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Biography, history and the          
Indonesian novel

Reading Salah Asuhan

The novel Salah Asuhan (Wrong Upbringing), written by the Indonesian 
nationalist politician and journalist Abdoel Moeis, has long held an hon-
oured place in the modern Indonesian literary canon.1 It was originally pub-
lished in 1928 by Balai Poestaka, the Netherlands Indies government printing 
house, and by 1995 it had been reprinted twenty-three times. In summary 
form, it has been studied by generations of Indonesian schoolchildren, and 
in 1972 it was adapted by Asrul Sani as a successful feature film. Critics 
and historians of modern Indonesian literature have always regarded Salah 
Asuhan as a literary milestone. It is admired for the maturity of its author’s 
literary imagination, as well as the modernity of its language and style. In 
linguistic terms, it is seen as one of the pioneering literary expressions of the 
language which was designated as Bahasa Indonesia in the very year of the 
novel’s publication. It exercises an additional fascination for literary critics 
and historians because of the circumstances of its publication. The form in 
which it was originally written is now unknown, for the novel was only pub-
lished after a lengthy delay and a series of revisions which the author made 
to the text after seeing his manuscript languish for more than a year under 
the scrutiny of Balai Poestaka’s editors. As a result, the original conception of 
Salah Asuhan remains a mystery. Indeed, it is one of the greatest puzzles in a 
literary history that is so full of documentary lacunae that its serious study 
remains a source of ongoing challenge and frustration.2

1 I wish to thank Karen Entwistle and Doris Jedamski for giving me access to some of the 
reference material used in this article.
2  The most complete discussion of the circumstances surrounding the publication of Salah 
Asuhan remains the article (with attachments) by Sjafi Radjo Batuah 1964. See also Chambert-
Loir 1994.
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The documentary evidence which does remain suggests that central to the 
revisions which Abdoel Moeis made to his manuscript to make it acceptable 
to Balai Poestaka’s editors in the years between 1926 and 1928 were changes 
to the gendered representation of relations between colonizer and colonized 
that lies at the novel’s heart. For Salah Asuhan tells the story of a failed mar-
riage between Hanafi, a Dutch-educated Minangkabau who has the legal 
status of a European, and Corrie, his Eurasian childhood sweetheart, who is 
European both in the eyes of the law and in her social standing in Indies soci-
ety. As the novel’s title announces, the failure of this relationship is presented 
as the unhappy outcome of an upbringing and an education that give him 
misguided aspirations to social, as well as legal, standing as a European in 
colonial society. The failure of the marriage is thus seen as a warning against 
excessive Westernization, and as the novel is conventionally read in this light, 
Abdoel Moeis is usually held to be a pioneer of national, and nationalist, 
cultural identity in modern Indonesia.

This reading of the novel seems confirmed by Abdoel Moeis’s status as 
pahlawan kemerdekaan nasional, a hero of the struggle for national independence, 
a title which under the New Order regime before 1998 came to indicate mem-
bership of an officially-defined nationalist pantheon.3 Almost uniformly, com-
mentary by literary critics affirms the view that Abdoel Moeis wrote the novel 
with a polemical intent, a view best summarized in the words of the preface 
to the novel by its present-day Balai Pustaka editors: ‘Abdoel Moeis berhasil 
membentangkan perkawinan antara Barat dan Timur dalam romannya itu. 
Namun pengarang asal Minangkabau ini akhirnya tetap memenangkan adat 
(‘in his novel Abdoel Moeis succeeds in laying out for investigation the mar-
riage of West and East. In the end, however, this writer of Minangkabau back-
ground gives the victory to traditional ways’). Clearly, the intention here is to 
reinforce a view of the novel in which ‘tradition’ (adat) is counterposed to ‘the 
West’. The phrase memenangkan adat (‘gives victory to traditional ways’) points 
the reader to a nativist reading of Salah Asuhan, one which sees the novel as 
advocating a turning away from the harmful effects of Western cultural influ-
ence for the sake of a secure foundation in indigenous Indonesian identity. 

In an article published in 1973, C.W. Watson suggested that the critical 
consensus which already characterized commentary on Salah Asuhan at that 
time derived from the changes which Abdoel Moeis made to his original 
manuscript in order to secure acceptance of his novel by Balai Poestaka’s 
editors. Citing correspondence between editors which he had been shown, 
Watson suggested that the revised version of the novel placed more of the 

3  Moeis was actually the very first bearer of the title, which was conferred on him posthu-
mously by President Soekarno in 1959. According to Charnvit Kasetsiri (2003:19), quoting the 
historian Taufik Abdullah, the title was conferred in support of Moeis’s family, who had fallen 
on hard times after his death.
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responsibility for the failed marriage on the Western-educated Hanafi than 
had been Moeis’s original intention. As such, while the novel was made 
acceptable to Balai Poestaka by Moeis’s attenuated portrayal of Hanafi’s 
unfaithful Eurasian wife, Salah Asuhan’s Indonesian readership found their 
own cultural sensitivities equally confirmed in the novel’s final form:

In its final form Indonesian readers recognized Hanafi as the culprit but they 
ascribed the faults of his character to his neglect of adat and an excessive tendency 
to imitate Dutch behaviour. Thus they too welcomed the novel as an instructive 
and valuable piece of writing for the younger generation. (Watson 1973:190.)

Watson (1973:190-1) suggests that the legacy of this view of the novel was a 
focus of critical attention on ‘theses which critics consider should have been 
Moeis’s contentions’, rather than the essential textual motif, which is the 
‘psychological incompatibility of the two characters [...] the personality of the 
characters themselves’. In Watson’s view, the psychological depth in Moeis’s 
portrayals, and the author’s insights into ‘human problems’ is evidence of 
the degree of sophistication which the pre-war Indonesian novel could have 
attained, had it been freed from the inhibiting influence of Balai Poestaka’s 
editorial directives.

