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East Indies, 1927–42
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Contrary to both Indonesian nationalist historiography and popular 
historical imagination, Marxist analytical tools and frames of reference 
played an important role in the Indonesian anticolonial struggle. 
Scholarship on Indonesia continues to evince a strong tendency to 
typologise anticolonial activism into different aliran (lit., ‘streams’) such 
as ‘nationalist’, ‘communist’ or ‘Islamic’. As a way of glossing the broad 
outlines of political allegiance, these labels are useful, but they obscure as 
much as they illuminate. Using the concept of distinct streams reinforces 
the impression that these were largely separate and competing visions 
of how independent Indonesia ought to be constituted. This is deeply 
misleading; there is no lack of evidence to suggest these streams overlapped 
significantly and that activists who identified as ‘Islamic’ or ‘Marxist’ 
often crossed the porous border between organisations.1 This chapter will 
show how Marxist ideas were central to the political thought of the most 
prominent anticolonial activists, many of whom were Muslim. Adapting 

1  Lin Hongxuan, ‘Ummah yet proletariat: Islam and Marxism in the Netherlands East Indies and 
Indonesia, 1915–59’ (PhD diss., University of Washington, Seattle, 2020), 294–306.
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Marxist analytical tools to suit Indonesian realities, they creatively 
synthesised visions of a just and equitable Indonesian future that drew on 
a wide variety of inspirations.

Where Marxism is given any credit at all by Indonesian nationalist 
historiography, it is in relation to the Partai Komunis Indonesia (PKI, 
Indonesian Communist Party). The PKI, in association with the Islamic 
organisation Sarekat Islam, is highlighted as the locus of resistance to the 
colonial state in the 1920s, which culminated in a series of unsuccessful 
uprisings in 1926–27. This fits comfortably into a nationalistic narrative 
of protonationalist antecedents populating the political landscape as 
history unfolds teleologically; such a vision leads inexorably towards 
independence. Other agents and their motives are obscured—subsumed 
by the impulse to focus on larger-than-life figures like Sukarno or the 
romance of the agentive pemuda (lit., ‘youth’).2 In reality, a diverse 
political landscape with many political actors coexisted in both tension 
and collaboration with Sukarno’s Perserikatan Nasional Indonesia 
(Indonesian Nationalist Association), later the Partai Nasional Indonesia 
(PNI, Indonesian National Party), and Marxist ideas informed their 
anticolonial activism to a significant degree. 

The PKI was remarkably successful in the 1920s and the 1950s, which 
explains the scholarly tendency to focus on it as the nexus of Marxist 
discourse and practice in Indonesia. However, there were many other 
political actors who also actively drew on Marxist frames of reference. 
In the 1950s, the Tan Malaka–inspired Murba Party and Acoma Party 
brought competing visions of how communism would be achieved in 
Indonesia to bear against the PKI. Even intellectuals from Masyumi 
(the main Islamic political party of the 1950s) incorporated aspects of 
Marx’s ideas into their political philosophies.3 More famously, President 
Sukarno himself selectively incorporated Marx’s ideas into his political 
vision—expressed as early as 1926 in Nationalism, Islam and Marxism. 
He did so again during the 1950s and 1960s in the political slogan 
‘Nasakom’—a portmanteau of nationalism, religion and communism 
(‘nasionalisme’, ‘agama’ and ‘kommunisme’). 

2  Benedict R.O.G. Anderson, Java in a Time of Revolution (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1972), 125–65.
3  Kevin W. Fogg, ‘Indonesian Socialism of the 1950s: From Ideology to Rhetoric’, Third World 
Quarterly 42(3) (August 2020): 465–82, doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2020.1794805; and Lin, ‘Ummah 
yet proletariat’, 327–59.
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In the 1930s, important anticolonial organisations such as Mohammad 
Hatta and Sutan Sjahrir’s Pendidikan Nasional Indonesia movement 
(Indonesian National Education; hereinafter Pendidikan) embraced 
the relevance of Marxist analytical tools. Even Islamic anticolonial 
organisations  such as Persatuan Muslim Indonesia (Permi, Indonesian 
Muslim Union) evinced a willingness to engage with socialist ideas. 
This chapter will show how Marxist ideas were very much at the heart 
of the anticolonial movement, suffusing the intellectual field in which 
activists operated and influencing the most prominent anticolonial 
activists. In their attempts to articulate an Indonesian future sans 
imperial parochial tutelage, these anticolonial activists drew freely from 
the intellectual heritage of Europe as well as the hard-won experiences 
of other revolutionary movements, from the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR) and China to Turkey and the Philippines. As part of 
this broader synthetic project, many were able to reconcile Marxist ideas 
with their Islamic identity. This chapter seeks to complement Kankan 
Xie’s Chapter  Five on individuals and debates directly associated with 
the PKI and the Communist International (Comintern) by showcasing 
a different cultivar of Indonesian Marxism—one whose roots were also 
indigenous and with an equally strong claim to the allegiance of many 
Indonesians. 

