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Abstract

Writing in the Malay-language press from the late 1910s to the 1930s, literate women in
colonial Java and Sumatra engaged deeply with understandings of modernity mediated
through concepts of healthfulness and hygiene. Piecing together the views of writers
who participated in conversations about health, child-rearing, child-feeding, and
socio-political progress, and situating them against the backdrop of both imperial pol-
icies of hygienic modernity and systems of indigenous knowledge, this article argues
that these women deployed their own agency and negotiation efforts to articulate a sin-
gular paradigm of progress. The article focuses on practices of infant-feeding, showing
that these literate colonized women’s conscious manipulation of the colonial discourse
on scientific modernity was grounded in their awareness of the racial project of control
of their own bodies. The promotion of ‘traditional’ breastfeeding was a way to affirm a
path to progress that shared the underlying conditions for, but not the modalities of,
Western modernity. Examining the processes of negotiation and subversion that
emerged in these women’s writings provides a productive space to question and
reframe scholarly understandings of ‘modernity’ as a category of analysis.
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Introduction

In 1919 a collective of indigenous women on Sumatra’s east coast printed the
inaugural issue of the periodical Perempoean Bergerak (‘Woman on the Move’). A
platform for social and political emancipation (kemadjoean, Malay for advance-
ment, progress), the journal’s first editorial reflected on how the condition of
women was inscribed by ‘the house, infant-feeding, child-rearing, hygiene,
religion, and indigenous feminism’, which they explained as a ‘feminism we
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wish to pursue in a clean way so that it won’t get opposed. We won’t cross reli-
gion nor tradition.’1

Ann Stoler has argued that ‘it is imperial-wide discourses that linked chil-
dren’s health programmes to racial survival, tied increased campaigns for
domestic hygiene to colonial expansion, made child-rearing an imperial and
class duty, and cast white women as the bearers of a more racist imperial
order and the custodians of their desire-driven, immoral men’.2 By the turn
of the twentieth century, this imperialist project had turned to ‘moderniza-
tion’. Broadcast through child-rearing columns in women’s magazines and
commodified through the marketing of food for children and home appliances,
the image of modern motherhood (as theorized by Rima Apple3) reached the
colonized, projecting yet another example of European civilizational superior-
ity,4 but also offering colonized women a clear point of entry into modernity. It
assumed not only aspiration to and acceptance of European ‘modern’ ways, but
also the explicit rejection of indigenous (‘traditional’) practices deemed ‘back-
ward’ by the colonial establishment. Elsbeth Locher-Scholten has argued that
the European model of ‘motherhood was an emblem of modernity in the col-
ony. Modern mothers, healthily and hygienically caring for the upbringing of
their children, were considered the carriers of modernity by Europeans and edu-
cated Indonesians.’5 But I intend to present a more nuanced approach to the
nexus of modernity, health, and motherhood in the Dutch colony. Women con-
tributed substantially to the emergence of Indonesia as an advanced nation-
state, not as mere ‘maternal envelopes’, or ‘vessels’ for children, or simply mod-
elling European behaviour.6 Rather, indigenous women crafted a discursive
space in which they negotiated the boundaries between tradition and modern-
ity, turning the domestic sphere into a space for agentive action.

Women in Java and Sumatra embraced schedule-feeding and -sleeping,
scientific measuring of feeds and growth, and physical distancing from
the child during the day and night, as markers of outward modernity that
required technologically advanced equipment such as watches and scales,
baby-carriages and cribs. And yet, even though it was breastmilk substitutes

1 Perempoean Bergerak, no. 1, 5 May 1919.
2 A. L. Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of

Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), p. 35.
3 Among her many contributions on motherhood and child-rearing in the United States, see, in

particular, R. D. Apple, ‘Constructing mothers: scientific motherhood in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries’, Social History of Medicine, vol. 8, no. 2, August 1995, pp. 161–178; R. D. Apple, Perfect
Motherhood: Science and Childrearing in America (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2006).
On infant food, see R. D. Apple, Mothers and Medicine: A Social History of Infant Feeding, 1890–1950
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1988).

4 A. van der Meer, Performing Power: Cultural Hegemony, Identity, and Resistance in Colonial Indonesia
(Ithaca, NY: Southeast Asia Program Publications, Cornell University Press, 2020).

5 E. Locher-Scholten, ‘Morals, harmony, and national identity: “companionate feminism” in
colonial Indonesia in the 1930s’, Journal of Women’s History, vol. 14, no. 4, 2003, pp. 38–58, quote
p. 53. See also E. Locher-Scholten, Women and the Colonial State: Essays on Gender and Modernity in
the Netherlands Indies, 1900–1942 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2000), p. 36.

6 Z. Ayubi, Gendered Morality: Classical Islamic Ethics of the Self, Family, and Society (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2019), p. 149, citing Luce Irigaray and Kathryn Kueny, respectively.
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more than any other commercial product that represented this shift, with
bottle-feeding depicted as the ultimate marker of modern and scientific
motherhood (see Figures 1, 2, and 3), this form of infant feeding was often cri-
ticized and rejected as less nutritious and more prone to bacterial contamin-
ation. This attitude was not a simple rejection of modernity or Western
influences, as much more complex dynamics were at play. As also made

Figure 1. Advertisement for Lactogen milk powder: ‘Who says the native is backward?’. Source:
D’Orient, 1926.
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explicit in the 1919 editorial quoted above, women in Java and Sumatra took
‘hygiene’ (and therefore ‘health’) to be a core element of colonial modernity,
and they thus proceeded to redefine the trajectory of kemadjoean (‘progress’)

Figure 2. Advertisement for Nutricia milk. Source: Huisvrouw in Indië, no. 10, October 1932.
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to shape a singular framework that was centred on understandings and percep-
tions of healthfulness; I name this paradigm ‘healthy progress’.

In a changing socio-political context, affected by the so-called Ethical Policy
of the Dutch (begun in 1901), the Japanese occupation (1942–1945), and the
Indonesian nation-state (from the beginning of the Revolution in 1945
onwards), public health propaganda that harnessed progress (later,

Figure 3. Advertisement for Fissan cream. Source: Vereeniging van Huisvrouwen Medan, no. 11,

November 1936.
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‘development’) to hygiene, good nutrition, and overall health remained a con-
stant feature of these projects of modernity (and still is, in fact, as indicated by
the Millennium Development Goals). Under these circumstances, women became
primary agents of Indonesia’s advancement through their role as custodians and
promoters of hygiene. Far from being passive executors of policies and visions
drafted by men—largely meant to control the environment, human bodies and
their behaviour, and food production—women deployed their own agency and
negotiation efforts between ‘tradition’ and ‘hygienic modernity’ (to borrow
from Ruth Rogaski7) to actualize this framing of a ‘healthy progress’. This para-
digm was articulated in the Malay-language press in elaborations over nutrition
and child-care, with decisions being made by choosing from, and negotiating
between, multiple models of behaviour in order to achieve what these women
individually deemed most ‘healthful’.

In this article I piece together the views of writers who engaged in conver-
sations about health, child-rearing, child-feeding, and socio-political progress
in Java and Sumatra, situated against the backdrop of imperial policies of
hygienic modernity and public health. In this exploration it becomes evident
that in late-colonial Java and Sumatra, the encounter between everyday bodily
practices of health (dictated by colonial forms of hygienic modernity) and
middle- and upper-class women’s aspirations to progress—which were deeply
informed by indigenous (‘traditional’) knowledge—gave shape to an original
discourse and practice of modern motherhood. These colonized women’s con-
scious appropriation and reformulation of the colonial discourse on scientific
modernity were grounded in their awareness of the racial project of control of
their bodies; and the promotion of breastfeeding was a way to affirm ‘native
superiority’8 and a path to progress that shared the underlying conditions
for Western modern motherhood, but not its modalities as projected by the
overwhelming emergent consumer culture.9 Whereas many European doctors
in both Europe and the colonies had for decades advocated for the benefits of
breastfeeding, society more broadly rejected this tenet in favour of measurable
feeds, physical freedom, and sexualized bodies; in the colonies, the differenti-
ation of Europeans from indigenous practices was crucial. Beginning in the
mid-1920s, but more vehemently so in the 1930s, the Dutch popular discourse
on infant-care was dominated by subtle and explicit endorsements of
bottle-feeding.

Examining the processes of negotiation and subversion that emerged in
indigenous women’s writings provides a productive space to question and
reframe scholarly understandings of ‘modernity’ as a category of analysis.
Arnout van der Meer has focused on the ‘disturbances of the colonial

7 R. Rogaski, Hygienic Modernity: Meanings of Health and Disease in Treaty-Port China (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2004).

8 I borrow this expression from N. R. Hunt, ‘“Le Bebe En Brousse”: European women, African
birth spacing and colonial intervention in breast feeding in the Belgian Congo’, The International
Journal of African Historical Studies, vol. 21, no. 3, 1988, pp. 401–432, DOI:10.2307/219448.

9 The Overzicht van der Pers, no. 51, 1925, p. 69, reported in mid-September 1925 that the news-
paper Pewarta Deli had printed ‘several articles’ by the Nestle Anglo Swiss Condensed Milk Co. on
childcare and infant nutrition.
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performance’ of power as a source for political change in Java.10 In another
recent publication Tom Hoogervorst has proposed that Malay translations of
European popular literature deployed ‘deliberate strategies’11 to introduce ‘a
powerful counter-discourse to Europe’s hegemony over language, knowledge,
and information’.12 I similarly argue that the writings analysed here translated
knowledge using indigenous paradigms as a way to subvert power hierarchies
in the colony.

There is no denying the hegemonic power of European framings of hygienic
modernity or modern motherhood in early twentieth-century Java and
Sumatra. But in this colonial setting, a ‘conscious’ or ‘self-aware’13 response
to this hegemony was to take the essence of what was being framed as ‘modern’
(in this case, health mediated through hygiene and nutrition) and show that it
existed both before and without European intervention. This response required
engaging with the meaning of the term, while disengaging from the term itself.
The writings analysed here made an explicit distinction between ‘modern/ity’
(moderen/kemoderenan) and ‘being advanced’ or ‘progressive advancement’
(madjoe/kemadjoean), addressing head-on the cultural roots of ‘modernity’. All
things described as moderen were inevitably of Euro-American origins. As
such, they often carried ‘negative connotations in Malay publications’ as inno-
vations that undermined the integrity of local societies,14 potentially ‘lead[ing]
to an erasure of traditional Asian principles’.15 Authors writing in Malay
avoided endorsing Westernization as the sole path ahead by employing instead
the term kemadjoean, a form of ‘progress’—technological as much as societal—
which could have roots in indigenous, Euro-American, Chinese, Indian, or
Japanese models. This was not an ‘anti-modern’ position, but rather the
promotion of a platform in which a specific ‘tradition’ (indigenous practice)
was redefined as madjoe by invoking the hygiene and health standards of
Western modernity. It is on these grounds that we can push forward current
scholarly discussions on multiple modernities.16

10 van der Meer, Performing Power, pp. 10–11.
11 T. G. Hoogervorst, ‘Gained in Translation: The Politics of Localising Western Stories in

Late-colonial Indonesia’, in Translational Politics in Southeast Asian Literatures: Contesting Race,
Gender, and Sexuality, (ed.) G. V. S. Chin (Milton: Taylor and Francis Group, 2021), pp. 100–131,
quote p. 103.

12 Ibid., p. 100. See also A. Adam, The Vernacular Press and the Emergence of Modern Indonesian
Consciousness (1855–1913) (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995); D. Jedamski, ‘Translation in
the Malay World: Different Communities, Different Agendas’, in Asian Translation Traditions, (eds)
E. Hung and J. Wakabayashi (Manchester: St Jerome Publishing, 2014), pp. 211–245; H. Maier, We
Are Playing Relatives: A Survey of Malay Writing (Singapore: ISEAS, 2004); A. Teeuw, Modern
Indonesian Literature (Leiden: KITLV Press, 1996).

13 Translating the Malay adjective sadar, so often present in women’s writing as reflective of
their own subjectivity.

14 T. G. Hoogervorst and H. Schulte-Nordholt, ‘Urban middle classes in colonial Java (1900–1942):
images and language’, Bijdragen Tot De Taal-, Land- En Volkenkunde, vol. 173, no. 4, 2017, pp. 442–474,
quote p. 468.

