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Was it possible for Dutch colonial scientists in Indonesia to practice 
authentic scientific research, comparable to contemporary European 
efforts, in a system and place defined by its devotion to profit and stabil-
ity? Asking the question about colonial science this way leads easily to an 
affirmative answer. Dutch colonial scientists, especially after the flour-
ishing of the Botanical Gardens in Buitenzorg (now Bogor) in the 1890s, 
did not shy away from the comparison to Europe, but raised it anytime  
their vocation was in the spotlight. Colonial scientists, in Indonesia espe-
cially but also amongst Dutch academic supporters such as F.A.F.C. Went, 
made deliberate efforts to explain and defend the place of the colonial sci-
ence vocation, by pointing to all the examples of colonial science done in 
the European tradition. This was more than rhetoric. After 1900 colonial 
scientific leaders deliberately shaped the profession around traditions of 
pure science, building institutions for disinterested scientists to reveal the 
workings of nature insulated from the colonial context—applications for 
use in the colony could be derived from those findings. As the leaders of 
these new institutions knew very well, the question and the answer about 
pure science went beyond the intellectual sphere, as any claim to purity in 
science signified a larger argument about the morality and properness of 
the Dutch colonial mission. 

Many commentators, including at times Van der Schoor (and for pur-
poses of full-disclosure, the present reviewer also), have a commitment 
to keeping this question about pure and applied science front and center, 
turning a study of science into an investigation of the Dutch colonial enter-
prise. Nonetheless, even as the colonial-era problematic of pure science has 
cast a long shadow, in the last generation historians have begun to ask new 
questions about the history of colonial science, often by carefully investi-
gating these claims of self-professed purity. In particular, they have turned 
to analyzing the institutions and the scientific practices where these sup-
posedly disinterested scientists worked. These studies have revealed how 
very different scientific practice, and perhaps even science itself, was in the 
colony when compared with Europe—and the strong distinction between 
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pure and applied has seemed less real than argued. It is on these studies that 
Van der Schoor builds, but with a twist. In this original study he investigates 
the pure in the bastion of practicality, the private experimental stations 
dedicated to supporting the export-crop planters. From here he demon-
strates the existence of continued dedication to biological research.

The result is a comprehensive history of the private experiment move-
ment, with special attention to the biologists who staffed them. Like other 
studies, Van der Schoor’s starts with the flowering of Dutch colonial biology 
at the Botanical Gardens in Buitenzorg under the directorship of Melchior 
Treub. He adds to an already sizeable literature by detailing the Gardens’ 
key role in starting regional and crop-specific experiment stations, both pri-
vate and government run. In the process, he adds much to our knowledge 
about the entire experiment station movement, including the important 
role played by Went. After the 1890s, Treub built a strong relationship with 
the European planters, and Van der Schoor’s approach is exemplary in trac-
ing the diverse public-private partnerships that flowed from that connec-
tion. After this institutional grounding, Van der Schoor argues convincingly 
that belief and hope in modern biology created a common culture binding 
together the diverse colonial elites, who together saw progress resulting 
from a commitment to scientific biology, with its capacity to instill civiliza-
tion, shape society, and be useful to the export economy also. These ideas 
also created a discussion about the relationship between the pure and 
applied parts of biology, in which academically trained biologists from the 
Netherlands tended to extol research and experiment as the bridge making 
science meaningful. Van der Schoor delves deeply into new material about 
the influence of evolutionary theory and genetics on the research orienta-
tion, even at the private experiment stations, which was important in the 
context of improving agricultural crops in terms of yield and resistance to 
pests. That this is more than a footnote in the history of evolutionary biol-
ogy is demonstrated through his extensive case study of the work on new 
sugar strains, all driven by academically trained biologists and researchers.

Van der Schoor’s protagonists are the colonial biologists, working dili-
gently and idealistically at institutions out of the limelight, with unsure 
funding, and less prestige than their colleagues at the government run 
institutes. He paints a sympathetic and moving portrait of their leaders, 
including men little noticed before, such as J.A. Honing, who began his 
career at the tobacco experiment station in Sumatra, and Ph. van Harreveld 
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who oversaw the sugar experiment station in the 1910s. Looking at colonial 
science from their vantage point illuminates much about this scientific cul-
ture that was previously little understood. Their idealism and seriousness 
were real, and their work improving export-crops was commendable, cer-
tainly when compared with their Dutch colleagues working in military or 
even the civil administration. But I cannot help but wonder if the analytical 
usefulness of the pure versus applied distinction is pushed beyond its use-
fulness; these private experiment stations were meant to be useful, as Van 
der Schoor acknowledges, and while it is clear that experiment was accept-
able, and pure research even possible, it was only within the constraints of 
the larger profit-motive of the export planters who funded the institutes. 
And as such, while it certainly points to the importance of making a dis-
tinction between pure and applied during the late colonial period, it does 
not confirm an actual difference. This is a minor concern, however, as the 
book fills an important gap, and raises important questions, made explicit 
in the conclusion, about the relationship between scientists, research and 
development, global commodity markets, and colonial authorities. This 
fine work, a product of the history of science program at Utrecht University 
(and which includes a good English summary at the end), will be a valuable 
addition to the library of anyone interested in science and colonialism. 
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