1930s pergerakan print culture
The suppression of the PKI after the 1926–27 uprisings signalled a turn 
towards stricter press and censorship laws, with freedom of assembly for 
political purposes severely curtailed. In the discursive realm, this took 
the form of the persbreidel (‘press-bridling ordinance’) of 1931, which 
empowered the governor-general to prohibit publication of any periodical 
for an unspecified period, as opposed to extant charges of persdelict, 
which were ‘press offences’ under the Dutch East Indies (DEI) penal 
code.4 These new restrictions curtailed the vitality and capacity of the 
pergerakan (lit., ‘movement’), whose members could no longer voice their 
frustrations in inflammatory words on the printed page or on the stage 

4  Nobuto Yamamoto, ‘The Dynamics of Contentious Politics in the Indies: Inlandsche Journalisten 
Bond and Persatoean Djoernalis Indonesia’, Keio Communication Review 36(2014): 5, www.mediacom.
keio.ac.jp/wp/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/01YAMAMOTO.pdf.

http://www.mediacom.keio.ac.jp/wp/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/01YAMAMOTO.pdf
http://www.mediacom.keio.ac.jp/wp/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/01YAMAMOTO.pdf
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at mass public rallies, as they had done in the 1920s.5 The restrictions on 
political activity resulted in an intensification of effort in vernacular print 
culture, which flourished during the early 1930s despite the persbreidel.6 
This chapter is bookended by the suppression of the 1926–27 uprisings 
and the Japanese occupation (1942–45), during which political activity 
of any sort was heavily suppressed and largely driven underground. 
Though comparatively repressive, this period—which could be glossed 
as the DEI’s long 1930s—produced a surprisingly large and sophisticated 
corpus of radical print culture. 

Print culture constitutes a particularly rich vein of source material because 
of the plethora of newspapers being published from the 1910s. Many had 
short print runs due to financial troubles and censorship, but they were 
legion, and the sheer diversity ensures they remain understudied. One 
1971 index lists more than 1,000 Indonesian newspapers published across 
55 cities throughout the archipelago, most of which began publication 
during the colonial period.7 Moreover, despite limited circulation and low 
literacy rates, many such newspapers had a surprisingly wide reach, as 
literate subscribers would often read aloud to friends and family, before 
passing on the newspaper to another literate person.8 This prolonged 
the lives of newspapers, with their contents reverberating through 
communities weeks after the initial publication, and helped circulate 
pergerakan ideas in a largely illiterate agricultural society. 

Despite these obstacles, pergerakan activity did not disappear during 
the 1930s; rather, the energies of anticolonial activists were channelled 
by the repressive political climate into new realms of activity. In the 
Pendidikan’s case, this entailed the cultivation of a national awakening 
through education. Print culture constitutes a particularly important 
corpus of source material in this period because it was one of the principal 
ways in which the pergerakan could continue to express itself despite 
the omnipresent spectre of persbreidel. With the pergerakan denied the 

5  The pergerakan comprised a wide range of anticolonial activists of diverse ideological backgrounds, 
whose political activism ranged from agitating for independence to fostering the ‘national awakening’ 
of an Indonesian nation. What united them was their conviction of both the possibility and the 
necessity of shaping a distinctly Indonesian future free from Dutch control. 
6  Nobuto Yamamoto, ‘Print power and censorship in colonial Indonesia, 1914–1942’ (PhD diss., 
Cornell University, Ithaca, NY, 2011).
7  G. Raymond Nunn, Indonesian Newspapers: An International Union List, Occasional Series 14 
(Chinese Materials and Research Aids Service Center Inc., 1971).
8  Rianne Subijanto, ‘Enlightenment and the Revolutionary Press in Colonial Indonesia’, International 
Journal of Communication 11(2017): 1370–71, doi.org/10.5117/TVGESCH2017.3.SUBI.
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platform of broadcasting their ideas at public rallies and propagandising 
within labour unions, newspapers, educational materials and novels 
became the repositories and vehicles of anticolonial discourse. 