15 Ibid., p. 466.
16 When it comes to the topic of ‘modernity’ (in the singular or plural, vernacular, alternative,

multiple, etc.), scholarly production has been prolific for at least 25 years. My thinking has been
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In the following pages I focus on how indigenous women deployed their dis-
cursive agency on issues of motherhood and progress as a tool to undermine
the colonial project, following their expressions of such ideas in local period-
icals in 1920s–1930s Indonesia (with occasional nods back to the nineteenth
century and ahead to the 1940s–1950s). A few qualifications are necessary:
Who were these women? ‘Local’ to where? And why ‘Indonesia’? First of all,
we know little, if anything at all, of the women I write about. We might
have a name and could speculate on their place of origin or political affiliation;
although I refrain from speculation, I also want to preserve the memory of
their names as I give voice to their thoughts. Two more considerations are
necessary here: class and education. Throughout the article I use class refer-
ents, rather than ethnicity. These women were literate and thus had access
to some form of education—this I take as an indication that they are likely
to have been representative of a rising middle class, possibly of the local aris-
tocracy or new bureaucracy. This would appear to limit the scope and impact
of my argument, but, while calculating that probably only about 2.2 per cent of
indigenous women in 1930s Indonesia were literate, Barbara Hatley and Susan
Blackburn have also noted that periodicals were significant in documenting
new ideas that were likely to have been widespread.17 As also highlighted by
Doris Jedamski, publications were often read aloud, expanding their circle of
influence.18 In terms of racial identity, I work on the assumption that the arti-
cles that appeared in Dutch-language magazines were written and read by
either Dutch women living in the colony or indigenous women (some possibly
Eurasian, we do not know) who had received a European education; for writ-
ings in Malay appearing in local women’s periodicals, I assume that both
authorship and audience rested in indigenous women. Here ‘local’ women
and periodicals mostly refer to Java and Sumatra; I refrain from using the
adjective ‘native’ (the legal term deployed by the Dutch), unless in quotation,
and privilege instead the term ‘indigenous’. I chose these two islands as they
have been home to the vast majority of the archipelago’s population and they
had the most thriving vernacular press in the early twentieth century. Some of
these Malay-language publications were sponsored by the colonial govern-
ment, others were mouthpieces of local or national indigenous organizations,

influenced by many readings across the disciplines. Here I wish to acknowledge the work of
S. N. Eisenstadt, ‘Multiple modernities’, Daedalus, no. 129, 2000, pp. 1–30; J. Comaroff and
J. L. Comaroff, ‘Theory from the South: or, how Euro-America is evolving toward Africa’,
Anthropological Forum, vol. 22, no. 2, 2012, pp. 113–131; D. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe:
Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012);
T. E. Barlow (ed.), Formations of Colonial Modernity in East Asia (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 1997); A. E. Weinbaum, The Modern Girl around the World. Consumption, Modernity, and
Globalization (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008).

17 B. Hatley and S. Blackburn, ‘Representations of Women’s Roles in Household and Society in
Indonesian Women’s Writing of the 1930s’, in Women and Households in Indonesia: Cultural Notions
and Social Practices, (ed.) J. Koning Richmond (Surrey: Curzon, 2000), pp. 46–47. For a comparative
analysis, see J. Judge, The Precious Raft of History: The Past, the West, and the Woman Question in
China (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008).

18 D. Jedamski, ‘Balai Pustaka: A colonial wolf in sheep’s clothing’, Archipel, vol. 44, 1992, pp. 23–
56; p. 27.
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and some others were printed by individuals with the means (or subscription
funds) to do so. In the text, I offer whatever information is available about each
publication I mention. Lastly, I prefer using the toponym ‘Indonesia’ to ‘Dutch
East Indies’, especially when I am not referring to colonial policies or visions
but am taking the perspective of the colonized subject; as clearly laid out by
Bob Elson, the ‘idea of Indonesia’ was well ingrained at the beginning of the
twentieth century.19

As the Dutch Ethical Policy set in motion a modernization project for the
East Indies which harnessed, among other things, hygiene and health literacy,
women were by default placed at the forefront of this endeavour. In combin-
ation with other developments—such as expanded schooling opportunities,
socio-political mobilization, and growing anti-colonial feelings—some women
became active in reformulating the ‘new’ knowledge they were being exposed
to in indigenous and Islamic paradigms. Through this discursive process, the
dichotomy modernity/European/metropole and backward/indigenous/colony
was bridged and, at times, subverted as indigenous and Islamic practices of
child rearing were framed as ‘modern’. This focus on motherhood is intended
as a window on a much broader dynamic that saw women as key players in
redefining ‘modernity’ as a non-exclusively Westernizing phenomenon.
Parallel negotiations are evident also, for example, in clothing, behaviour,
and food preparation and consumption.20

The vast scholarship on ‘modernity’ has predominantly portrayed a rela-
tionship of tensions and dualities that can only find resolution through rup-
ture;21 when we turn to the study of women’s engagement with tradition

19 R. E. Elson, The Idea of Indonesia: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
20 Some of this is also discussed in Locher-Scholten, Women and the Colonial State.
21 As succinctly put by Webb Keane, ‘in its most optimistic version, the idea of modernity com-

monly seems to include two distinctive features: rupture from a traditional past, and progress into
a better future’: W. Keane, Christian Moderns: Freedom and Fetish in the Mission Encounter (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 2011), p. 48. Karen Strassler has prefaced her work on photography
in Java by suggesting that ‘the achievement of modernity depended on a break with the past and
the production of a new kind of (national) subject and community’: K. Strassler, Refracted Visions:
Popular Photography and National Modernity in Java (Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2010),
p. 17. Overall, this is a very fertile field of study. I limit myself to studies of the Dutch East
Indies/Indonesia in this short (and already too long) footnote. Studies of the late colonial period
have framed ‘modernity’ as an aspect of education and fashion, architecture and urbanization, eco-
nomic production and governance, the arts, theatre, night fairs, photography, and films. In each of
these studies the West played a crucial role, either in the transfer of technology, in the top-down
implementation of changes, or as a model of aspiration or rejection. M. Bloembergen, Colonial
Spectacles: The Netherlands and the Dutch East Indies at the World Exhibitions, 1880–1931 (Singapore:
NUS Press, 2006); S. Brenner, The Domestication of Desire: Women, Wealth, and Modernity in Java
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998); M. I. Cohen, Inventing the Performing Arts.
Modernity and Tradition in Colonial Indonesia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press,
2016); M. I. Cohen, The Komedie Stamboel: Popular Theater in Colonial Indonesia, 1891–1903 (Leiden:
KITLV Press, 2006); F. Colombijn, and J. Coté (eds), Cars, Conduits, and Kampongs: The Modernization
of the Indonesian City, 1920–1960 (Leiden: Brill, 2014); S. Protschky (ed.), Photography, Modernity, and
the Governed in Late-Colonial Indonesia (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2015);
S. Protschky, T. van den Berge and T. P. Barnard (eds), Modern Times in Southeast Asia, 1920s–1970s
(Leiden: Brill, 2018); D. Ruppin, The Komedi Bioscoop: Early Cinema in Colonial Indonesia
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and modernity, scholars of nationalism have substituted this trope of rupture
with one of functional gendered duality, in which women were the gatekeepers
of tradition in otherwise modernizing societies.22 In the context of Indonesia,
Barbara Hatley and Susan Blackburn posited that cleanliness and hygiene were
key elements of the ‘modern woman’, who nevertheless also needed to be ‘able
to maintain traditional cultural and spiritual values’.23 As important as this
point is, having been proposed by many nationalist leaders, including
Indonesia’s first president Sukarno,24 I find it nonetheless analytically limiting.

The work of Alys Weinbaum, Tani Barlow, and the Modern Girl Around the
World Research Group has opened new windows as they shifted their focus to
women’s discursive and material agency. As Weinbaum et al. have demon-
strated, the entanglements of capitalism, globalization, print culture, and
‘the visual economy’ enabled the synchronous emergence of ‘modern girls’.
These girls—‘denot[ing] an up-to-date and youthful femininity’25—engaged
with foreign representations of modernity, ‘exerci[sing] agency as consumers
and social actors’.26 As most explicitly laid out by Priti Ramamurthy in the set-
ting of colonial India, film stars embodied and represented hybrid fashions, at
times presenting themselves in ‘traditional’ clothing but largely ‘appropriat-
ing, rather than rejecting, western codes of modernity’.27 In more recent

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2016); H. Schulte-Nordholt (ed.), Outward Appearances:
Dressing State and Society in Indonesia (Leiden: KITLV Press, 1997); A. van der Meer, ‘Performing colo-
nial modernity: fairs, consumerism, and the emergence of the Indonesian middle classes’, Bijdragen
Tot De Taal-, Land En Volkenkunde, vol. 173, no. 4, 2017, pp. 503–538. Indigenous women are largely
absent as actors, beyond discussions of clothing and fashion.

22 Kardinah, one of Raden Ajeng Kartini’s sisters, wrote in 1916 that ‘for whatever reason, the
large majority of the people do not wish a Europeanisation of the native girl and rightly so, because
it is only in maintaining its essential being that the strength of the people lies’, as quoted in J. Coté,
‘The correspondence of Kartini’s sisters: annotations on the Indonesian Nationalist Movement,
1905–1925’, Archipel, vol. 55, 1998, pp. 61–82, quote p. 75. Dipesh Chakrabarty has reflected on
the double bind for ‘modern’ Bengali/Indian women, who in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries needed to be ‘educated enough to appreciate the modern regulations of the body
and the state, but yet “modest” enough to be unselfassertive and unselfish’ so to preserve the trad-
itional and religiously informed vision of the extended, patriarchal family: D. Chakrabarty,
‘Postcoloniality and the artifice of history: who speaks for “Indian” pasts?’, Representations, no.
37, 1992, pp. 1–26; quote pp. 14–15. Echoing Partha Chatterjee’s idea of the woman as ‘soul of
tradition-within-modernity’, Prasenjit Duara has employed the concept of ‘nationalist patriarchy’
to illustrate ‘the tension between the desire to modernize (the lives of women as well) and to con-
serve the truth of their regime in the bodies of women’: P. Duara, ‘The regime of authenticity: time-
lessness, gender, and national history in modern China’, History and Theory, vol. 37, no. 3, 1998,
pp. 287–308, p. 299; P. Chatterjee, The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998). A sharp challenge to this approach is found in
Y. C. Chiang, ‘Womanhood, motherhood and biology: the early phases of The Ladies’ Journal,
1915–25’, Gender and History, vol. 18, no. 3, November 2006, pp. 519–545.

23 Hatley and Blackburn, ‘Representations of Women’s Roles’, p. 46.
24 Soekarno, Sarinah: Kewadjiban wanita dalam perdjoangan Republik Indonesia (Jogjakarta: Oesaha,

1947).
25 Weinbaum, The Modern Girl, p. 9.
26 Ibid., p. 20.
27 P. Ramamurthy, ‘The Modern Girl in India in the Interwar Years: Interracial Intimacies,

International Competition, and Historical Eclipsing’, in ibid., p. 158.
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work coming out of Southeast Asian historiography, Chie Ikeya has similarly
illustrated how in British Burma the ‘new woman’ was an ‘intermediary
between the local and the global’.28

Java and Sumatra were no different. There too, indigenous women were
exposed to advertisements that propagated global images of gendered con-
sumer modernity, and thus fashioned themselves—in terms of clothing, cos-
metics, hairstyles, and behaviour—at the intersection of Western examples
and local models.29 The advertisements printed in Dutch-, Malay-,
Sino-Malay-, Javanese-, and Sundanese-language periodicals marketed house-
hold appliances, preserved foods, and anti-bacterial soaps for body, floors,
and laundry; new fashions for clothing and furniture; and foreign cars and
radios. European products, like their practices, were emblematic of modernity
qua new and European.30 But again, scholarship that addresses the role of
Javanese women as carriers of this modernity through their consumer
power has also fallen in line with the nationalistic argument, with
Hoogervorst and Schulte-Nordholt concluding that it was ‘the task of women
to withstand the destructive elements of modernity’ which were conveyed
through advertisements.31

In this article I develop these insights, by attempting to move beyond them.
I build on Elsbeth Locher-Scholten’s work on women in colonial Indonesia
to expand her approach to European motherhood as an ‘emblem of modernity’
by inserting indigenous perspectives and practices. I appreciate Hoogervorst
and Schulte-Nordholt’s reflection on Javanese women’s consumer power and
the idea of a ‘modernity for sale’ in the Indies, but reject their concluding
assessment quoted above. Also, while I embrace Weinbaum et al.’s framework
of the ‘modern girl’ ‘as a heuristic device’—exploring visual representations of
modernity, ‘complicating histories of commodity capitalism [and] consump-
tion’, the incorporation of local elements, and contributions to analysis of
nationalism and progress32—I suggest that much of it remains valid even
when we substitute the youthful, autonomous, and frivolous modern girl for
grown women, and more specifically mothers. The role of mothering in the
imperial project of Dutch colonialism percolated and emerged in the visual
culture of Indonesia. Many of the advertisements promoted images of new
European modes of (and products for) mothering, often latching on to recent

28 C. Ikeya, Refiguring Women, Colonialism, and Modernity in Burma (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i
Press, 2011), p. 8.