Other attempts to look beyond the critical consensus on Salah Asuhan also 
appeared around the time of Watson’s analysis. The psychological interest 
was fundamental to the interpretation offered by M. Balfas in an article of 
1969, and it figured also in David de Queljoe’s more extended study pub-
lished in 1974. Both Balfas and De Queljoe also referred to another element 
largely lacking in the critical writing of the time, the place of Abdoel Moeis’s 
own life experience as a source for Salah Asuhan. Balfas (1968-69:5) sug-
gested that ‘it is often said that this novel is autobiographical’, but while he 
acknowledged that ‘most novels are more or less autobiography in the sense 
that they draw to lesser or greater extents on material from the life of their 
authors’, he nevertheless preferred not to pursue this line of interpretation in 
his discussion of the novel. De Queljoe (1974:3-9) drew on Van Niel’s refer-
ences to Abdoel Moeis’s political biography to preface his discussion of the 
novel and its ‘literary qualities’, though he too left it to the reader to infer the 
place and potential significance of ‘autobiographical elements’ in the text.

Nevertheless, a later and important article by Ismed Natsir, which 
appeared in 1988, suggests that a more detailed engagement with the biog-
raphy of Abdoel Moeis as private individual and historical actor than has 
ever been the case in writing about Salah Asuhan may add a great deal to our 
understanding of Moeis’s ground-breaking novel. Natsir’s article is not so 
much concerned with Salah Asuhan itself as it is with the novel’s place in the 
wider context of the author’s career as a nationalist politician. It begins with 
a series of questions, which, from the point of view of the critical consensus 
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that surrounds Salah Asuhan, are immediately arresting. Essentially, Natsir 
suggests that his article is motivated by a need to address accusations of 
‘collaborationist’ ties between the author and the colonial government which 
dogged Moeis for much of his political career. The accusations themselves 
are well-documented, and they indicate that a degree of controversy which 
is now completely absent from the orthodox cultural nationalist reading of 
Salah Asuhan surrounded the figure of Abdoel Moeis during his own lifetime. 
At the very least, the nature of this controversy suggests that as an historical 
actor, Moeis may be a somewhat more complex character than is allowed for 
in the conventional reading of his novel. And if the man himself incorporates 
a degree of complexity in his biography, might we not expect that something 
of that complexity might also be present in his novel, even in the non-original 
form in which we know it today?

Taking Natsir’s 1988 article as my starting point, it is a more extended 
engagement with the novel along the lines of this type of approach that I 
wish to explore in a preliminary way here. The analysis will suggest that 
the gendered and racialized problematic of Salah Asuhan can be read very 
clearly as a metaphorical and imaginative representation of the complexity of 
experience – such as we are able to recover it – of Abdoel Moeis as a Western-
educated nationalist intellectual in colonial society in the years leading up to 
the novel’s writing and publication.

Abdoel Moeis: the early years

It is a measure of how seriously under-researched and under-valued the 
study of biography is in Indonesian literary criticism and history that a 
cursory survey of existing writing on Salah Asuhan yields three consider-
ably divergent dates as the year of Abdoel Moeis’s birth, all stated with the 
confidence and authority of the printed word: 1878, 1883 and 1890. The most 
reliable of these appears to be 1883, for after completing Europeesche Lagere 
School (ELS, European Elementary School) education in Bukittinggi, West 
Sumatra, Abdoel Moeis was enrolled in the Batavia School tot Opleiding van 
Inlandsche Artsen (STOVIA, School for the Education of Native Doctors) 
in 1899. In 1903 he left STOVIA and with the assistance of the director of 
the Department of Education, the prominent liberal J.H. Abendanon, was 
appointed to his first job, as a clerk in Abendanon’s department (Noer 
1973:108). This would indicate that, like later generations of colonially edu-
cated Indonesian professionals, Moeis left his home region for education in 
Java in his late teens, and began his professional career at the age of around 
20 years. At this time, he would have been a young man fluent in Dutch, 
Minangkabau and Indies Malay. He was schooled in colonial knowledge and 
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he would have exhibited the enforced personal maturity that comes with 
separation from home and family at a relatively young age. 

The available sources suggest that by the age of his early twenties, Moeis 
had accumulated the sorts of experiences that were to become the stock-in-
trade of those young Indonesians who later formed the pre-war generation 
of ‘modernizing nationalists’. For them, educational accomplishments and 
professional capabilities offered no protection from the experience of petty 
discrimination and subordination in everyday life at the hands of the colonial 
Dutch, an experience which produced in many of them the sorts of resentments 
that led to nationalist awakenings. At the same time, however, participation 
in the colonial bureaucracies also confronted these young Indonesians with 
evidence of the corrupt practices of native officials, a legacy of the pre-mod-
ern world which they themselves were morally pledged to overcome (Natsir 
1988:77). Like some other prominent members of his generation, Moeis’s 
response at this point was to turn away from work in the colonial bureaucracy 
and move into the world of native journalism, where more direct political 
engagement was the norm.4 He became an editor for the Malay edition of the 
newspaper Bintang Hindia, a task which apparently consisted mainly of trans-
lating from the Dutch edition of the paper which was edited by Abdul Rivai 
in Amsterdam. Bintang Hindia ceased publication in 1907, beset by debts and a 
dearth of subscribers, and for several years Moeis drifted from one short term 
job to another. In 1912 he was working as a proofreader for the conservative 
Dutch daily De Preanger-bode, until, according to information derived from 
Moeis himself (Noer 1973:109), he left the job after being refused permission 
by his Dutch employers to go to Batavia to farewell his wife on the pilgrimage 
to Mecca. It was at this point he founded a new daily called Kaoem Moeda, with 
progressive Islamic outlooks and close links to Muslim traders in Bandung. 