This post-1927 pergerakan generation was mindful of the costs of 
premature revolt. Instead, they channelled their efforts into the creation 
of study circles (the Pendidikan), social clubs (alumni clubs), student 
organisations (the Diniyyah student union and scouting organisations 
like El Hilaal), ‘cooperative’ political parties that sat on the semi-elected 
colonial advisory council known as the Volksraad—such as Sarekat Islam’s 
successor, the Partai Sarekat Islam Indonesia (PSII, Islamic Association 
Party of Indonesia)—and ostensibly apolitical associations (like Permi) 
that would serve the pedagogic function of preparing Indonesians for 
eventual independence. Moreover, because the Dutch ethici9 had not 
yet fully abandoned the civilising mission they had embraced earlier in 
the century, pergerakan print culture remained relatively prolific despite 
censorship. The newspapers most closely associated with the PKI bore the 
brunt of censorship under the new press laws restricting publications in 
vernacular languages, but even identifiably socialist Pendidikan newspapers 
like Kedaulatan Ra’jat (‘The Sovereignty of the People’) continued to publish 
through most of the 1930s; it ran from 1931 to 1938, though with many 
gaps between issues.10 

The strongly pedagogical character of 1930s pergerakan activism requires 
some contextualisation. In The Rope of God, James Siegel argued that an 
Islamic society was understood by the Acehnese to mean a commonwealth 
of Muslims in free association with one another, rendering them more than 
the sum of their cultural attachments and local allegiances.11 The signifier 
‘Islam’ represented the triumph of akal (‘reason’) over nafsu (‘desire’), and 
an Islamic society was one capable of competing with the model offered by 
the Dutch because a society peopled by pious Muslims was one constituted 
by rational and compassionate actors. Such rational actors—a concept 
perfectly compatible with being Muslim—were what the pergerakan of the 

9  Ethici were the proponents of the Dutch Ethische Politiek (‘Ethical Policy’), which was introduced 
in 1901 and aimed to improve material conditions for DEI subjects through investments in education 
and infrastructure, as opposed to the pre-1901 emphasis on profit extraction. 
10  Rudolf Mrázek, Sjahrir: Politics and Exile in Indonesia, Studies on Southeast Asia (Ithaca, NY: 
Southeast Asia Program, Cornell University, 1994), 157. Daulat Ra’jat only ran from 1931 to 1934, 
ending with the 1934 crackdown in which Sjahrir and Hatta were imprisoned. The Pendidikan, 
however, was not proscribed and continued to exist with limited popular influence and intellectual 
output.
11  James T. Siegel, The Rope of God (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2000), 115–27.
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1930s sought to cultivate through education. Whether it was urban study 
clubs that gave rise to the Pendidikan and PNI, or the networks of reformist 
Islamic schools run by Sumatra Thawalib, Diniyyah, Muhammadiyah 
and Taman Siswa, these educational endeavours expressly aimed to 
develop ‘Indonesian’ subjects. Their purpose was nothing less than the 
transmutation of colonial subjects with localised political allegiances and 
affective ties into Indonesian subjects. These individuals would constitute 
the atomic units of the putative polity of Indonesia—a replacement for 
the incumbent colonial polity of the Dutch East Indies. Print culture was 
central to this pedagogical effort, and it is in print culture that its traces 
are most visible. 