29 Doris Jedamski also points at the advertisements printed on Balai Pustaka publications as hav-
ing a role as ’modernizers’ of the Indonesian readership. See Jedamski, ‘Balai Pustaka’, pp. 38–39.

30 H. Schulte-Nordholt, ‘Modernity and cultural citizenship in the Netherlands Indies: an illu-
strated hypothesis’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, vol. 42, no. 3, 2011, pp. 435–457, p. 438.

31 Hoogervorst and Schulte-Nordholt, ‘Urban middle classes’, p. 466. A few years earlier,
Schulte-Nordholt had already contrasted the image of the modern indigenous woman (as repre-
sented by Hatley and Blackburn) with Weinbaum’s ‘modern girl’: see H. Schulte-Nordholt,
‘Modernity and Middle Classes in the Netherlands Indies’, in Photography, Modernity and the
Governed in Late-Colonial Indonesia, (ed.) S. Protschky (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press,
2015), p. 236.

32 Weinbaum, The Modern Girl, pp. 3–4.
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scientific discoveries, such as germs and vitamins. Products promising a baby’s
healthy growth and indicative of a mother’s modern outlook were also particu-
larly powerful as European observers had described indigenous child-rearing
practices (especially baby-carrying and breastfeeding) as ‘primitive’ and ‘back-
ward’, at best ‘exotic’—two ongoing tropes of Orientalism (see Figure 4).
However, all this did not translate into exclusive aspiration to and adoption of
Dutch modes of being by those who envisioned themselves as madjoe (advanced).

As I explore in detail in the following pages through the case of
infant-feeding, women’s writings illustrate that the path forward was far

Figure 4. ‘Vrowenweelde’ (Women’s abundance). Source: Huisvrouw in Indië, no. 12, December 1937.
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more complex than the dichotomous choice between imitation and rejection,
or hybridity. They showed a path to progress without rupture or duality: they
rejected alternatives to breastfeeding, but not as a principle of traditionalism,
whether as a sign of deference for ancestral practices or a bulwark against
Westernization. Turned into the main executors of the colonial project of mod-
ernity through their role as custodians of health, they deployed this embodied
experience in their writings, crafting a new—negotiated—discourse of kemad-
joean in which indigenous knowledge and practices (‘tradition’) were redefined
as progress by invoking hygiene and nutritiousness. Specifically, they argued
that breastfeeding was a better match to contemporary paradigms of
European modernity, and criticized other forms of feeding as unhygienic
and non-nutritious, and therefore as lacking in Western-defined modernity.

In the next three sections I first explore the historical circumstances that
brought women to the centre of the colonial project of modernity as custo-
dians of hygiene in selected locales in Europe and Asia. Then I move on to ana-
lyse Dutch- and Malay-language sources addressing mothering and
motherhood within the optic of what was considered ‘advanced’, ‘backward’,
and ‘healthy’ in the late 1800s and early 1900s, in both the metropole and per-
iphery of empire. The concluding section pulls together the various threads
unspun in the article to reflect on the semantic and methodological shift
away from ‘modernity’ (as a Euro-American phenomenon) and towards ‘pro-
gress’ (as a potentially distinctly indigenous path into the future).

Hygienic modernity and women

In early twentieth-century writings by women in Java and Sumatra, the
domestic sphere of the household was considered a space for agency and a
broader affirmation of emancipation; what is more, certain elements of ‘trad-
ition’ were seen as cornerstones of progress. A decade after the Perempoean
Bergerak editorial quoted at the beginning of this article, in the pages of
Isteri (‘Wife’)—the monthly magazine of the Alliance of Indonesian Women’s
Associations (PPII)—Ms Soeparto reflected on the 1930 Lahore Women’s
Congress she had just attended. After mentioning Turkey, Egypt, China,
Japan, and India as examples of women’s emancipation movements, she added:

Many old traditions [adat-adat koeno] have been thrown away, especially
segregation [purdah], child marriage, the caste system … but will Asia
copy Europe? Will it become Europe? Surely Asia has received much influ-
ence from the West, but this is not proof that Asia has reached western-
ization. Asia is not unwilling to learn from Europe, but inside it will stay
like before. … Asia’s civilization is only pulled by one great goal, the eman-
cipation of eastern souls [kemerdekaan djiwa ketimoeran]. The progress
[kemadjoean] of Asia means: Asia will be born again in another body,
but inside it will remain the same.33

33 Njonja Soeparto, ‘Pergerakan Perempoean Asia’, Isteri PPII, vol. 2, no. 10, February 1931,
pp. 22–24.
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Women’s writing from this period interwove criticism of Westernization
with the question of female (and national) emancipation, and the domestic
realm was seen as a setting for action, not of repressive disciplining or mere
supporting acts. The PPII Alliance had held its own congress in 1930, offering
a platform for speeches covering such issues as girls’ education, health, the
women’s movement in Asia (as represented by the Lahore Women’s
Congress), and the reaffirmation of women’s role as pillars of the household.
And to be sure, challenges to Western models of progress in favour of
‘Eastern’ values resonated with most demographics. Perempoean Bergerak had
listed religion as a pillar of its worldview in 1919; in 1940 the Sumatran
Islamic modernist magazine Pedoman Masjarakat published a short story,
‘Contemporary Girl’, by the Acehnese author Ali Hasjmy.34 The female protag-
onist, Leila, was a former ‘modern girl’ whom at this point in the story is wear-
ing a headscarf and attending an Islamic school. Confronted by her neighbour’s
statement that the Western-style household was the hallmark of progress, the
following exchange ensues:

Leila But we are people of the East

Roesli Your thinking is very narrow, Leila. We must follow those who
have already advanced

Leila But the Japanese have never left their customary civilization [‘adat
peradabannja], and they have already advanced

Leila does not succeed in getting Roesli to follow her reasoning, inspired by
Japan,35 that there could be an alternative to the opposition between tradition
(indigenous ways) and Western modernity. Pressured by her parents—who
hope that Roesli, a well-off intellectual and future doctor, would become
their son-in-law—Leila eventually enters the Huishoudschool, a Dutch-styled
girls’ school designed to advance hygienic and healthy practices; she takes
off her headscarf and wears high heels; in her own future she sees living in
a ‘beautiful house’ in the capital city, having a car, and being called Mrs
Doctor.36 Filled with stereotypes, this story illustrates the trajectory of ongoing
conversations about ‘tradition’, ‘modernity’, and ‘advancement’, and their
intersection with questions of hygiene, (religious) morality, and gender roles.

By the time of the Japanese invasion in 1942, Queen Wilhelmina’s so-called
Ethical Policy had been promoting preventive medicine and expanding the
reach of European-styled education as tools of ‘uplift’, ‘civilization’, ‘modern-
ization’, or ‘progress’ for 40 years. As Frances Gouda has suggested, though,

34 R. M. Feener, ‘Ali Hasjmy’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, (eds) K. Fleet, G. Krämer,
D. Matringe, J. Nawas and E. Rowson (Leiden: Brill, 2016).

35 For a similar example, see the long quote in Hoogervorst and Schulte-Nordholt, ‘Urban middle
classes’, p. 467.

36 A. Hasjim, ‘Aliran Penghidupan: Gadis Sekarang’, Pedoman Masjarakat, no. 37, 11 September
1940, pp. 737–739.
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Orientalist approaches remained. On the one hand, local elite boys were
trained to become modernized insertions in the colonial administration, cap-
able of interfacing with and performing within a European institution. Girls, on
the other hand, were placed within an even more liminal space, as they were
trained in sewing, cooking, and Western hygienic practices to prepare them for
their ‘housewifely duties and maternal destinies’ in a ‘modern’ fashion, even as
their education remained enshrined in ‘respec[t], if not celebrat[ion of], the
distinctive character of Indonesian adat (customs and traditions) and indigen-
ous religions’.37 Yet, as the quotes above show, women were seeing beyond this
duality of spheres. Before diving deeper into those sources, I lay out how
women emerged as custodians and promoters of health within the project
of hygienic modernity.

At the 1933 Pasar Gambir fair in Batavia, ‘the most attractive’ installation
was the ‘Exhibition for Babies’.38 Underscoring how useful it would be ‘for
the Natives, with their very unhygienic conditions in the [native quarters]
kampong’, the exhibit promoted hygienic practices, condemned superstition
and the use of amulets, and promoted breastfeeding over ‘artificial feeding’
as an important step towards curbing infant mortality.39 This was in line
with decades-old assessments that poor hygienic conditions in the Indies did
not allow bottle-feeding to be safely practised;40 breastfeeding was then pre-
sented as the lesser evil, as beriberi (a disease caused by vitamin deficiency)
was often identified as the cause of ill-health or death among breastfed infants
and young children, due to their mothers’ lack of proper nutrition.41

In that same year, the Office for Public Health Propaganda sponsored the
publication of a series of illustrative plates to explain how health and hygiene
were key to personal and societal success.42 These plates, devised by Pierre
Peverelli (more on him later), were meant to be hung in colonial schools for
indigenous pupils, enshrining two pillars of the Ethical Policy, namely

37 F. Gouda, ‘Teaching Indonesian girls in Java and Bali, 1900–1942: Dutch progressives, the
infatuation with “Oriental” refinement, and “Western” ideas about proper womanhood’, Women’s
History Review, vol. 4, no. 1, 1995, pp. 25–62, quotes pp. 25–26, DOI: 10.1080/09612029500200072.

38 ‘Nuttige en doeltreffende propaganda’, Algemeen handelsblad voor Nederlandsch-Indië,
5 September 1933; on the fair more generally, see van der Meer, Performing Power.

39 ‘Tentoonstelling “De Zuigeling”’, Het nieuws van den dag voor Nederlandsch-Indië, 28 August
1933. This was in stark contrast with the 1927 EHTINI Exhibition in Bandung where Nestlé had
been able to showcase its Lactogen products.

40 ‘Over alles en nog wat’, Sumatra-bode, 18 June 1908.
41 ‘Vereeniging Tot Bevordering, Der Inlandsche Ziekenverpleging te Semarang, Achtste

Jaarverslag. (1921)’, De Expres, 16 August 1922, 18 August 1922, 19 September 1922; also,
‘Vitamine B en Borstvoeding’, Bataviaasch nieuwsblad, 29 December 1924; that this problem could
be circumvented in the West, and especially Holland, is addressed in ‘Vitaminegehalte van moeder-
melk’, Deli Courant, 27 January 1928.

