along with the general budget problems. 

Table 72. Continued.
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