The Pendidikan in three periodicals
One organisation whose ideas epitomised the confluence of Islam and 
socialism was the Pendidikan Nasional Indonesia. It was also known as 
the PNI-Baru or New PNI—a deliberate allusion to Sukarno’s nationalist 
party, the PNI. The Pendidikan had grown out of similar intelligentsia 
circles to the PNI in 1927 and was proscribed in 1934.12 Unlike the 
PNI’s focus on building a mass party and popular mobilisation, the 
Pendidikan was more cerebral, focusing on cadre training. It also found 
significant success in organising trade unions, particularly in Surabaya 
and Semarang. At its peak, in February 1933, the Pendidikan had 
32 branches (26 of them on Java) and controlled several trade unions.13 
This section examines three newspapers published by or closely associated 
with the Pendidikan: Daulat Ra’jat (‘Hail the People!’), Banteng Ra’jat 
(‘The People’s Bull’) and Api Ra’jat (‘The People’s Fire’). The Pendidikan was 
founded by Sutan Sjahrir and Mohammad Hatta, two Dutch university–
educated ethnic Minangkabau pergerakan activists of post-1926 vintage. 
They had come of age participating in Sukarno’s Pemuda Indonesia 
(Indonesian Youth) organisation in the late 1920s, and had cut their teeth 
in the Netherlands as part of the left-leaning Perhimpunan Indonesia 
(Indonesian Association).14 The Pendidikan was founded in August 1931 

12  John Ingleson, Workers, Unions and Politics: Indonesia in the 1920s and 1930s, Brill’s Southeast 
Asian Library (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 4.
13  Takashi Shiraishi, The Phantom World of Digul: Policing as Politics in Colonial Indonesia, 
1926–1941, Kyoto CSEAS Series on Asian Studies 23 (Singapore and Kyoto: NUS Press and Kyoto 
University Press, 2021), 209–13.
14  Klaas Stutje, Campaigning in Europe for a Free Indonesia: Indonesian Nationalists and the Worldwide 
Anticolonial Movement, 1917–1931 (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2019), 156–61.
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as part of a reorganisation of the golongan merdeka (‘free groups’), which 
were described by the Dutch colonial police in December 1931 as ‘less 
developed radical elements including some old communists … merely 
individual clusters not tied in any coherent network’.15 

These golongan merdeka had roots in the study clubs and student societies 
of the late 1920s—groups that self-consciously cloaked themselves in the 
legacy of resistance to the colonial state as enacted by the PKI and Sukarno’s 
PNI. Many golongan merdeka in Batavia, Surabaya and Bandung had been 
formed by disgruntled PNI members following Sukarno’s imprisonment 
and the PNI’s dissolution in 1931.16 At the behest of Hatta and Sjahrir, 
who were still in the Netherlands at the time, these golongan merdeka 
met in August 1931 to federate as a national movement, resulting in the 
Pendidikan. Naming the organisation ‘Indonesian National Education’ 
helped it avoid the status of either a ‘party’ or an ‘association’, thereby 
avoiding the necessity of registration and approval.17 Its members 
remained free to affiliate themselves with other organisations and political 
parties. The choice of name was deliberate in other ways: the Pendidikan’s 
acronym, PNI, was the same as that of Sukarno’s recently suppressed 
nationalist party. This self-conscious positioning of the movement within 
a tradition of radical resistance to the colonial state was mirrored in 
popular discourse: the Indonesian press of the 1930s often referred to 
the Pendidikan as the ‘New PNI’ to distinguish it from Sukarno’s PNI. 
Continuities in rhetoric and arguments—both of which evinced a strong 
socialist flavour—were perceptible between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ PNI.18 

The Pendidikan was deeply conscious of the need to distinguish itself from 
the other claimant to the mantle of Sukarno’s PNI, the ‘cooperationist’ 
Partai Indonesia (Partindo, Indonesia Party). The Pendidikan attracted 
many former PNI members who wanted no part in Partindo’s focus on 
piecemeal economic reform and Volksraad participation.19 After some 