42 P. Peverelli and F. van Bemmel, Blyf Gezond!: Platenatlas Ten Behoeve Van Het Onderwijs in De
Gezondheidsleer Op De Indische Lagere Scholen = Sehatlah Selaloe!: Boekoe Gambar Jang Dipergoenakan
Oentoek Mengadjarkan Ilmoe Kesehatan Disekolah Rendah Ditanah Hindia (Groningen: Wolters, 1933).
On van Bemmel, see Schulte-Nordholt, ‘Modernity and Middle Classes’, pp. 223–254, reference to
p. 241.
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education and preventive medicine.43 After decades of focusing their efforts on
coercive medicine, the Dutch (mostly) side-lined forced vaccinations and
quarantine-orders, and instead rolled out a novel two-fold approach: on the
one hand was the creation of (or, rather, the pledge to create44) sanitation
infrastructures, from water pumps to wells and latrines. On the other hand,
imbibed in the perception that colonized peoples did not know about the
advantages of cleanliness, they began direct propaganda work to increase
awareness, if not enthusiasm, about the importance of hygiene in fostering
good health.

Perceiving the local population as ignorant, unwilling to ‘learn’, and sus-
picious of foreigners, colonialists’ sense of superiority of Western under-
standing of health and hygiene (notably only developed in the nineteenth
century), which dismissed local practices around bathing, food preservation,
and healing, was a crucial underpinning to the new hygiene campaigns of the
Office of Health Propaganda.45 Supported by the Rockefeller Foundation,
small-scale projects were launched in Java in the 1920s that rolled out
programmes aimed at educating portions of the population in personal,
domestic, and environmental hygiene as practices fundamental to halting
the spread of highly contagious diseases. In the tropics, such work mostly
targeted skin diseases and water- and insect-transmitted infections like
cholera, typhoid, and malaria.46

Peverelli’s illustrative plates mentioned above are set in an indigenous
rural ‘native quarter’ (kampoeng) built along a river; children are seen wear-
ing a mixture of Western and local clothing (but never shoes!47), and the
houses are made of rattan. ‘Health is a great treasure’ proclaims the first
plate, further showing how whoever gets sick no longer enjoys the idyllic
village life. Mosquitoes, flies, lice, and rats are singled out as the main cul-
prits of many diseases, and prevention is identified as achievable through
improved personal hygiene, consumption of uncontaminated foods, and
careful sourcing of drinking water. The colonial administration had put
the problem of contagious diseases and water contamination down to the
Indies’ population’s lack of modern sanitation. An article in the popular

43 On classroom posters, see Schulte-Nordholt, ‘Modernity and Middle Classes’.
44 Advancement drives announced to remedy these problems in the ‘native quarters’ were rarely

actualized as they were deemed too expensive. See R. Mrázek. Engineers of Happy Land: Technology
and Nationalism in a Colony (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), pp. 59–60.

45 See contributions in K. van Dijk and J. G. Taylor, Cleanliness and Culture: Indonesian Histories
(Leiden: KITLV Press, 2011).

46 Successful as these endeavours might have been, the Great Depression of the 1930s put a stop
to this collaboration; with an extremely reduced budget, public health propaganda efforts shrank,
to resurface only after Indonesia’s independence. In the immediate post-independence years, Dutch
efforts to develop a hygiene prophylaxis became the core of the Republic’s preventive health plat-
form, similarly leaving curative medicine in the hands of private initiative. Leimena, Membangun
kesehatan rakjat (Djakarta: Noordhoff-Kolff, 1952), p. 13. This is a fascinating read as it provides a
historical overview of public health in the archipelago, profusely praising the Dutch colonial
authorities and heavily criticizing the Japanese.

47 H. Schulte-Nordholt, ‘The state on the skin: clothes, shoes, and neatness in (colonial)
Indonesia’, Asian Studies Review, vol. 21, no. 1, 1997, pp. 19–39, DOI: 10.1080/03147539708713139.
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Dutch-language periodical Koloniale Studien described the liminal rural-urban
kampoeng as ‘places filled with huts made of bamboo, wooden planks, and
woven mats, with shutters but no windows, with no floors but earth, with
no bathrooms, no washing place, and no water closets’.48 Rudolph Mrázek
describes this narrative as one filled with colonial ‘modern negatives’. But
in fact, as already noted in the leftist, independent Malay-language
periodical Doenia Bergerak (’World on the Move’), the increasing incidence
of water-borne diseases that killed many, even during the dry season, was
likely caused by the colonial authorities’ contamination of clean water
with ‘artificial fertilizers containing sulfuric acid and highly concentrated
phosphate’, rather than unhygienic practices in the kampoengs.49

The plates had been conceived by Dr Pierre Peverelli, director of the
Municipal Health Service of Batavia; he was a vocal Ethicist advocate of pre-
ventive medicine and ‘collaboration’ through education, with similar ideas to
the Rockefeller Foundation. Peverelli’s efforts were thus focused on teaching
everyday practices of preventive medicine to Java’s population. Well aware
that there were not enough doctors,50 he suggested that individual responsibil-
ity was a necessary complement to curative medicine and enforcing quaran-
tine laws during emergencies. School children were his primary target: ‘We
have to endeavour to teach the Bumiputera children … the children of the
nation won’t care about the laws and will do only as their own heart
wants.’51 Hence, he launched the establishment of the Health Brigades
(Gezondheid Brigades) among European and Malay youth groups aimed at pursu-
ing outreach activities to popularize science-based hygienic practices and dis-
credit all indigenous forms of hygiene and healing practices. In addition,
Peverelli was also a most prolific author of booklets for schoolteachers and lay-
persons. His core message was that being sick caused poverty, as it both dis-
rupted all activities—work, school, household chores—and was expensive.
‘What is better than curing an illness? Not getting sick at all!’52 His advice
to the Indies’ middle classes (sometimes blurring the racial identities of his

48 Mr. I. Hen, Koloniale Studien 1916–1917, quoted in Mrázek, Engineers of Happy Land, p. 57.
49 Doenia Bergerak 1915, quoted in Mrázek, Engineers of Happy Land, p. 58.
50 Data collected by Peverelli is quoted in S. Murakami, ‘Call for Doctors!: Uneven Medical

Provision and Indonesian Decolonization in the 1950s’, in Cars, Conduits, and Kampongs, (eds)
Colombijn and Coté, pp. 35–36. This position was supported by Kat Angelino, the director of the
Department of Education in the Dutch East Indies: ‘No government can bear the burden of public
health work for the whole population’, in J. L. Hydrick, Intensive Rural Hygiene Work and Public Health
Education of the Public Health Service of Netherlands India (Java: Batavia-Centrum, 1937), p. I.

51 Peverelli, Ilmoe Keséhatan, p. 40. This focus on children had already been advanced by Hydrick
in 1927: J. L. Hydrick and J. H. Haas, Medische Propaganda Door Den Dienst Der Volksgezondheid in
Nederlandsch-Indië (Weltevreden, 1927). See also ‘Kesehatan Bangsa’, Pandji Poestaka [hereafter
PP], no. 97, 3 December 1929, pp. 1534–1535: ‘the foundation of a nation’s progress is in the
good health of its people’.

52 P. Peverelli, Nasihat tentang keséhatan bagi goeroe anak negeri, (trans.) A. Soetan Pamoentjak
(Groningen: Wolters, 1933), quote p. 5.
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audience) ranged from maintaining a good posture and wearing shoes to eating
a vitamin-rich diet, killing flies, and bathing ‘at least once a week’.53

The move away from coercive curative medicine and towards education-
based prevention had arrived in the colonies after important shifts in
Europe. In the immediate aftermath of the discovery of bacteria by the
German Robert Koch (1843–1910), Britain, Germany, and France each launched
major public health initiatives.54 The Dutch had been pioneers of cleanliness,55

but they came late to the public health reform movement, only after the
French and British authorities had already embraced a semi-official approach
that placed ‘a kind of medical imperialism incorporating both the medicaliza-
tion and moralization of society’ at the centre of official reforms.56 This was
not an exclusively European phenomenon, as Japan had also adopted a similar
strategy.57 The Meiji government established a Central Sanitary Board to tackle
epidemics and ‘preserve the people’s well-being throughout the nation’.58 As
pointed out by Ruth Rogaski, ‘eisei [hygiene] was a key link in the creation
of a wealthy and powerful nation’, and Japan’s sanitary movement extended
to the rest of Northeast Asia as an important strategy of imperial expansion
in the early twentieth century.59 In China and Taiwan, ‘“Hygienic modernity”
became a vehicle for the expression of [Japanese] power, fear, and hope in the
region’s complex informal and formal colonial settings.’60 In the 1940s, Japan
would extend this approach to Java as well.

European women had already been ‘enlisted’ by sanitary reformers by the
late nineteenth century; as a contemporary put it, ‘Long before the word sani-
tation was heard of, or any other word that conveyed the idea of a science of
health, the good, trained, thrifty housewife was a practical sanitary
reformer.’61 In Japan, eisei had become part of most girls’ education by the
turn of the twentieth century. ‘Domestic matters’ were turned into ‘domestic
management studies, the discipline of a corps of specialists’ with training pro-
vided by women in ‘childcare, nursing of the sick, and prevention of

53 Ibid., p. 14.
54 A. F. La Berge, Mission and Method: Early Nineteenth-century Public Health Movement (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1992). Holland was slow to follow. See S. Schama, The Embarrassment of
Riches. An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the Golden Age (New York: Knopf, 1987).

55 Schama, The Embarrassment of Riches, pp. 377–379.
56 Berge, Mission and Method, p. 2.
57 H. E. Kim, Doctors of Empire: Medical and Cultural Encounters between Imperial Germany and Meiji

Japan (Toronto; Buffalo; London: University of Toronto Press, 2016).
58 In W. Johnston, The Modern Epidemic: A History of Tuberculosis in Japan (Cambridge, MA: Council

on East Asian Studies, Harvard University, 1995), p. 174, n. 45.
59 Rogaski, Hygienic Modernity, p. 137. Taiwan was the first laboratory for Japan’s public health

policies in the empire, with Manchuria following.
60 R. Rogaski, ‘Vampires in Plagueland’, in Health and Hygiene in Chinese East Asia: Policies and

Publics in the Long Twentieth Century, (eds) Q. Liang and C. Furth (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2011), p. 132.

61 B. W. Richardson, ‘Woman as sanitary reformer’, Fraser’s Magazine, November 1880, pp. 669–
671, quoted in A. Davin, ‘Imperialism and Motherhood’, in Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a
Bourgeois World, (eds) F. Cooper and A. L. Stoler (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009),
pp. 87–151, p. 132.

2000 Chiara Formichi

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000627 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000627


contagious disease [together with] [c]ooking instructions’. By the 1910s being
a housewife was ‘a recognized professional identity’.62

The discursive pivot embedded in the so-called Ethical Policy was presented
as an effort to support ‘native uplift’, but it was really just another incarnation
of the mission civilisatrice aimed at the assertion of colonial modernity and pro-
tection of colonial economic interests through control of colonized bodies. As
summed up by Warwick Anderson in the context of the Philippines, the late
colonial state was

disciplinary and benevolent, or progressive within limits … [and] modern
rituals of hygiene were linked intimately to the making of potential citi-
zens and their surveillance. Self-government of body, involving proper
conduct and comportment, became a necessary precondition for political
self-government or national sovereignty.63

Although I do not intend to give undue importance to the Ethical Policy, its
efforts towards propaganda and education popularized the language of hygiene
and health as avenues to improvement. Think of the Dutch officer who in 1926
argued that the primary task of government-employed indigenous doctors
who travelled from village to village was ‘to make the population understand
that the government means nothing more by the hygiene measures than to
create a basis on which the progress of human society in economic and spir-
itual terms is made possible’.64 The Ethical Policy contributed to the shaping of
a social and discursive environment in which educated colonized subjects—
including women—came to participate, finding a space for intellectual agency
over the meaning and forms of progress.

Returning to those illustrative plates, women are at the heart of most of the
efforts showcased: while a man is shown as reading a book inside the home and
a young boy is relaxing under a tree, a woman is seen in the background venturing
out with a basket on her head; she might be going to the market, to forage, or to do
laundry. Women are then shown washing clothes, taking water from the well for
boiling before use in the kitchen (see Figure 5), and hand-milling the rice, which
complemented other nutritious foods (such as eggs, tempeh, yam, corn, and pea-
nuts) to provide a rich diet (see Figure 6). It is the mother who takes her baby to
the doctor after the tuberculotic father (I assume) has coughed in its face.65

It was women who cleaned the homes, kept mosquitoes and pests at bay,
made sure everyone bathed (with soap if possible), and used boiled water in
the kitchen. When shopping, women needed to be conscious about potential

62 J. Sand, House and Home in Modern Japan: Reforming Everyday Life 1880–1930 (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2005), p. 57; quotes pp. 60 and 62.