Before moving to consider some aspects of Moeis’s career as a nationalist 
politician, it is worthwhile to look at some of the threads running through 
this cursory look at Moeis’s formative years as a nationalist politician and 
intellectual. In many ways, his experiences were typical of other politically 
minded Indonesians who came to maturity during the last decades of Dutch 
colonial rule. On the one hand there is a rich and heady mixture of mod-
ernist thinking and ways of life, coming from both European and Islamic 
circles. Importantly, in Moeis’s case, the European world is represented by 
the highest levels of Dutch progressivist sentiment, embodied in his close 
links with Abendanon, the friend and promoter of R.A. Kartini and other 
reform-minded Indonesians. Alongside this Moeis had seen the corruption 

4  Noer (1973:108), on the basis of an interview with Moeis in 1956, suggests that Moeis’s deci-
sion was impelled by his dislike of a working environment dominated by Indo-Europeans who 
‘generally looked down upon the natives’.
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and exploitation of native by native, the evidence that all was not well in the 
native world itself. Yet his experience of the Dutch was also contradictory, for 
it is clear that he had personally suffered instances of petty discrimination 
and humiliation at the hands of the Dutch and – importantly for Salah Asuhan 
– their Indo-European subordinates. All of this means that in his formative 
years, Abdoel Moeis must have experienced the full complexity of life as a 
Western-educated Indonesian in Dutch Indies society. It is not hard to imag-
ine him as a Minke-type character,5 entranced with the promise and the ideal 
of modernity, even as he might rail against the injustices of life in the modern 
world as he experienced it.

Political and organizational life

In what we may think of as the ‘middle period’ of the personal and political 
career that led up to the writing of Salah Asuhan, the type of personality we 
see taking shape in the earlier period is sharpened by active political engage-
ment and travel to the heart of empire. Here the threads of the earlier period 
find their expression in formal engagements that raise the stakes in the cul-
tural and political interactions which they represent. For in this period the 
demarcations of organizational life come to impose their own kind of order 
on the complexity and fluidity of individual experience. The temperamental 
alignments of Moeis’s formative years remain in place, but they now lead 
him to make the sorts of choices that begin to map out a political career and 
a role in the public history of the nation. 

According to Natsir’s account, Moeis began to write socially critical 
newspaper articles during his time of employment with De Preanger-bode. 
Having these articles rejected by the conservative Dutch editors, he began 
sending articles to the more radical daily, De Expres, under the editorship 
of the Eurasian journalist and politician W.F.E. Douwes Dekker. The contact 
with Douwes Dekker proved decisive, because it was through him that Moeis 
was drawn into contact with Soewardi Soerjadiningrat and other native 
political leaders, and through them, into the wider world of organizational 
politics. In 1912 he was recruited into the Sarekat Islam (SI) by delegates sent 
to Bandung by the movement’s founder, H.O.S. Tjokroaminoto, in Surabaya. 
Moeis joined the organization and became vice-chairman of its Bandung 
branch, while Soewardi became its secretary (Noer 1973:109). By 1917, he was 
a member of the Central SI, based in Surabaya (McVey 1965:23).

5 The reference is to the central character of Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s tetralogy of historical 
novels, known as the Buru quartet. the novels describe the political education of Tirto Adisoerjo, 
one of the pioneers of the Indonesian nationalist awakening in the early twentieth century.
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Abdoel Moeis, circa 1916 (KITLV, 7814)

During these first years of organizational involvement, Moeis began to 
define his political commitments and activities in a way that was consist-
ent with what we have seen of his earlier experiences and temperament. He 
moved away from Douwes Dekker’s political radicalism, eventually parting 
company with Douwes Dekker over the latter’s belief that it was the Indo-
European and the Chinese who were the destined leaders of the indigenous 
population (Natsir 1988:81). On the basis of his own experience and probably 
in company with most other indigenous Indonesians of his time, Moeis had 
a well-founded suspicion of Indo-Europeans as a group. But his rejection of 
this ‘hybrid’ approach to nationalist organization is also consistent with his 
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progressivist Dutch connections, because the ideal of ‘Association’ espoused 
by the Dutch liberals of the early twentieth century was always predicated on 
the purity of cultural identification, with the ‘best’ of East and West meeting 
as partners for the well-being and progress of all.6 In this framework, West 
and East might share in each other’s cultural achievements, but in the lives 
of individuals they would not cross into each other’s cultural context. The 
high point of Moeis’s espousal of these principles, and at the same time the 
decisive factor in the antagonism between him and the radical wing of the 
SI, centred in its Semarang branch, came during his participation in the Indië 
Weerbaar (Defence of the Indies) campaign of 1917. 

Indië Weerbaar was the committee which promoted the call for the forma-
tion of an Indies militia, a military force to defend the interests of the 
Netherlands Indies government in the face of anticipated external threats 
during the First World War. The call was decisively rejected by the radicals in 
the political movement in the Indies (not at this time appropriately designated 
as the Indonesian nationalist movement), because it was seen to be an attempt 
to enlist native support for the very administration which was the source of 
their oppression. However it was supported by the moderates, because they 
saw it as a way of winning greater concessions from the Indies government in 
the interests of the native people. It was vigorously opposed by the Semarang 
branch of the SI, and as 1917 progressed, the issue threatened to destroy the 
fragile coalition between the Central SI and the radical elements in the wider 
political movement. In the end, it was the Central SI which backed away from 
confrontation, after Tjokroaminoto made concessions designed to placate the 
radicals at the October 1917 SI congress (McVey 1965:23-4).

Significantly, Moeis was a member of a seven-man delegation dis-
patched to the Netherlands for high-level meetings in support of the Indië 
Weerbaar campaign, including one with the Dutch queen. One of his fel-
low delegates, and the only European member of the group, was Dirk van 
Hinloopen Labberton, a prominent Associationist and a leading member of 
the Theosophical Society in the Indies.7 We have no detailed record of what 
might have passed between the two men during the long sea voyages and 
the sojourns in the Netherlands and the United States which the delegation 
undertook, but it is probably not too much of an assumption to imagine 
that this contact would have resulted in a deepening and strengthening of 

6 ‘Association’ here refers to the early twentieth century colonial policies of ‘Associationism’. 
These policies envisaged a productive association between Dutch liberals, people who were 
knowledgeable about and admiring of the achievements of native cultures, and those Dutch-
educated native intellectuals who held that Western technology and enlightened modernity had 
a role to play in raising the people of the Indies to a superior stage of civilization.
7 On theosophy, and its contribution to Indonesian nationalism, see Nugroho 1995 and De 
Tollenaere 1996.
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the politics of Associationism to which Moeis had already demonstrated a 
temperamental and intellectual attraction at this time. In this respect it seems 
perfectly consistent that Moeis returned from his visit to the heart of empire 
full of admiration for the achievements of Western modernity, but advocat-
ing a ‘planting of the seeds of the East, along with a study of the West’.8 This 
is perfectly in tune with both Associationist and Theosophical principles, as 
much as it is at odds with the more hybrid politics of modernity espoused 
in the political thought and activity, as well as the cultural expression, of the 
radicals of the Semarang SI at this time. 