15  Mrázek, Sjahrir, 77.
16  John Ingleson, Road to Exile: The Indonesian Nationalist Movement, 1927–1934, ASAA Southeast 
Asia Publications Series 1 (Singapore: Heinemann Educational Books, 1979), 145.
17  Mrázek, Sjahrir, 79.
18  J.D. Legge, ‘Daulat Ra’jat and the Ideas of the Pendidikan Nasional Indonesia’, Indonesia 
32(1981): 161. 
19  Ingleson, Road to Exile, 154. The Volksraad was the closest thing the DEI population had to 
parliamentary representation, other than the lone Indonesian in the Dutch lower house of parliament, 
Rustam Effendi (who served from 1933 to 1946). It was a semi-elected advisory council to the 
governor-general, and the electorate was severely restricted to male DEI residents with substantial 
wealth. The European planter class and the native aristocracy were, unsurprisingly, well represented 
in and dominated the Volksraad. 
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prevarication, it was Partindo that Sukarno ultimately joined after his 
release from prison in December 1931. While celebrating Sukarno’s release, 
Pendidikan publications were conscientious in highlighting Partindo’s 
allegedly ningrat (‘aristocratic’) character, arguing that its leaders came 
from the elite stratum of Javanese society.20 By contrast, the Pendidikan 
attracted members whose families had been sufficiently wealthy to enable 
them to access a degree of education but who did not have particularly 
good prospects within the Dutch civil service. Commensurately, the 
Pendidikan struggled to attract the same level of support as Partindo 
under Sukarno’s charismatic leadership, especially on Java, which was the 
political centre of gravity. By August 1933, Partindo could claim some 
20,000 registered members on Java and Permi some 10,000 in Sumatra, 
while the Pendidikan could claim approximately 1,000 members spread 
across 12 branches on Java and 250 in West Sumatra.21 Besides the 
urban intelligentsia, the Pendidikan also tried to focus its outreach on 
Java on the agrarian labouring classes. It was most active in Cirebon and 
Indramayu—areas outside the Javanese heartland whose economies were 
dominated by large sugar plantations.22 

Sjahrir and Hatta returned to Indonesia in January 1932, and Sjahrir 
promptly reorganised the golongan merdeka of Batavia to form a 
Pendidikan branch. He installed himself as the chairman of the editorial 
board of Daulat Ra’jat, the Pendidikan’s theory-centric newspaper.23 
By  the early 1930s, the Pendidikan was publishing several newspapers 
in the key cities of Batavia, Bandung, Surakarta (Solo) and Yogyakarta.24 
At a public meeting in Batavia in March 1932, Sjahrir told his audience 
the Pendidikan ‘wants to educate, and thus to map the path which leads 
to freedom’, emphasising the Pendidikan was not a political party and its 
aim was to ‘bring clarity’, not to ‘make agitation’.25 This reserved stance 
reflected the climate of surveillance and censorship that followed the 
1926 uprisings and the investment of the ultraconservative Bonifacius 
Cornelis de Jonge as governor-general of the DEI in 1931. However, it 
also reflected a reorientation of strategic emphasis in the pergerakan: under 

20  Mrázek, Sjahrir, 91. 
21  ibid., 89; Kedaulatan Ra’jat, [The Sovereignty of the People], 10 October 1932; Taufik Abdullah, 
Schools and Politics: The Kaum Muda Movement in West Sumatra (1927–1933) (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
Modern Indonesia Project, 1971), 185. 
22  Mrázek, Sjahrir, 88. 
23  ibid., 84.
24  ibid., 96.
25  ibid., 84–85. 
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the charismatic but rather bookish Hatta and Sjahrir, the Pendidikan was 
to pursue a course of developing the base—the grassroots that would 
nurture a new pergerakan generation. This generation would find more 
effective ways of resisting Dutch rule, as outright revolt and appeals for 
Soviet aid had failed.26 This emphasis on education and cultivation was 
evident in the newspapers associated with the Pendidikan: their writing 
was often cerebral and pedagogical, including expositions of Marx’s ideas, 
rendered in plain language.27 At the same time, Pendidikan newspapers 
also embraced an identifiably Islamic identity, which was evident in the 
rhetoric and metaphors they employed. 

There are several reasons I describe the Pendidikan as a socialist rather 
than a communist organisation, although the Dutch security apparatus 
tended to think of it as the latter.28 The Pendidikan was not eager to 
embrace the label ‘communist’, presumably because its leaders were 
wary of being associated with the recently proscribed PKI. Hatta himself 
had even described communism as the enemy of the nationalists on at 
least one occasion, although George Kahin readily recognised Hatta’s 
facility with Marxist theory.29 However, Sjahrir had published articles 
in Amsterdam’s socialist newspaper De Nieuwe Weg (‘The New Way’) in 
the 1930s advocating the eventual formation of a mass revolutionary 
party.30 This might seem contradictory, but it is unsurprising once one 
abandons the assumption that all Marxists were necessarily communists 
or beholden to Moscow. The word ‘communism’ was occasionally used 
in articles published by Pendidikan newspapers, but only in the context 
of explaining communism or gleaning insights from the teachings of 
Marx. This was evident in articles entitled ‘Komunistis’ (‘Communism’) 
and ‘Peladjaran Karl Marx’ (‘The Teachings of Karl Marx’). These articles 
explained the differences between communism, socialism, Bolshevism 