63 W. Anderson, ‘Afterword’, in Health and Hygiene, (eds) Liang and Furth, p. 275. See also
W. Anderson, Colonial Pathologies: American Tropical Medicine, Race, and Hygiene in the Philippines
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2006).

64 E. R. K. Rodenwalt, ‘Het onderwijs in hygiëne en parasitologie’ (1926), quoted in L. Hesselink,
Healers on the Colonial Market (Leiden: KITLV, 2011), p. 182.

65 Peverelli and van Bemmel, Blyf Gezond!
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contamination of vegetables, meats, and milk (should they be able to afford
such products); meals needed to be hygienically prepared and flies kept off
the cooked food; and by 1930 fresh produce would be better kept in the refriger-
ator, should one own this ultimate symbol of gendered hygienic modernity.66

Figure 5. ‘You can only trust pipe-water. Always boil water from wells and rivers.’ Source: Plate no. 13,
in P. Peverelli and F. van Bemmel, Blyf Gezond! = Sehatlah Selaloe! (Groningen: Wolters, 1933).

Figure 6. ‘The danger of rice that is too white.’ Source: Plate no. 22, in Peverelli and van Bemmel,

Blyf Gezond!.

66 Colonial-era publications and collections of photographs show that both European and local
women were considered crucial in this effort. As argued by Ann Stoler, Europeans were extremely
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Women, as wives and primarily as mothers, were at the forefront of this tra-
jectory of progress,67 but did not fully adopt European practices.

Motherhood in the colony

On the pages of the widely read Bintang Hindia, in 1928 women exhorted each
other not to consume too much alcohol during pregnancy, and to be vigilant
about hygiene and cleanliness

to keep the baby healthy. There are millions of bacteria everywhere … the
care-giver who does not understand the importance of cleanliness and
picks up a baby without washing their hands with soap is not fit for caring.
Here in the tropics the baby needs to be washed with soap every day.68

Writing in 1930, Sri Mangoensarkoro endorsed such Dutch practices as not
picking up a crying child or not letting the children spend too much time with
the servants, especially at night, because they could ‘pass on’ negative traits;
she also vehemently discouraged excessive clothing—‘What’s the point of put-
ting socks on a little child? The less they wear, the better for them.’ Paying
regular visits to the doctor also seemed unnecessary, as village children ‘are
healthier than our [urban] children’ and evidently only ‘Mother Nature is
their doctor’.69 Clothing and doctors were both trademarks of colonial mother-
hood,70 mostly as identifiers of European-ness and scientific modernity.

concerned about natives’ ‘contamination’ and ‘pollution’. See J. G. Taylor, ‘Bathing and Hygiene
Histories from the KITLV Images Archive’, in van Dijk and Taylor, Cleanliness and Culture. See
also P. Peverelli, De Taak Van De Vrouw in Indonesië Op Medisch-Hygiënisch Gebied (Haarlem: De
Spaarnestad, 1950), in which he reflected on the important role played by Dutch women in colonial
households. For a comparative take on kitchen appliances, see R. A. G. Reyes, ‘Modernizing the
Manileña: technologies of conspicuous consumption for the well-to-do woman, circa 1880s—
1930s’, Modern Asian Studies, vol. 46, no. 1, 2012, pp. 193–220.

67 Notably, the extant scholarship on public health and hygienic modernity in Asia does not look
at the role of women. For the United States, a classic read remains N. Tomes, The Gospel of Germs:
Men, Women, and the Microbe in American Life (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998). The
only exception is works that focus specifically on midwifery. See, for example, Hesselink, Healers on
the Colonial Market; on British India, see R. Johnson and A. Khalid, Public Health in the British Empire:
Intermediaries, Subordinates, and the Practice of Public Health, 1850–1960 (New York: Routledge, 2012);
S. Mukherjee, Gender, Medicine, and Society in Colonial India: Women’s Health Care in Nineteenth- and
Early Twentieth-Century Bengal (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2017); N. E. Barnes, Intimate
Communities: Wartime Healthcare and the Birth of Modern China, 1937–1945 (Oakland, CA: University
of California Press, 2018).

68 ‘Doenia Perempoean: Menoeroes anak anak ketjil’, Bintang Hindia (hereafter BH), no. 13, 26
March 1928, pp. 223–224.

69 Sri Mangoensarkoro, ‘Pemeliharaan Anak’, Isteri, no. 10 (year 1), February 1930, p. 2; continued
in Isteri, no. 1 (year 2), May 1930, p. 3.

70 Throughout the 1930s, issue after issue of De Huisvrouw in Indië (hereafter HI), a
Dutch-language magazine for European(ized) women, published articles about the clothing
needs of babies, listing how many pairs of socks, undershirts, flannel buntings, etc. an expecting
mother should procure. The importance of regular medical check-ups was also constantly rein-
forced. See, for example, C. M. Pasteur-Van Swieten, Het Babyboek Voor De Huisvrouw in Ned-Indië
(Soerabaja, 1938).
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In 1931, a woman named Soekarmi argued that ‘women should know about
nutrition’ to ensure a varied and balanced diet, and to consequently promote
the good health of the household. After explaining the role of carbohydrates,
proteins, and fats, Soekarmi introduced vitamins as a ‘very new’ and ‘import-
ant’ field of scientific knowledge. Far from simply propagandizing advances in
Western scientific research, Soekarmi turned this explanation of modern nutri-
tion into an opportunity to validate how ‘the habits of our women in the vil-
lages, or of old-fashioned women, are not so wrong and are in fact most
correct’. Feeding bananas to small children boosted their vitamin A intake;
extended breastfeeding ensured the best nutrition possible; eating bran, com-
mon among people in the villages, limited the occurrence of beriberi disease;
with their exposure to the sun, Indonesians did not need to be concerned with
rickets. ‘Above all we know that in Indonesia we don’t need to be afraid of vita-
mins’ deficiency.’71

As hygiene had become a core principle of progress in Europe and Asia
alike, scientific expertise reshaped paradigms of infant-care and -feeding in
what Rima Apple has dubbed ‘modern motherhood’. This also became evident
in Indonesia, where the discovery of vitamins and the influence of child-
rearing advice produced by (and primarily intended for) Europeans seemed
to challenge local practices. The Dutchman Christiaan Eijkman (1858–1930)
made the connection between beriberi disease and the nutritional deficiency
of polished rice while working in Batavia. Discovered by their absence, vita-
mins became another layer to the scientific construction of social progress.
In many Asian locales,72 as in Europe and North America, vitamin deficiency
was the result of ‘too modern’ a diet that privileged polished rice and pro-
cessed foods. In industrialized Euro-America, and among the middle- and
upper-classes of both metropole and periphery, the solution was seen in
vitamin-enriched foods.73 But voices from Java and Sumatra offered a different
perspective, arguing that the customary indigenous diet of the kampoeng was
in fact ‘most correct’ according to the standards of modern nutrition, as it pre-
vented this major debilitating disease.

Women like Sri Mangoensarkoro and Soekarmi actively engaged with con-
cepts and practices of health, hygiene, nutrition, and ‘progress’. But instead of
embracing wholesale what Dutch models of colonial modernity had to offer,
these educated middle-class women aspired to adapt to the changing times
by straddling across and negotiating between identities and strategies. While

71 Soekarmi, ‘Sedikit tentang hal makanan’, Isteri, nos. 11–12 (year 2), 1931. Colonial health offi-
cials had been arguing in favour of some of these diet-related points for a few years already; how-
ever, their conclusions were not so positive, as they consistently pointed at the low levels of
nutrition in the indigenous population.

72 C. Oberländer, ‘The Rise of Western “Scientific Medicine” in Japan: Bacteriology and Beriberi’,
in Building a Modern Japan, (ed.) M. Low (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), pp. 13–36. See also
M. S. Heidhues, ‘The Epidemic that wasn’t Beriberi in Bangka and the Netherlands’ Indies’, in van
Dijk and Taylor, Cleanliness and Culture, pp. 61–94; D. Arnold, ‘British India and the beriberi problem:
1798–1942’, Medical History, vol. 54, 2010, pp. 295–314.

73 R. D. Apple, Vitamania: Vitamins in an American Culture (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press, 1996).
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certain European innovations were generally adopted—such as rules of clean-
liness,74 despite the recognition of the paternalistic tone of some Dutch pun-
dits75—many other were questioned, criticized, or emended. In the next two
sections I explore Dutch colonial views of European and ‘native’ mothering
through sources from Java, Sumatra, and South Sulawesi, and voices in the ver-
nacular Malay to contrast the differing approaches to and narratives about
infant care and feeding.

Dutch mothering

At the end of 1931, the Association of Housewives in the Indies began publish-
ing its newsletter in Batavia, De Huisvrouw in Indië; shortly afterwards, several
local branches of the association also started printing their own periodicals. On
the very first page of its first issue, Nestlé placed a full-page advertisement
reproducing a clipping from De Indische Courant reporting news that the police
had filed a report about a local milk distributor diluting milk with water from a
ditch. ‘It could have been YOUR milk! Only buy reliable milk—use milk pro-
ducts from Nestlé’.76 Several milk companies had existed in Java and
Sumatra since the late 1800s, but the local dairy industry had struggled to
find ways to guarantee enough supply and hygienic processes in this tropical
colony, despite known advances in other countries. The dangers of tempering,
spoiling, or contamination made it a risky business.77

Throughout the nineteenth century colonial doctors had encouraged
breastfeeding of infants (Dutch and Eurasians) in their home remedies’ man-
uals.78 Yet, as milk was a staple of the colonial diet, products such as powdered

74 ‘Pendjagaan Kesehatan diroemah (Huishygiene)’, Pantjaran Amal, no. 21, 1937, pp. 469–474;
‘Pendjagaan Kesehatan diroemah II’, Pantjaran Amal, no. 24, 1937, pp. 542–547.

75 ‘Doenia Islam’, Nibras, no. 1, 15 December 1927, pp. 1–2.
76 Advertisement for Nestlé, HI, no. 1, November 1931, back cover.
77 Local companies were present in Medan, Batavia, and Surabaya, for example, ‘Jasmilico (Java

Sterilized Milk Company)’, BH, no. 20, 19 May 1923, p. 312; Advertisement for Jasmilico, BH, no. 24,
16 June 1923, p. 370. For news about dairy production abroad, see, among others, ‘Peroesahan
Pemerahan Soesoe di Amerika’, PP, no. 6, 18 January 1929, p. 88; ‘Kroniek’, PP, no. 23, 19 March
1929 p. 372. On contamination and sterility, see advertisement for Nestlé: HI, no. 1, November
1931, back cover; advertisement for model farm ‘Menteng’, HI, no. 1, November 1931, p. 8; adver-
tisement for model farm ‘Swaga’, HI, no. 11, September 1932. The most complete investigation of
milk use in the Dutch East Indies is A. P. den Hartog, ‘Diffusion of Milk as a New Food to Tropical
Regions: The Example of Indonesia, 1880–1942’, PhD thesis, Wageningen. Similar concerns were
also widespread in Singapore, for example, throughout the 1910s–1930s, and China. See
N. Tarulevicz, ‘Untouched by Human Hands: Making and Marketing Milk in Singapore, 1900–
2007’, in Routledge Handbook of Food in Asia, (ed.) C. Leong-Salobir (London: Routledge, 2019),
pp. 193–206. F. Sabban, ‘The Taste for Milk in Modern China (1865–1937)’, in Food Consumption in
Global Perspective. Essays in the Anthropology of Food in Honour of Jack Goody, (eds) J. A. Klein and
A. Murcott (Palgrave and Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2014), pp. 182–208.