Back in the Indies, Abdoel Moeis became editor of Neratja, a daily which 
was linked to the colonial government. His appointment was a further cause 
of hostility between him and the Semarang radicals. Attacks on Moeis by 
Darsono and Semaun at the 1918 SI congress were only stopped by the inter-
vention of Tjokroaminoto himself, who brokered a compromise between 
them. Moeis resigned his editorship of Neratja at the end of 1918, but hos-
tility between him and the radical element of SI continued for as long as 
Semarang remained a part of the SI organization. A clash between Moeis and 
a Dutch member of the Partai Komoenis Indonesia (PKI, Communist Party of 
Indonesia) disrupted the ‘veneer of agreement’ between left and right which 
characterized the March 1921 SI congress. A further denunciation of the 
PKI by Moeis struck a sour note at the December congress of the same year, 
coming as it did after a six-hour-long plea for unity in the movement by Tan 
Malaka (McVey 1965:37, 98, 114). Meanwhile, Moeis had been consolidating 
his role and reputation as a conservative nationalist politician. He became a 
member of the Volksraad in 1920 (De Queljoe 1974:8), after extensive touring 
of the archipelago as a propagandist for indigenous causes in 1919. 

In January 1919, Moeis visited Medan, where his visit was well received 
and extensively reported in both the indigenous and Dutch press. One of 
these reports notes the positive reception he received after addressing a meet-
ing of some 200 Dutch and 50 native participants, an interesting indication 
of the favour with which his political opinions were viewed by local Dutch 
communities. At the same time, the image of a native politician addressing 
a meeting such as this and drawing a favourable response from the Dutch 
says much about the confidence Moeis must have displayed in his dealings 
with them (De Sumatra Post 31-1-1919). Nevertheless, May 1919 also saw the 
incident which proved to be a turning point in Moeis’s relations with the 
colonial authorities, his tour of Sulawesi in support of protests by local com-
munities against corvée labour. It was in the wake of Moeis’s visit to Toli-Toli 
in Central Sulawesi that the Dutch administrator, J.P. de Kat Angelino, was 
killed in a popular uprising. Moeis was accused of instigating the riot which 

8  Natsir (1988:103) quoting from Kaoem Moeda 2-11-1919.
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brought about De Kat Angelino’s death, an accusation which undermined 
the attempts of the Associationists to promote and extend their influence, 
because Moeis was regarded as a product of the Ethical policies and one of 
the moderate and reasonable SI leaders (McVey 1965:40).

The situation turned decisively against Moeis in January 1922, at the 
time of a strike by Yogyakarta pawnshop workers. The Union of Pawnshop 
Workers was the principal labour union in Yogyakarta, led by Tjokroaminoto, 
Moeis and H.A. Salim, and the strike was the largest labour stoppage yet seen 
in the city. It was seen by the government as revolutionary action, and was 
vigorously suppressed. Moeis was arrested during the course of the strike, 
and exiled to his native West Sumatra. Thereafter, McVey (1965:138) notes, 
Moeis retired permanently from the labour movement and was temporarily 
absent from Indonesia-wide politics as well. Significantly, it was also this 
ensuing period, when Moeis’s star had begun to wane, which saw the writing 
of the original manuscript of Salah Asuhan.

Defeat of the Ethical vision and the writing of Salah Asuhan

Although Moeis remained politically active in West Sumatra, working against 
the rising influence of the communists in the promotion of local-level cam-
paigns such as land rights and independent nationalist schools, his sphere of 
activity was increasingly restricted. McVey (1965:456, note 11) observes that 
members of the Western-educated elite who were perceived to have betrayed 
the trust placed in them drew an especially harsh response from liberal 
Dutch administrators. Although R.A. Kern, the Adviser for Native Affairs, 
did not believe Moeis was responsible for the Toli-toli incident or the pawn-
shop workers’ strike, he nevertheless held him to be guilty of ‘dishonesty and 
bad faith’, and believed that Moeis needed to be taught a lesson. Accordingly, 
in 1923, Moeis was denied permission to remain in West Sumatra, and in 
January 1924 he was returned to West Java. Here he took up residence in 
Garut, where, as early as 1925, he began writing the original manuscript of 
Salah Asuhan.9 The climate was one of withdrawal and defeat, which had 
pushed Moeis even to urge a united front with the communists, in the face of 
Dutch attacks on the movement. 

In some senses, Salah Asuhan thus comes out of a sense of betrayal and 
abandonment by the Dutch, and represents a high point in Moeis’s career 
of a sense of Indonesian unity against the Dutch, a conclusion which would 
seem to be consistent with the conventional reading of the novel. In this 
light, it might be expected that the betrayal of the big picture idealism of 

9 Natsir (1988:103) quoting a 1983 published interview with Moeis‘s wife.
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Associationism would go hand in hand with all the accumulated slights and 
humiliations experienced by the educated native in colonial society to pro-
duce a story where defeat is only redeemed by withdrawal into the security 
of a solid base in an indigenous cultural identity, indeed, where ‘victory’ is 
handed ‘to traditional ways’. Moeis was not by temperament a radical, and 
he could not turn the sense of betrayal in the direction of the radical politics 
of his time. Hence there is no rebellion in the narrative: Corrie dies of cholera, 
and Hanafi, confronted with the reality of his defeat, has no choice but the 
final act of alienation, suicide. 