26  Legge, ‘Daulat Ra’jat and the Ideas of the Pendidikan Nasional Indonesia’, 159. Legge has an 
excellent anecdote about Hatta’s ‘school-masterly performance’.
27  Soewardi, ‘Peladjaran Karl Marx [The Teachings of Karl Marx]’, Banteng Ra’jat, [The People’s Bull], 
25 April 1932. Das Kapital was translated and serialised in Daulat Ra’jat from the 20 April 1933 issue. 
28  Mrázek, Sjahrir, 91. 
29  M. Hatta, ‘Partai Indonesia and I’, Bintang Timoer, [Star of the East], 3 August 1931; George 
McTurnan Kahin, Nationalism and Revolution in Indonesia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Modern Indonesia 
Project, 1952), 281. As Ingleson points out, this was likely the result of bitterness engendered by the 
expulsion of Sjahrir and Hatta from the Perhimpunan Indonesia in November 1931 because of their 
willingness to cooperate with noncommunist nationalists in defiance of Comintern dogma. Marxism 
was central to Sjahrir and Hatta’s politics, but so was an openness to other beliefs, motivations and 
ideologies. This set the stage for productive conciliations with Islam. See Ingleson, Road to Exile, 148. 
30  Ingleson, Road to Exile, 147.
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and social democracy.31 Both articles were clear that Bolshevism was not 
synonymous with communism and its defining features were a willingness 
to use violence in seizing power, as well as the establishment of a party 
dictatorship—a position the Pendidikan clearly did not endorse.32 

Despite its obvious attraction to Marx’s ideas—even focusing its activities 
on former PKI strongholds—the Pendidikan was careful to avoid 
identifying itself as a communist organisation.33 It remained a pedagogical 
rather than agitative organisation. The ideas Pendidikan members sought 
to disseminate were part of the same corpus of scholarship and ideology 
that animated communists; however, they did not see themselves as 
a branch of a global communist network and did not seek to organise 
a vanguard of the proletariat as the Bolsheviks had done. Neither did 
they cultivate cells within the military as the PKI had done before 
1926, choosing instead the European study club model of reading and 
discussion of texts, including Marxist ones.34 Influenced by Marx as well 
as Austrian socialists like Otto Bauer and Max Adler, the Pendidikan most 
often described itself as ‘proletarian’ in its newspapers, which suggests it is 
best understood as a Marx-influenced socialist organisation.35

‘Komunistis’, published in the 10 November 1932 issue of Daulat 
Ra’jat, showed remarkable sophistication in parsing the differences 
between the Bolshevik articulation of communism and the social-
democratic interpretation of communism. It identified ‘kaoem sosialis 
kiri’ (the  ‘socialists of the left’) as distinct from the ‘kaoem komoenis 
opisieel’ (‘official communists’) on the basis the latter were committed to 
violent revolution and taking instructions from Moscow.36 It managed 
to strike a  relatively impartial tone, explaining the relative positions 
of these different articulations of communism, and even attempted to 
explain why the social democrats, socialists and communists would 
mutually recriminate one another as reactionary. It characterised socialists 
as advocating the interests of the working class in opposition to their 

31  Soewardi, ‘The Teachings of Karl Marx’; Anonymous, ‘Komunistis [Communism]’, Daulat Ra’jat, 
[Hail the People!], 10 November 1932.
32  Soewardi, ‘The Teachings of Karl Marx’; and Anonymous, ‘Communism’.
33  Pradipto Niwandhono, ‘The making of modern Indonesian intellectuals: The Indonesian Socialist 
Party (PSI) and democratic socialist ideas, 1930s to mid-1970s’ (PhD diss., University of Sydney, 2021), 
45–46.
34  Ruth T. McVey, The Rise of Indonesian Communism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1965), 
29; Pradipto Niwandhono, ‘The making of modern Indonesian intellectuals’, 45. 
35  Anonymous, ‘Communism’; Mrázek, Sjahrir, 93.
36  Anonymous, ‘Communism’.
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employers, but argued that socialists stopped short of toppling the existing 
government, although they theoretically agreed with the dictatorship of 
the proletariat and the use of violence if necessary.37 Although the article 
did not explicitly endorse either side, the Pendidikan’s organisational 
structure and activities clearly positioned it within its own definition 
of socialism. 