78 F. A. C. Waitz, Onderrigtingen en voorschriften om de gewone ziekten van Europeanen in heete gewes-
ten te ontgaan en zich aldaar spoedig aan het klimaat te gewennen, byzonder met betrekking tot
Nederlandsch-Indië (Amsterdam: Sulpke, 1829); H. van den Heuvell, De leefregel, hygiëne, der kinderen
in Oost-Indië, benevens de voornaamste ziekten, die aldaar bij hen voorkomen, met hare behandeling, op
praktische ondervinding gegrond (Zaltbommel: Joh. Noman en Zoon, 1852); N. P. van der Stok, De
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and condensed milk had quickly become popular. Commonly advertised in
Dutch, Malay, and several regional languages in Java and Sumatra, Omnia
from the Netherlands, Glaxo from New Zealand, and Nestlé’s Lactogen and
Milk Maid products from Switzerland were all available and actively pro-
moted.79 Developed to feed soldiers and cure the debilitated during various
wars in North America and Europe, milk products were also marketed in
industrialized England as a cheap and long-lasting infant food substitute
for the rapidly growing group of working-class mothers who could not
afford to stay home and breastfeed. The following incarnation for milk
substitutes was to enable middle- and upper-class women to perform mod-
ern motherhood through practices of physical separation of mothers and
babies, self-reliance, and self-soothing, allowing mothers to be freed from
the burden of infant-care; oftentimes, this was also to restore their bodies
(and especially their breasts) to sexualized expectations of femininity.
Despite the fact that doctors expressed concerns over the low nutritional
value of condensed milk early on, this trend was couched in science and
medical advice. Similarly, upper-class habits such as separation of child
and adult, feeding on a schedule, and the mandate to not comfort an
unsettled baby came to be presented as having a medical and hygienic
rationale behind them.80

By the turn of the twentieth century the Indies were no longer the exclusive
destination of sailors and soldiers. As private entrepreneurs, single women in
search of a husband, and entire families moved to the colonies, young Dutch
women of marriageable age (and mothers to-be) took these expectations
with them.81 Motherhood became part of the imperialist project in the
Indies, and with more European-born women moving there ‘mothering [by
Dutch women] was now a full-time occupation of vigilant supervision of a
moral environment … [with] prescriptions for proper parenting detail[ing]
the domestic protocols for infant and childcare with regard to food, dress,

voeding van zuigelingen: een wenk aan moeders (Batavia: Visser, [1877] 1894). It is worth adding that
some manuals circulating in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries focused on domestic
medicine, explicitly marking women as first line of defence against accidents and common tropical
diseases. These manuals were sanitized of all direct references to traditional knowledge, using
instead as paradigms European botanics and pharmaceutics; see H. Pols, ‘European physicians
and botanists, indigenous herbal medicine in the Dutch East Indies, and colonial networks of
Mediation’, East Asian Science, Technology and Society: an International Journal, vol. 3, nos. 2 and 3,
2009, pp. 173–208.

79 To cite a few: Pertja Selatan printed advertisements for Glaxo milk (25 May 1933) and Lactogen
(14 May 1933); Sinar Sumatra for Omnia (19 January 1933); in Medan, Sinar Deli did so for Glaxo
(2 January 1934 and again on 31 December 1934), while Fikiran ran an advertisement for the locally
produced Mengoenie milk for bottle-feeding (15 December 1934).

80 Davin, ‘Imperialism and Motherhood’, pp. 87–151.
81 Elsbeth Locher-Scholten notes that in the Indies in 1880 there were 471 Dutch women for

1,000 Dutch men; in 1900, 636/1,000 and in 1930, 884/1,000. E. Locher-Scholten, ‘Summer
Dresses and Canned Food’, in Outward Appearances: Dressing State and Society in Indonesia, (ed.)
H. Schulte-Nordholt (Leiden: KITLV Press, 1997), p. 153. She presents even more statistics about
employment, living conditions, etc. in Locher-Scholten, Women and the Colonial State, pp. 49–84.
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sleep and play’.82 In this context medical advice, colonial discourses, and social
desires intertwined and clashed.

In Holland most middle-class women would have hired wet-nurses, satisfy-
ing the demands of doctors and society alike, but in the colony this option had
to be set aside on racial considerations, further expanding the market for milk
substitutes.83 As argued by Ann Stoler, indigenous servants had become a
potential source of ‘contamination’;84 echoing ancient Roman beliefs reaf-
firmed again in sixteenth-century England—according to which personal char-
acteristics could be transmitted through breastfeeding—Dutch children in the
Indies were said to need protection from the ‘extremely pernicious’ moral
influence of ‘babus’, the nursemaids who might otherwise have cared for
them.85 Local women were deemed unfit to raise European children.86 Both
hygiene and infant care were tightly intertwined with morality, and women,
as mothers, were at the forefront of the colonial effort to maintain racial
boundaries (and thus European rule) through moral and cultural practices.
As Jean Taylor also points out, after the British interlude in Java, Dutch pat-
terns of rule and sociability changed; previous practices of racial mixing
with local Eurasian women from influential families were rejected, and an
effort to maintain racial, cultural, and moral homogeneity with the
motherland was embraced instead.87 Young women were trained to be house-
wives, and

advice manuals prepared women for the task of maintaining a ‘proper’
Dutch home in the East. In them the link between personal habits and
morality was made explicit. Sections were devoted to hygiene practices

82 L. Stoler, ‘A Sentimental Education: Native Servants and the Cultivation of European Children
in the Netherlands Indies’, in Fantasizing the Feminine in Indonesia, (ed.) L. J. Sears (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2012), p. 88.

83 Servants were also not allowed to eat from the same dishes as their masters for fears of ‘pol-
lution’, reinforcing a form of ‘distancing’ similarly practised in laundry washing. Locher-Scholten,
‘Summer Dresses’, p. 171.

84 Stoler, ‘A Sentimental Education’, p. 72.
85 Ibid., p. 79. Wet-nursing was also discussed in relation to local practices. The Dutch author of

Caring for Baby (discussed in detail below) argued that finding a wet-nurse was both dangerous and
close-to-impossible because ‘the native woman’ had superstitions and taboos that stopped her from
nursing someone else’s baby, leading to the statement that ‘it is in fact better to just use artificial
milk’: F. W. Haeften, Hooge Zuigelingensterfte En Zuigelingenzorg =: Pemeliharaan Kanak-Kanak Jang
Menjoesoe, (trans.) H. A. Salim (Weltevreden: Balai Poestaka, 1919), p. 50. In contrast, the
Sumatran women’s periodical Soeara Iboe presented the enlisting of a wet-nurse as the only possible
alternative to mother’s milk. The contributor simply stipulated that the wet-nurse should be a
woman whose good health had been ascertained by a doctor, had given birth not too long before,
and liked to guard her personal hygiene: ‘Merawat Anak’ 2, Soeara Iboe, no. 3, July 1932, pp. 1–2.

86 Similar approaches had been pursued by the French colonial order in Indochina; there, metis
children were removed from their mothers and ‘raised … as modern French citizens’, fluent in the
French language and comfortable in a French cultural social environment: C. Firpo, ‘Modernity and
the Dody: Franco-Vietnamese Children in the Colonial Era and Beyond’, in Modern Times, (eds)
Protschky, van den Berge and Barnard, pp. 191–210, quote p. 193.

87 J. G. Taylor, The Social World of Batavia: European and Eurasian in Dutch Asia (Madison, WI: The
University of Wisconsin Press, 2009).
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for preserving the health and energy of family members in the tropics,
the necessity of avoiding certain foods, and other precautions to preserve
moral character.88

Thus, first condensed milk and later patent infant foods became common fare
among the Indies’ Europeans, as they rejected both breastfeeding and
wet-nursing on medical, racial, and moral grounds. This additional barrier spe-
cific to the colony made Dutch government efforts futile and fuelled instead
the market for milk substitutes. The Indies’ Dutch-language press had
publicized scientific discoveries from Europe proving ‘the great value of breast-
feeding’ beginning in the early 1900s;89 and in the mid-1910s and 1920s, news
was regularly broadcast about the success of moeder-cursussen and consultatie-
bureaux tasked with supporting new mothers in eating well, staying clean,
and breastfeeding their babies in regions of the Netherlands with high mortal-
ity rates.90 Yet it is clear that in the 1930s, Dutch colonial society in the Indies
rejected breastfeeding. In the mid-1920s there were scores of advertisements
marketing Ovomaltine and Quaker Oats as helping breastfeeding mothers pro-
duce more milk,91 but by 1931–1932 the only advertisements that mentioned
breastfeeding were its substitutes, Glaxo and Lactogen.92 In the colonial
press, the presence of two doctors was alternated, one stipulating that
‘Breastfeeding is best’, the other presenting all possible alternatives to it,
and their advantages.93 The popular magazine Marriage and Household, in its
third issue of 1932, included an article on bottle-feeding;94 in 1934, the
Housewives’s fair showcased and distributed instructions for bottle-feeding.95

88 Taylor, ‘Bathing and Hygiene’, p. 46.
89 Quote from ‘Kindersterfte in verband met voeding’, De Locomotief, 3 June 1908;

‘Zuigelingenvoeding’, Bataviaasch nieuwsblad, 6 May 1903; ‘Over kindersterfte’, Soerabaijasch handels-
blad, 26 November 1904; ‘Van vreemden en eigen bodem’, Bataviaasch nieuwsblad, 14 October 1908;
‘De zuigelingensterfte in Limburg’, Deli Courant, 28 June 1917; ‘Onze Voeding’, De Preanger-Bode, 19
December 1906; and many more.

90 ‘Moeder cursussen te Amsterdam’, Deli Courant, 15 May 1920; ‘De zuigelingensterfte in
Limburg’, Deli Courant, 28 June 1917; ‘De gemeente’, De Sumatra Post, 29 July 1920; ‘De goede invloed
der consultative-bureaux van den G.G.D.’, Deli Courant, 29 October 1932.

91 This Ovomaltine advertisement appeared 13 times between 30 July 1926 and 11 October 1927
(and reappeared again briefly in 1938–1939).

92 Glaxo’s advertisement appeared close to 50 times in 1931 and 1932.
93 Articles by Professor Dr E. Gorter (who wrote in support of breastfeeding) and Dr Enklaar

(whose writings focused on alternative forms of infant-feeding) appeared on De Locomotief (and
from there were reprinted in the Deli Courant and De Indische Courant) between March 1930 and
February 1931 (with follow-ups in 1934 and 1938, respectively).

94 A. Kolping and H. Mosmans, Huwelijk En Huisgezin reviewed in ‘Recensies’, De Koerier, 16 March
1932.

95 ‘Tentoonstelling voor de Huisvrouw’, Soerabaijasch handelsblad, 5 May 1934. These examples
simply reinforced extant trends, for example, ‘De jonge moeder Verpleging en voeding van het
kind. II’, De Sumatra Post, 28 August 1925.
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The Orientalist gaze

Dutch approaches to infant-care in the Indies took shape by being modelled on
European examples, but also in express opposition to what they saw practised
by the local population. Dutch medical officers, the wives of Dutch preachers,
and writers of popular books labelled local practices that countered European
modes of modern motherhood as inferior and uncivilized. Prominent among
these were breastfeeding on-demand, having babies sleep in the same room
as their mothers, and keeping infants and toddlers in slings.