Nevertheless, I want to suggest that a close reading of the novel, set 
against what we know of Moeis’s personal and political biography, makes 
this conventional view of Salah Asuhan incomplete and insufficiently histori-
cally nuanced. For it is important to take as full account as possible of the way 
the narrative resists a ‘nativist’ direction, which would be the logical outcome 
of a political and cultural turning away from the Dutch and a literal read-
ing of its title. It is not the Dutch, and Dutch culture, which emerges as the 
betrayer in Salah Asuhan. Rather the novel marks the end of a struggle within 
colonial Dutch culture itself, the loss of the supremacy of Ethical thought, 
which saw in the period of the novel’s publication the defeat of the ideals of 
Associationism, just as much as it resulted in the defeat of the radical wing 
of the Indonesian political movement. I want to argue that in Salah Asuhan, 
the idealism that lay behind the politics of Associationism is still allowed to 
shine through the defeat, and that in this sense, the novel is testimony to the 
ideological and temperamental outlooks that underlay Abdoel Moeis’s pub-
lic role as a conservative nationalist politician in the period between about 
1912 and 1924, rather than a repudiation of them.

It is the quite complex and multifaceted sub-text of the novel which func-
tions as an endorsement of the politics of Associationism, the meeting of 
East and West in the interests of a progressive Indies modernity. This ideal 
is defeated not because of its inherent contradictions or inadequacies, but 
because Hanafi, the novel’s protagonist, makes the mistake of crossing the 
cultural and racial boundaries that protect both the native and the European 
– in Associationist eyes – from the very ‘impurities’ that in the cultural theory 
of our own time tend to be celebrated under the rubric of ‘hybridity’. In the 
world of Salah Asuhan, hybridity, or in the novel’s own terms, ‘Indo-ness’, 
destroys the noble balance that comes in the meeting of pure cultures evolv-
ing in tandem towards their respective enlightened modernities. Within this 
conception, cultural evolution descends into degeneracy when individuals 
and the cultures they embody become racially impure. Thus, what it most 
fears is miscegenation, the mixing of blood that is the dangerous outcome 
of the eroticization of relations between colonizer and colonized. In other 
words, what gives Salah Asuhan its satisfying complexity is its underlying 
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concern with the familiar and very contemporary concern with the issue of 
love and sex in the colonial world (McClintock 1995).

The novel is all the more satisfying for the way in which Moeis at first 
allows the text a hint of sympathy for those who surrender to the erotic 
impulse, before – almost as though the author himself shrinks from the dan-
gers it represents – it retreats into an affirmation of the Associationist ideal of 
racial and cultural purity. In Chapter Two of the novel we first see the inner 
turmoil that Corrie experiences at the only half-acknowledged realization 
of her attraction to Hanafi, the text’s first signalling of the pain of forbidden 
desire. This is closely followed by Corrie’s father’s extended warning against 
the perils of cross-cultural marriage, the premonition of the tragedy which is 
about to unfold in his daughter’s life. Significantly though, at this point, it is 
not the individuals themselves who are seen as the misguided party. Corrie’s 
European father stresses that he and her now-deceased Minangkabau mother 
had a happy marriage. But this was only possible because they could live in 
isolation from both European and native society, sufficient in each other’s com-
pany and without any need for acceptance in the wider world. It is the ‘disease 
of racial pride’ (penyakit ‘kesombongan bangsa’) and most significantly the belief 
of the majority of Westerners that ‘East is East and West and West is West and 
never the twain shall meet’ that prevents acceptance of the cross-cultural mar-
riage in the wider (colonial) world.10 Furthermore, there is a gendered and sex-
ualized aspect to the victimization of the interracial couple, because European 
society reserves its greatest degree of condemnation for the European woman 
who ‘throws herself away’ on a native man, humiliating herself and her race 
through her symbolic status as the ‘possessed’ European female.11 Thus at 
this point in the narrative the reader could almost be forgiven for wondering 
whether there is an intended irony in the novel’s title, because it seems not so 
much that the aspirations of individuals towards cultural and racial mixing are 
misguided, but rather that these legitimate human aspirations are thwarted by 
the fearful and vindictive society that surrounds them.

10  Sudah tentu banyak juga di antara bangsa Barat yang memandang sama akan segala bang-
sa di dunia ini, atau sekurang-kurangnya tidak sangat memandang hina akan bangsa Timur tapi 
sebagian yang terbesar masih meyakini kata Kipling seorang pujangga Inggeris, Timur tinggal 
Timur, Barat tinggal Barat, dan tidaklah keduanya akan menjadi satu (Moeis 1995:27).
11  Orang Barat datang ke mari, dengan pengetahuan dan perasaan, bahwa ialah yang diper-
tuan bagi orang di sini. Jika ia datang ke negeri ini dengan tidak membawa nyonya sebangsa 
dengan dia, tidak dipandang terlalu hina, bila ia mengambil ‘nyai’ dari sini. Jika ‘nyai’ itu nanti 
beranak, pada pemandangan orang Barat itu sudahlah ia berjasa besar tentang memperbaiki 
bangsa dan darah di sini. Tapi lain sekali keadaannya pada pertimbangan orang Barat itu, kalau 
seseorang nyonya Barat sampai bersuami, bahkan beranak dengan orang sini. Terlebih dahulu 
nyonya itu dipandang seolah-olah sudah ‘membuang diri’ kepada orang sini ... seorang perem-
puan bangsa Eropah, yang kawin dengan orang Bumiputera, selama di tangan suaminya itu, 
akan kehilangan haknya sebagai orang Eropah. (Moeis 1995:21.)
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Things become more complicated, however, when the equivalent scene 
is played out in the domestic space of Hanafi’s Minangkabau origins in the 
following chapter, significantly titled ‘Bukan bunda salah mengandung’.12 

This chapter tells the reader that in her desire to give her son the best possible 
education after the death of his father, Hanafi’s mother sent him at an early 
age to a Dutch school in the colonial capital, where he was boarded with a 
respectable Dutch family. However her desire to see her son more highly edu-
cated than any of his relatives backfired on her own happiness, when, back 
in Solok and working in the colonial administration, Hanafi adopted Dutch 
manners and attitudes in his own life, and came to berate his own mother for 
her ‘backward’ customs and beliefs. It is in this chapter that Hanafi expounds 
at great length on the superiority of Western notions of love, family and 
marriage, contrasting the free choice of a marriage partner and the peaceful 
environment of the nuclear family sufficient unto itself with the Minangkabau 
practice of arranged marriage and the subjugation of the individual will and 
individual happiness to the functioning of the Minangkabau clan system.13 

The tirade is relentless, infringing every notion of a son’s duty to honour the 
status and feelings of a parent, and it earns him the designation, in the nar-
rator’s words, of anak yang durhaka, the term which carries particularly power-
ful resonance in Minangkabau culture, right up to the present time. As such, 
Hanafi’s attraction to Western culture is clearly seen to exact a high price: he 
must bear the guilt associated with ‘betrayal’ of his indigenous roots.

In his extended textual analysis of Salah Asuhan, written for an interna-
tional readership and published in 2002, Thomas Hunter (2002:124) suggests 
that this section of the novel Moeis is at pains to show that ‘Hanafi misreads 
Minang culture as crassly materialistic and mistakenly idealizes the European 
nuclear family’. In Hunter’s view (2002:124), Moeis here indicates his own 
awareness of the ‘lines of fracture between “traditional” and “global” modes 
of socio-economic production’ which are ‘necessarily separate domains’. 
Hanafi’s tragedy comes from his failure to understand his own Minang 
culture and the proper functioning of its kinship system, along with his mis-
guided universalizing of the discursive practices of European domesticity. 

While Hunter is surely right in pointing out that the regulations governing 
European domesticity were never intended to be applied to colonized peoples, 

12  This title seems to be posed against the ‘Asuhan’ (‘Upbringing’) in the novel’s title, suggest-
ing that it could be translated as ‘The fault did not lie in mother’s womb’.
13 Perkawinan yang tidak berlaku karena liefde kata orang Belanda ialah gewetenloos, dan 
amat berbantahan dengan prinsip orang terpelajar. Amat berbantahan dengan prinsipku, kalau 
seorang anak gadis seolah-olah diletakkan di atas sebuah talam ‘bersama dengan uang’ lalu dita-
warkan dan dipersembahkan kepada seorang laki-laki yang disukai oleh orang tua si gadis itu 
dan oleh sekalian orang luar yang dikatakan ‘nyinyik mamak’, terutama karena berpangkat dan 
bangsawan asalnya. Perkawinan di negeri kita ialah handelstransacties belaka, dan akan meng-
ganggu moral segala orang yang sudah mempelajari Westersche beschaving. (Moeis 1995:34.)
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I find it hard to accept that Abdoel Moeis himself would have condemned 
the aspirations to marriage based on the ‘modern’ ideal of romantic love 
and the urge to escape the obligations of traditional kinship systems which 
Hanafi gives voice to in this passage. For just as in the same chapter Hanafi 
offends his mother’s sensibilities through his use of Riau Malay when he 
addresses her and Batavian dialect in communication with his subordinates, 
Hanafi here exhibits in exaggerated form some familiar characteristics of the 
emerging ‘modern Indonesian’, the generation of modernizing nationalists of 
whom Abdoel Moeis himself was a prominent representative. The struggle to 
define the concept of ‘modern Indonesia’ certainly must have resulted in the 
playing out of domestic crises such as those between Hanafi and his mother 
right across the Dutch East Indies during the period in which the novel was 
written. But despite these tensions, and even though Hanafi’s behaviour in 
this scene may be reprehensible, the legitimacy of the struggle itself was 
never in question in the minds of those who found themselves the agents 
of this enormous historical transition. So much of the emerging tradition of 
modern Indonesian literature in the late colonial period stands testimony 
to this conviction, as Barbara Hatley notes in her contribution to the same 
volume which contains Hunter’s analysis of Salah Asuhan.14 

Outside literary record, the sense of domestic rupture occasioned by the 
adoption of ‘misguided’ and ‘inappropriate’ values is movingly recorded in 
the touching words which Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana (1969:33) reported his 
father as having uttered in response to his son’s recently acquired enthusi-
asm for an historical materialist conception of the rise and fall of the great 
religions: ‘Ah, my son, we are not only divided in this world, but we shall 
never meet again in the next. Our Gods are different, and our worlds hereaf-
ter will be different.’ Just like Hanafi, his fictional Minangkabau compatriot, 
Takdir (1969:32) knows that he ‘wounded [his] father very deeply by not 
understanding the possible consequences of [his] words in such a strained 
atmosphere’. But despite the pain that comes from the sense of treachery 
(the Minangkabau ‘anak yang durhaka’) Takdir – and I would suggest that 
the same is most likely to be true for Abdoel Moeis as well – did not resile 
from his own sense of the legitimacy of the new values which his education 
and his own social context had led him to espouse, in the interests of the 
modernity of his own nation and people. In my view, it is misguided to see 
the source of the trouble in Salah Asuhan as Hanafi’s Dutchified modernity 

14  Indeed, Hatley (2002:169) refers to research which documents the widespread enthusiasm 
for Western notions of the nuclear family among educated Indonesian women of the period: 
‘their enthusiasm for liberation from restrictive family influence, for opportunities to exercise 
newly acquired skills, is joyous and genuine. The individualistic values inculcated through 
Western schooling could be given free expression. The vital task of rearing and educating the 
next generation gave women’s domestic activities a new and welcome importance.’
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in itself. If he had fallen in love with a modern Minangkabau girl, theirs 
would have been the common and noble struggle towards an enlightened 
Indonesian modernity, however much this may have distanced them from 
the adat and caused problems in their interactions with others in the domestic 
space of Minangkabau culture. What goes wrong is that Hanafi transgresses 
the boundaries designed to protect racial purity through his marriage to the 
Indo-European Corrie. This is the real sin against the Associationist ideal.