In his 1830 History of Java, Thomas Stamford Raffles had stated that ‘women
of all classes suckle their children’.96 And subsequent observers continued to
notice that women across the archipelago carried their babies in the slendang
(a shawl used as a baby sling), and were prone to respond to any calls from
baby with the breast, leading native babies to then be seen as overfed and
overly-dependent.97 At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Dutch
physician Kohlbrugge (1865–1941) had argued that ‘the constant giving of
the breast’ translated in the inability of the ‘natives’ to control impulses.98 A
book published in Medan, North Sumatra, for an audience of plantation-
managers’ wives, advised women to feed their babies on a schedule and to
keep them either in a baby-carriage or a play-pen, openly criticizing indigen-
ous mothers for ‘overfeeding’ their babies as they constantly had them at the
breast,99 carrying them in the slendang.100 In 1929, the government-sponsored
organization Twee Kruisen (Two Crosses) set out to train midwives and build
hospitals for ‘modern birthing’ and to teach ‘modern upbringing’ techniques
to ‘the backward natives’.101 A similar approach was still embraced by the
wife of a Dutch pastor in the mid-1930s in South-East Sulawesi. As she led regu-
lar moeder cursussen for women in the area, her ‘Dutch course’ dedicated an
entire chapter to ‘the particulars of bottle-feeding, children’s flours, etc.’ but
the topic of artificial nutrition was expressly omitted in the course for local
women as ‘all mothers here feed their children themselves’.102 As shown in
Figure 4 above, in the late 1930s Indies’ women’s breastfeeding habits were
still exoticized. In 1961, Hildred Geertz argued that swaddling, carrying, and
extensive feeding of infants in Java encouraged passivity, a view reaffirmed
in the late 1970s by James Peacock.103

96 T. S. Raffles, The History of Java (London: Oxford University Press, [1830] 1965), Chapter 2, p. 78.
97 H. Heinemann, Practische Wenken Voor Moeders (Medan: Typ. Köhler and Co., 1928);

A. G. Klift-Snijder, Moeder-cursus in Mowewe (z.o. Selebes) (Zeist: SIMAVI, 1936).
98 J. H. F. Kohlbrugge, ‘De vragen 94–102 van den leidraad van het gewestelijk onderzoek naar de

oorzaken der mindere welvaart van de Inlandsche bevolking op Java en Madoera’, Verslagen der alge-
meene vergadering van het Indisch Genootschap, 1907, pp. 189–218.

99 Heinemann, Practische Wenken, p. 23.
100 Ibid., p. 28.
101 ‘Perkoempoelan Palang Doewa’, PP, no. 42, 25 May 1928 pp. 758–759.
102 Klift-Snijder, Moeder-cursus, pp. 8–9. The booklet also gives no indication of whether breast-

feeding was discussed at all in the Dutch course.
103 H. Geertz, The Javanese Family: A Study of Kinship and Socialization (New York: Free Press, 1961),

p. 107; J. L. Peacock, Muslim Puritans Reformist Psychology in Southeast Asian Islam (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1978), p. 60.
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Marketers, who had been taking full advantage of the burgeoning vernacu-
lar press and gradual emergence of a local middle class, also took advantage of
the colonial discourse that breastfeeding was backward. In the Indies, milk sub-
stitutes were portrayed as a Western innovation and became an aspect of a
modern lifestyle in which local women could also partake. ‘Who says the native
is backward?’ ran a 1926 Dutch-language advertisement for Lactogen, by the
Nestlé and Anglo-Swiss Condensed Milk Co., showing a Javanese woman
dressed in a sarong-kebaya, bottle-feeding an infant while sitting on a rocking
chair (see Figure 1).104 The following year, Lactogen dominated the infant-care
stall at Bandung’s hygiene exhibition (EHTINI), with claims about hygiene and
health, and the slogan—in Dutch—‘Lactogen, for your baby’.105

Indigenous mothering

As observed by the Europeans, mothers in Java, Sumatra, and other islands
tended to breastfeed on demand for many months, if not years. A Javanese
text composed in 1907, illustrating various rituals and life-cycle events,
noted that babies should be breastfed for over a year, with boys being weaned
at 16 months of age, and girls at 18 months.106 But if Dutch women, conserva-
tive colonial officers, and marketers portrayed indigenous practices of breast-
feeding as backward, the representatives of the Ethical Policy saw its hygienic
advantages. The profusion of government-sponsored publications, in Malay
and several local languages, warning against the dangers of bottle-feeding indi-
cates that other forms of feeding were common, and as commonly ill-practised
due to the lack of clean water and correctly formulated substitutes.107

104 I am grateful to Tom Hoogervorst for sharing this advertisement, originally published on a
1926 issue of D’Oriënt: Een Weekblad Voor Kunst En Actualiteit.

105 D’Oriënt, no. 6, June 1927, p. 74. Cf. the 1933 exhibition at Pasar Gambir, Batavia, organized in
collaboration with the medical hygiene propaganda department of the Public Health Service: ‘De
Zuigeling’, Het nieuws van den dag voor Nederlandsch–Indië, 28 August 1933. According to the Dutch
press, ‘Upon entering, you are immediately struck by the series of striking prints, which promote
effective breastfeeding. “Feed your child yourself, take care of it as your most precious commodity,”
the native visitors are called out. The value of breastfeeding is emphasized in such slogans as “I
know of no greater humiliation for a mother than the inability to nurse her child” and “The
most precious gift that nature has bestowed on mother is breast milk”. An eloquent picture, depict-
ing a baby sitting next to a cow, with the caption: “Should she replace my mother?” is a fitting and
intense illustration.’ Algemeen handelsblad voor Nederlandsch–Indië, 5 September 1933.

106 Padmasusastra, Tata Cara (Jakarta: Departemen Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan, Proyek
Penerbitan Buku Bacaan Sastra Indonesia dan Daerah, 1980 [1907]), p. 45.

107 These concerns were first voiced by the indigenous doctor Tehupeiory: see ‘Over alles en nog
wat’, Sumatra–bode, 18 June 1908. Infant care featured prominently and early in books printed
by the Commissie voor de Volkslectuur (known in Malay as Balai Poestaka), including, but not
exclusively, in the series titled ‘Kitab Kesehatan’ [Health Books]. Between 1924 and 1926, the
most borrowed Malay-language book across the Taman Poestaka library network was A Guide to
Teaching School Children How to Care for Infants. Caring for the Infant, despite having been printed
as early as 1919, was still the seventh most borrowed text in 1924. Horton ‘“A Gift of Unlimited
Value”: Public Health and Colonial Publishing in Indonesia (1910s–1945)’ (forthcoming).
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In 1919, the publication of the bilingual booklet Caring for Baby had been
spurred by concerns over high infant mortality.108 While it emphasized the
need to feed ‘on a schedule’, indicating the specific duration of suckling
times and intervals,109 the book also stressed that mother’s milk was the
healthiest option for the baby.110 The intended audience of this and similar
publications were the local lower classes, uneducated and employed in jobs
from the lowest rungs of the social ladder. Parents were bestowed with the
duty to reduce babies’ chances of death, a goal which could be achieved
only by eradicating ‘stupidity and dirt’ and by ensuring that the mother
didn’t ‘stop breastfeeding the baby without a reason, then giving baby artificial
food’;111 this echoed European trends that blamed working-class mothers’
ignorance and negligence for their infants’ deaths.112 The Malay translation
also added that ‘mother’s milk is the best food for babies … by custom’ (kepada
‘adat), making it an element of women’s own cultural heritage.113 On the other
hand, ‘lesser-quality or counterfeit milk, contaminated milk’,114 and anything
that was not breastmilk, was identified as a common source of illness for
babies, leading to the condemnation that ‘bottle-feeding, whether with cow
milk or tinned milk, is a very dangerous evil’. The ‘evils’ of bottle-feeding,
from bacteria to excessive sugar, seemed impossible to avoid, and more
space was dedicated to discouraging its practice than to its proper domestic
preparation. In 1922 this gap was filled by A Guide to Teach School-Children
about Infant Care, a compilation of simple instructions for young children left
in charge of their even younger siblings. Again, its audience was working-class
families, as mothers were ‘working, or cooking in the kitchen, or if she has
gone to the market, or with your father to work in the rice fields, you, oh
elder daughter, must care for your young sibling!’.115 The author gave absolute
priority to the avoidance of ‘little bugs’, mosquitos, and flies, reaffirming the
importance given to hygiene and cleanliness as functions of good health.
Amid all these instructions, the best course of action to ensure the good health

108 Authored by the Java-born Dutch doctor Frederik Willem van Haeften (1865–1926?), the book
was translated by Haji Agus Salim (1884–1954), a prominent leader of the anti–colonial Islamic
reformist movement. Translations followed in various local languages, including Javanese and
Hata Batak (the latter spoken by the Toba-Batak people of North Sumatra). Haeften, Hooge
Zuigelingensterfte En Zuigelingenzorg, pp. 8/9 (bilingual edition). This concern remained in place in
the following years: see also, for example, De Vrouw in Huis en Maatschappij, no. 4, November
1927, p. 4.

109 Haeften, Hooge Zuigelingensterfte, pp. 48–49.
110 Ibid., pp. 14–15.
111 Ibid.
112 Davin, ‘Imperialism and Motherhood’. For a Dutch example, see ‘De zuigelingensterfte in

Limburg’, Deli Courant, 28 June 1917.
113 This is an interesting intervention by H. A. Salim, who translated van Haeften’s original

statement that ‘mother’s milk is the best food for babies’ ‘als regel’ (as a rule). For the role of trans-
lators as cultural filters, see Hoogervorst, ‘Gained in Translation’.

114 See, for example, ‘Diratjoen’, PP, no. 91, 13 November 1928, p. 1531.
115 H. Heinemann and S. A. M. Lucien Römer, Pemimpin Bagi Mengadjar Anak–Anak Disekolah Dalam

Hal Mengoeroes Baji (petikan Dari ‘säuglingspflegefibel’ Karangan Antonia Zerwer) = Korte Handleiding Voor
Het Onderricht Op School in Het Verzorgen Van Een Zuigeling (Weltevreden: Balai Poestaka, 1922), p. 3.
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of infants was still indicated to be mother’s milk taken directly from the
breast.116

While periodicals’ editors and contributors exposed the shortcomings of
milk substitutes, advertisements continued to capture a share of the market.
A common brand was Milk Maid sweetened condensed milk, known locally
as Soesoe Tjap Nonna. This was not only advertised in newspapers and
women’s magazines, but—ironically—it made its way onto the back-cover of
government-sponsored books about infant care, such as reprints of the already
mentioned Caring for Baby and A Guide to Teach School-Children about Infant Care.
Marketed as ‘the best milk for babies to drink; strengthening and healing their
bodies’, Soesoe Tjap Nonna was announced as the choice of several mothers of
‘many of the native babies’ admitted to a baby show. At the same time, it was
also ‘available in all shops’, thus translating the perceived exclusive access
granted to the urbanized upper class who participated in baby shows as a
potential reality for all mothers and infants.117 But the publisher, the govern-
ment agency Balai Poestaka, also included an insert on milk originally pub-
lished in 1931 in its own Malay-language periodical Pandji Poestaka. The
insert, a translation of an article in German, addressed the shortcomings of
both cow’s milk and tinned milk as infant-foods and, without mincing
words, it called individuals who fed their babies sweetened condensed milk
‘stupid’ because it lacked the most-important vitamin content of milk. The
preface penned by Pandji Poestaka was an honest acknowledgement of the con-
ditions of the urbanized population and the power of advertising that margin-
alized indigenous practices.

Us boemipoetra [sons of the soil], we feel strongly that our infants ought to
be fed by their own mothers’ breasts. Because in that breastmilk there is
all the nutrient that is needed by the baby; needed, so that their body is

116 How this could have been achieved is not clear. Extensive perusal of colonial photographs’
collections has not uncovered any images of women at work in the rice fields, tea or tobacco plan-
tations, or any factory, with their baby on the hip. To me, this was quite obviously an Ethicist fan-
tasy, one that assumed that a mother who didn’t have access to clean water could afford to stay
home. There is, however, a remote possibility that new mothers were employed in tasks that
allowed them to keep their babies with them. An exception was the setting up of a maternity
ward at the Holland American Plantation Company (HAPM) in Kisaran; starting in 1918, female
labourers employed there were given three months of paid ‘maternity leave’ to care for their new-
borns: ‘Stadnieuws’, Deli Courant, 7 December 1921. See also N. C. Keukenschrijver and
W. B. Doorenbos, ‘Eenige statistische gegevens naar aanleiding van een duizend bevallingen in
de kraaminrichring van de Holland-Amerikaansche Platagemaatsschappij te Kisaran’,
Geneeskundig tijdschrift voor Nederlandsch–Indië, vol. 61, 1921, pp. 488–499. This estate was character-
ized as ‘the cleanest and best-kept plantation in the East … one of the features … is a large hospital
which is regarded as the best in the Asiatic tropics’: ‘The Sumatra plantation of the United States
Rubber Plantations, Inc.’, The India Rubber World, vol. 60, August 1919, pp. 611–613, quote p. 612. See
also S. Yacob, ‘Model of welfare capitalism? The United States Rubber Company in Southeast Asia,
1910–1942’, Enterprise and Society, vol. 8, no. 1, 2007, pp. 136–174. The obvious advantages for such
policy and infrastructure for a profit-oriented capitalist economy are not lost on me.