One particularly interesting aspect of Salah Asuhan is that despite the 
colonial anxiety about the native man’s presumed desire for sexual ‘posses-
sion’ of the European woman, it is actually in Corrie’s attraction to Hanafi 
that race and sex become co-mingled, rather than the other way around. In 
Chapter Four of the novel, we learn that although Corrie is unsure if she 
‘loves’ Hanafi, she is specifically attracted to his ‘Easterness’ (sifat ketimuran) 
which still manages to show through his ‘Dutchified nature’ (Moeis 1995:38). 
Corrie in fact appears to have a problem with the idea of sex with a man 
other than the ‘Eastern’ Hanafi. For although she has a reputation as a flirt, 
and has admirers a-plenty, Corrie is physically repelled by contact with 
men other than Hanafi.15 She explains this oddity to herself by recalling her 
childhood friendship with Hanafi that has made them more like brother and 
sister than sweethearts, but she initially wants to keep open the possibility 
of marriage between them, despite her awareness that her passion (nafsu 
berahinya) for Hanafi is obscuring her ability to reason and to adhere to her 
father’s warning against interracial marriage (Moeis 1995:50). She writes the 
first version of her farewell letter to Hanafi with great reluctance, asking for 
time to decide, and only because of her father’s advice. In the final version of 
the letter, the version Hanafi eventually reads, she exhorts Hanafi to follow 
her example and adhere to the limitations of their historical circumstances.16 
Her struggle throughout is between reason and passion, the attempt to 

15  Memang ia tidak cinta pada Hanafi, dan ia bermaksud hendak memutuskan segala tali 
pergaulan, tapi jika ia merasa jijik akan diraba oleh laki-laki lain nanti, adalah perasaan serupa 
itu terkecuali bagi Hanafi. Corrie sendiri tidak mengerti apa sebabnya demikian, karena kepada 
Hanafi pun ia tidak cinta. Hanya diupahnya saja hatinya dengan pengakuan, bahwa hanafi 
ialah sahabat dari kecilnya, seorang kawan yang sudah dipandangnya sebagai saudara. (Moeis 
1995:49.)
16  Meskipun banyak orang yang sedang berusaha akan merapatkan Timur dengan Barat, tapi 
buat jaman ini bagi bahagian orang yang terbesar masihlah, Timur tinggal Timur, Barat ting-
gal Barat, takkan dapat ditimbuni jurang yang membatasi kedua bahagian itu (Moeis 1995:56). 
Hanafi’s extreme reaction to his humiliation ‘as a Malay’ in Corrie’s letter suggests that this is one 
point where Corrie’s stance was ‘softened’ in Moeis’s revisions to his first version of the novel. 
Hanafi’s reaction would be more understandable if, in the original version, Corrie’s rejection of 
him was expressed in more openly racial terms, as the subsequent chapter suggests is the case. 
Similarly, if the eroticization of race is the basis for the inner turmoil Corrie experiences, it would 
make better sense for her to express her rejection in racial terms rather than an appeal to the 
circumstances of history.
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subdue the forbidden desire for the eroticized native man. While her father 
lives, reason prevails. But when her father’s death removes the admonition 
to obey the dictates of the ‘healthy mind’(pikiran yang sehat) she surrenders 
to the only erotic desire which she knows, so trangressing the boundaries 
designed to guard against racial impurity. The fact that the tragedy of the 
plot is played out from this point indicates very clearly that it is here, in the 
eroticization of relations between colonizer and colonized, that the author’s 
own sense of transgression occurs, rather than in the crisis of Westernized 
modernity itself.17

As the narrative begins to gather pace, the focus on the dangers of inter-
racial blending becomes established as the novel’s leitmotiv. Once Corrie 
begins to accede to Hanafi’s desire for marriage, he is no longer engaged in 
a struggle to modernize his own culture, but fatally cut off from it. Unable 
to cross into the European world, despite his legally gelijkgesteld status,18 he 
finds himself confronted by the impasse which finally results in his suicide. 
Thus, through his marriage to Corrie, he surrenders his grounding, however 
conflictual it may be, in his own culture, and at this point his psychic equilib-
rium begins to crumble. In this way, the text makes clear that the danger is not 
so much the assocation of cultures but the attempt by individuals to realize 
that association in their personal lives, through inter-racial marriage. The real 
enemy for Moeis, as it was for like-minded Dutch associationists, was hybridi-
zation. This suggests that underlying the whole text is a deep suspicion of the 
condition of the ‘Indo’, a theme which is totally consistent with the details of 
Moeis’s personal and political biography I have summarized above. 

As Corrie and Hanafi confront the failure of their marriage, the tex-
tual metaphor for the failure of hybridity, both characters specifically retreat 
behind the lines of racial demarcation. Hanafi asks Corrie if this is how 
she repays a man who has ‘thrown himself away’, to which she replies, in 
an echo of her father’s warning and in one of the novel’s most powerfully 
charged lines, ‘Throw yourself away? A young European woman taking 
a Malay husband – that, Mr Han, is “throwing yourself away”’.19 In this 
way, the underlying impetus of the narrative re-asserts the parameters of 
Associationist thought. Hanafi feels reviled by Dutch society, but in the 

17  The fact that Corrie herself is the product of an interracial marriage is an indication of the 
permeability of ‘race’ in the Dutch Indies context. Her legal status as ‘European’ erases her ‘Indo’ 
background in law and in her own mind, even if perhaps not in the mind of the novel’s author 
himself.
18 Under the colonial policy of gelijkstelling (the granting of European stauts to a limited 
number of natives who could demonstrate that they had cut their ties with native society and 
lived a completely European way of life), Hanafi applies for, and is granted equal status under 
Dutch law, legally being ‘made equal’ (gelijkgesteld) (Moeis 1995:129).
19  ’Membuang diri? Seorang non Eropah bersuamikan orang Melayu – itu namanya mem-
buang diri, Meneer Han!’ (Moeis 1995:163.)
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figure of his friend Piet, the ‘good Dutchman’ returns to aid Hanafi in his 
quest for resolution of his personal torment. Significantly, it is at this point 
also that sexual intimacy in marriage becomes a problem for Corrie, and 
no longer functions as the escape from possession by the Western male she 
originally envisaged. Metaphorically, what has happened is that the West 
has shrunk back from the world of forbidden desire. Corrie, as the ‘Western’ 
character who transgresses the boundaries through her marriage to Hanafi 
now withdraws into the extreme assertion of ‘racial pride’. From this point, 
both sides of the mismatch of individuals are in retreat, as the barriers go up 
to protect the individuals involved. On the metaphorical level, the politics of 
Associationism are once more clearly evident: the meeting of East and West 
must take place as a meeting of ‘pure’ cultures in their most evolved form, 
and not be configured in the meeting of adulterated individual subjects who 
have lost their grounding in the cultures of their birth. 

Once individuals are safely back in their culturally demarcated places, 
a certain reconciliation can take place. Hanafi departs from Semarang after 
Corrie’s untimely death leaving behind ‘three close friends’, Corrie herself, 
now alone in her grave, and two Dutch people (Moeis 1995:216). But a final 
encounter with racial prejudice and intolerance reminds him, and the reader, 
that the liberal Dutch are losing their influence, and that all that can be done 
in this situation is to join the majority and withdraw from the public realm.20 
Pure Associationism emerges only in the idealistic and even unrealistic 
Epilogue, the vision of Hanafi’s son by his spurned Minangkabau wife hav-
ing returned from higher education in the Netherlands to tend his ricefields 
in the Minangkabau highlands, living an exemplary life in the service of his 
own people and community. This is the Associationist ideal writ large, and 
it means that the novel ultimately affirms a conservative nationalism in the 
service of an enlightened modernity that harks back to the youthful Abdoel 
Moeis’s relations with men like Abendanon and Van Hinloopen Labberton. It 
was in these interactions with the Dutch that his political and cultural vision 
took shape, a confident meeting of West and East that would rise above both 
the petty humiliations of life in colonial society and the misguided intermin-
gling of individuals envisioned elsewhere in the hybrid modernities of the 
period. Salah Asuhan denounces both the sin of racial pride and the guilt of 
cultural betrayal, but importantly, it does not turn away from the meeting of 
West and East that the Ethicists and their successors envisaged. It is this that 

20  This encounter occurs on the ship taking Hanafi back to Padang, when he overhears a 
group of fellow (Dutch) passengers joining in the outrage of a Batavia newspaper at the news 
of the marriage of an Indonesian student in the Netherlands to a Dutch woman student. The 
incident recalls the tension which apparently erupted between Moeis and a secretary to the Indië 
Weerbaar committee, the Eurasian major W.V. Remrev, on the voyage back to the Indies from the 
Netherlands in 1917, over Remrev’s anti-native views. See De Tollenaere 1996:207.
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makes it a supreme imaginative representation of the conservative national-
ist politics of its period, conservative because it affirms the principle that 
Western knowledge raises the condition of the native people, as long as they 
keep to their assigned place in the colonial order.21

Conclusion: literature and history in modern Indonesia

The understanding of Indonesian literary works which I am trying to advocate 
through this discussion is one that asserts the need for biography and history 
as the means of situating an imaginative text in the context of its own produc-
tion. The study of texts as historical documents remains largely undeveloped 
in the study of modern Indonesian literature, by both foreign scholars and 
Indonesian critics and literary historians. Brief mention of significant dates 
and achievements in an author’s career are routinely advanced as introductory 
remarks to a study of his or her works, but the works themselves are rarely 
analysed in any depth as the product of a writer’s life experiences. Almost 
nothing in the way of critical biography of a modern Indonesian writer has 
ever been produced, let alone the type of literary biography that is a familiar 
genre in writing about other literary traditions.22 Indeed, much of the relevant 
source material for such an undertaking, especially for those writers active 
in the early twentieth century, is now likely to be beyond the reach of any 
researcher or writer who aspires to fill this gap. 

For those working within the paradigms currently being followed or 
advocated in the field of Indonesian literary studies, these concerns are not 
likely to be of great import. Most writing on Indonesian literature tends either 
to emphasize the integrity of the text independent of context, or actively 
eschews the sort of approach I am advocating here as a Western model which 
is alien to the orality-based, ‘emphemeral’ culture of Indonesian literary 

21  Thomas Hunter (2002:140) reaches an essentially similar conclusion in his detailed analysis 
of the novel, although he too affirms the ultimate victory of ‘traditional ways’: ‘Hanafi [...] is 
through death readmitted into adat, thus excluding once and forever the disempowering excur-
sion that had taken him not outside the homeland, but “outside adat” into domains of interracial 
domesticity and sexuality where “tradition” could offer no protection’. 
22  An early attempt to fill this gap was the study by Henri Chambert-Loir (1974). A. Teeuw’s 
biographically based study (1993) of the works of Pramoedya Ananta Toer is an important recent 
contribution, but this study does not represent a detailed attempt to explore the relationship 
between creative works and the circumstances of the writer’s biography, very likely because the 
detailed information needed for such an undertaking is not readily available. Biographical writ-
ing in the study of modern Indonesia is generally conceived within the framework of ‘political 
biography’, such as David Hill (1988) has undertaken in the case of Mochtar Lubis. See Angus 
McIntyre 1993. In contrast of the limited development of biography, the writing of autobiography 
and memoirs has flourished in modern Indonesia, mostly as part of an effort to locate individual 
experience within the nationalist vision of modern Indonesian history (Watson 2000).
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production. For the study of much literary activity in Indonesia, especially 
that based in performance modes of production, these latter concerns are 
no doubt valid. Unlocking the nature and meaning of a text grounded in 
a culture of orality may well require an approach more attuned to theories 
of performativity rather than the understanding of history and individual 
biography. Yet other forms of Indonesian literature since the beginning of 
the twentieth century have been the products of a literate, print-based urban 
culture. This literature is the work of individuals who have sought to adapt 
foreign literary models to Indonesian cultural contexts in order to record 
something of what it has meant to live as individuals and historical actors 
through some of the most tumultuous events in the emergence of a modern 
nation in recent world history. It seems to me that we do these works and 
their creators a disservice if we deny the attempt to study them in the light 
of all that we can understand of the full richness and complexity of the cir-
cumstances of their production. We certainly do ourselves a disservice if we 
neglect the opportunity for an enlarged appreciation of the human condition 
and the nature of imaginative representation that such an approach can bring 
to the study of literature in modern Indonesia.
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