117 Advertisement for Soesoe Tjap Nonna, Pemimpin, no. 5, November 1934, back cover.
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healthy, so that their body grows as necessary; needed, because if the
body of that baby is too weak, surely it will fall ill.

But in fact, in the long run, increasing numbers of urban settlers, even
boemipoetra mothers, feed their babies tinned milk, which is so well-
praised in advertisements etc.

These boemipoetra continue to increase their numbers. This is why we felt
it appropriate to clip this article.

The process of colonization had initiated major social, economic, and environ-
mental changes, leading to urbanization (and subsequent degradation of the
environment and pollution of food sources), employment of women outside
the home and away from their children, and the import of foreign goods
that projected an aura of ‘modernity’. The Ethicist spirit purported to solve
these problems without acknowledging that they had originated in colonial
intervention and presenting solutions that had previously been the norm.
Rejecting the framework of ‘natives’ backwardness’, educated middle- and
upper-class women in Java and Sumatra refocused attention on the fact that
some ‘traditional’ indigenous practices fitted the discursive bill of hygienic
modernity.

Tradition as progress

Formula and condensed milk companies might have projected an image of milk
substitutes as products that mediated an attainable Western-styled modernity,
but in Java and Sumatra many of the middle- and upper-class women who
engaged in the conversations over ‘progress’ eschewed the symbolic status
granted by bottle-feeding. They focused on the nutritional advantages and
the more easily manageable hygienic profile of breastfeeding as real pillars
of a ‘healthy progress’. Breastfeeding was not only ‘traditional’ or an advanta-
geous expedient for lower class mothers who could not afford expensive
patented infant food or did not have access to clean water; it was outright
the best option.

Anna Sjarif—the Dutch-educated editor of the women’s page of Bintang
Hindia, a government-supported Ethicist Malay-language periodical—echoed
Dutch criticism of answering every cry of a baby with the breast, so that
‘what often happens is that it is given too much food’. But she was also
clear that it was not right if young women who could speak French,
German, and English; could play the piano and tennis; and who were well-read
in literature ‘had no idea how to care for a baby’ and how to nurse.118

Writing by women from Java and Sumatra intersected with, but also com-
plemented, colonial Ethicist approaches to caring for indigenous babies. In
1931, in a long article dedicated to ‘Mother and Child’ and penned by Iboe
(lit. ‘mother’ in Malay), breastmilk was described as ‘God’s wealth, [as] mother

118 ‘Pemandangan didoenia anak anak’, BH, no. 10, 5 March 1928 pp. 174–175.
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now contains the food needed to satisfy the hunger and thirst of her baby, so
to give him strength for life’; indeed, ‘if possible, baby should not be given any
other food besides mother’s milk, because other milk, no matter how good it
might be, cannot match the mother’s own milk’. Whereas the author also sug-
gested that a mother should consult a doctor for supplementation should she
not be able to feed the baby ‘because of illness of insufficient quantities’, there
was no kindness for the mother ‘who does not like to nurse her baby even if
she does have enough milk, woe is the mother who has such thoughts!’
Drinking one’s own mother’s milk was a ‘right given to us by God’.119

Similar advice circulated in Sumatra. In an article published on Soeara Iboe,
the local women’s magazine in Sibolga-Tapanuli, on the West coast of
Sumatra, the (unnamed) author divided her attention between the imperative
of cleanliness—meaning regular soapy baths and clothes changes—and feeding
baby the healthiest diet, namely mother’s milk.

New-borns and infants ought to nurse from their mothers. ‘Tradition’ under
the guise of religion was lending support to an argument based on nutrition.120

It was that same year that Soekarmi had concluded that village eating habits
were validated by the discovery of vitamins, and that breastfeeding was the
best option for mothers and babies.121 Dutch doctors had been concerned
about the implications of beriberi for breastfed infants, but ultimately the
data showed that breastfeeding was indeed the best option. In 1941 the
three foremost Dutch paediatricians in the colony published a paper on xer-
opthalmia among Batavia’s infants: only 11 per cent of the admitted infants
under one year of age had been exclusively breastfed, indicating to them
that breast-fed infants did better than their peers.122

The women offering this advice were representative of the educated upper-
and middle-classes. They owned watches and had access to scales; they had
separate beds and (possibly) separate rooms for their babies. Obviously, they
would have had access to clean water and been able to feed milk substitutes
to their babies in a safe and accurate manner, should they have chosen to
do so. As explained by Iboe, their babies needed to be fed for only about 15
to 20 minutes, seven times a day at regular intervals, and with a night-time
break between midnight and 6 am, during which time the baby was supposed
to sleep through, on its own mat, separate from its mother. Before and after
each feeding the baby’s mouth and mother’s nipples would be cleaned with
boiled water to avoid any disease,123 and in order to be sure that ‘baby is

119 Iboe, ‘Iboe dan Anak’, Isteri, no. 6–7, October–November 1931, pp. 133–137. A similar narrative
would still be produced in the 1950s by Soeara Aisjijjah, the magazine published by the women’s
branch of the Islamic organization Muhammadiya: see ‘Makanan Baji’, Soeara Aisjijjah, 4 June
1953, pp. 100–102.

120 ‘Merawat Anak 2’, Soeara Iboe, no. 3, July 1932, pp. 1–2.
121 Soekarmi, ‘Sedikit tentang hal makanan’, Isteri, no. 11, March 1931, pp. 15–17 and no. 12, April

1931, pp. 27–29.
122 J. H. de Haas, J. H. Posthuma and O. Meulemans, ‘Xerophthalmia in children in Batavia’, The

Indian Journal of Pediatrics, vol. 8, no. 3, 1941, pp. 139–157.
123 Iboe, ‘Iboe dan Anak’.
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drinking well and enough’ mothers weighed their babies before and after every
feeding.124

Advertisements marketing breast-milk substitutes projected a European
modernity and ‘healthfulness’ that lower class women could not afford and
the elite didn’t want. Bottle-feeding was discouraged by and for those who
could have bought the expensive patent formulas and knew about (and
could afford) sterile bottles and boiling water. Literate women in Java and
Sumatra, writing for their peers and possibly beyond through community
reading and word-of-mouth, condemned the shortcomings of breast-milk sub-
stitutes and elevated breastfeeding to the preferred option. They followed
Western ‘modern’ rearing and feeding scheduling practices most diligently,
to the full extent of their capabilities, but they deliberately chose to breastfeed
their babies. Other forms of feeding were not contemplated as an option for
the diligent, healthy, and therefore advanced (madjoe) mother.

Conclusion: From modernity to progress

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Dutch colonial administration
embarked on a new embodiment of the civilizing mission (i.e. the Ethical
Policy) that promoted ‘native uplift’ through at least two new avenues: educa-
tion and hygiene. The expansion of educational opportunities, limited as it
was, also touched women, facilitating their participation in public debates
on the pages of an expanding vernacular press. Similarly, the embrace of
hygienism and nutritionism resulted in the emergence of women as the pri-
mary drivers of progress through their traditional roles in the household.
These shifts did not go unnoticed, and marketers began to interface with
the rising indigenous middle class as a new consumer base potentially aspiring
to achieve ‘modernity’ through consumption, as already suggested by
Hoogervorst and Schulte-Nordholt. Among the many products made available,
one category is of particular interest because of its connections to the new
framework of hygienic modernity and its intersection with women’s ‘trad-
itional’ roles and practices of motherhood: milk substitutes for infants.

As seen throughout this article, all these elements combined together
brought local women to frame an aspect of ‘tradition’—breastfeeding—as mad-
joe. Indonesian women’s performativity as mothers was neither a direct imita-
tion nor a rejection of foreign practices advertised and promoted as ‘modern’.
Rather, health-driven progress took shape as a negotiation between scientific
paradigms and local sources of knowledge. Reading deeper in the sources, amid
the political developments in Java and Sumatra at a time when the
anti-colonial movement was gaining strength, I propose that the criticism of
bottle-feeding by educated middle- and upper-class women in Java and
Sumatra was a conscious (sadar) rejection of Dutch racial projects of control
of colonized women’s bodies, and their way to affirm ‘native superiority’
through promoting breastfeeding.125 Colonialists’ calls for indigenous women

124 ‘Merawat Anak 2’, Soeara Iboe.
125 Hunt, ‘“Le Bebe En Brousse”’.
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to breastfeed were made on the grounds of their assumed inability to keep arti-
ficial feeding hygienic (mirroring similar condemnations of working class
mothers in the metropole), but colonized women made a more nuanced argu-
ment, in which the problem was not access to clean water and bottles or to
well-designed formulas. Milk substitutes were lesser than breastfeeding
because of their potential to be harmful. The superiority of breastfeeding
(denigrated as ‘primitive’ by European observers) was asserted on the grounds
of scientific discoveries and medical opinions, which confirmed the nutritional
value of breastfeeding versus the inadequacy of its substitutes, despite the pro-
jection of bottle-feeding as ‘modern’ through advertisements and Dutch
women’s practices in the colony. Appropriating the essence of the meaning
of ‘modernity’ as ‘healthy’ and ‘hygienic’, and framing their own goal as ‘pro-
gress’, as expressed in 1919 by the editors of Perempoean Bergerak, these women
shaped a singular framework of kemadjoean centred on understandings and
perceptions of healthfulness that I have named ‘healthy progress’.

The concepts of progress and advancement embody and invoke movement. I
am not referring to the teleological views of modernization theories, rather to
the concept of progress as fluid transformation. This is particularly apt to the
case of Indonesia, where kemadjoean (as progress) and pergerakan (as move-
ment) were keywords commonly used by writers and activists during the colo-
nial period. Takashi Shiraishi pioneered the study of the pergerakan as political
mobilization of the anti-colonial independence movement. In this case, the
only telos was self-rule, which could have taken the form of a
European-styled republic, a Soviet-styled council, or an Islamic state. Susan
Blackburn, among others, has deployed the same frame of ‘forward movement’
in her analysis of women’s organizations, where the primary goal was female
emancipation (lit. kemadjoean perempoean),126 whether according to
Euro-American standards, Islamic scriptures, or ‘Eastern values’. Notably,
women were not beholders of traditions to counterbalance male embodiments
of modernity. Rather, they were most engaged—through writing and action—in
negotiating between and across multiple ideals of progress. A 1940 advertise-
ment for the national railways, printed in Pandji Poestaka, represented a stand-
ard image of ‘modern, middle-class Indonesian consumption’;127 trains ‘were
used as a prominent symbol of modern times’. And as the man of the family
approaching the train was dressed in a suit-and-tie, the boy in shorts and a
sailor’s hat, the baboe in a kebaya-sarong—each indicating their status through
stereotyped appearances—the mother was clad in a sarong, walked in heels,
and had her baby in a slendang.128 Already in 1912, Raden Ajeng Soematrie (sis-
ter of the better-known Raden Ajeng Kartini) had noted how ‘Young Native
households with young wives at their head, contribute unselfconsciously to
the progress of their people through the new atmosphere which they have

126 S. Blackburn, Women and the State in Modern Indonesia (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009).

127 Schulte-Nordholt, ‘Modernity and Middle Classes’, p. 236.
128 Ibid., p. 233 for the image; quote p. 234.
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brought into the native environment;’ this included a ‘regent’s wife who car-
ried her own baby in a slendang … [on] a train’.129

Jettisoning ‘modernity’ and embracing ‘progress’ allows the avoidance of
superimposing the pre-assigned analytical valence and bias of the term,
which would dislodge the many nuances and referents intended instead by
the sources. Malay-language sources allow this epistemological shift: ‘modern-
ity’ (kemoderenan) and ‘modern’ things refer specifically to European
post-Enlightenment ideals of societal advancement. Rather than assuming
identifiable moments of rupture with the past (which creates the dichotomous
and ever-shifting relationship between ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’), the sense
of movement enshrined in the idea of ‘progress’ projects a fluid process that
can make turns, adapt to changing conditions, or—as I argue here—invoke
the standards of Western modernity to make of ‘tradition’ (or, indigenous
ways of knowing) a stepping stone on the path forward.
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