That said, ‘Komunistis’ also argued there were ultimately few ideological 
differences between socialists and communists because both were 
based on the teachings of Marx; they differed only in their practical 
application.38 The fact Daulat Ra’jat saw the need to publish this article 
suggests the Pendidikan saw itself as connected to, but still distinct from, 
communist resistance to the colonial state—a prudent position to take 
given the climate of surveillance and repression. The article’s description 
of socialism was clearly aligned with the relatively unconfrontational 
stance adopted by the Pendidikan. It positioned socialism as drawing on 
the same corpus of ideas (Das Kapital was specifically invoked), sharing 
the same aspirations (an eventual dictatorship of the proletariat) and 
role models (the USSR) and using the same language—the importance 
of seizing alat penghasilan (‘the means of production’) is mentioned—as 
the communists.39 After all, this was an organisation with close ties to 
Tan Malaka’s PARI and alumni of Sumatra Thawalib, a modernist Islamic 
school whose students and teachers were influenced by Marxism and 
that produced many avowed Islamic communists.40 More succinctly, this 
was an organisation that sought to clarify and disseminate Marx-inspired 
critiques of capitalism and imperialism, without taking instructions from 
Moscow. That suffices for the label ‘Marxist’, but not communist in the 
sense of Comintern affiliation. It would be fair to say the Pendidikan 
sympathised with communism and never denied its shared lineage with 
Soviet Bolshevism or indigenous Indonesian articulations of communism. 
Ultimately, however, it represented a different approach to achieving 
similar goals. 

37  ibid.
38  ibid. 
39  ibid.
40  Shiraishi, The Phantom World of Digul, 141–42. Tan Malaka’s Partai Republik Indonesia (PARI, 
Indonesian Republican Party) was a clandestine communist organisation formed after the 1927 
suppression of the PKI, and was primarily active from 1927 to 1932. It embraced communism but 
rejected subordination to Moscow’s imperatives. 
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Interestingly, the Pendidikan was as identifiably Islamic as it was socialist. 
Key Pendidikan leaders such as Hatta moved in a distinctly Muslim social 
milieu, and Rudolf Mrázek’s description of him is revealing: 

Hatta clearly moved in the same orbit as the students from 
Cairo and Mecca, and as the Permi activists. Hatta himself had 
made plans to stop by Mecca to perform the haj on his way 
back to Indonesia from Holland upon the completion of his 
doctorandus degree: although this plan did not work out, it was 
widely publicized in the Indonesian press, and lent his return 
a ‘specifically Islamic accent’.41 

Moreover, Pendidikan leaders in Sumatra, such as Darwis Thaib, were 
sometimes drawn from the ranks of Permi itself.42 Others were students 
and alumni of modernist Islamic schools and maintained their membership 
in Islamic organisations such as the Persatoean Moerid Diniyah School 
(Union of Diniyyah School Students) even after they became Pendidikan 
members. The extent of the Pendidikan’s immersion in an Islamic milieu 
was evident in an article Darwis Thaib published in Daulat Ra’jat, in 
which he wrote: 

A member of the Pendidikan Nasional Indonesia who dies while 
fighting for national freedom, is he judged by Allah as a kafir 
[‘infidel’]? To be a nationalist such as the Pendidikan wants one to 
be, does this make a Pendidikan member a moertad [‘apostate’] 
to Islam?43 

The Pendidikan’s hybrid Islamic and socialist character is corroborated by 
Hatta’s memoirs. Hatta described the Pendidikan curriculum as aiming 
to provide cadres with a robust understanding of ‘the broad outlines of 
Indonesian history, the history of the pergerakan itself, the distinction 
between cooperation and non-cooperation, the growth of Imperialism, 
the creeping reach of Capitalism, colonialism, and the sovereignty of 
the people’.44 According to Hatta, cadres’ core readings were articles 
from Daulat Ra’jat, Sukarno’s Menggugat Indonesia (‘Indonesia Accuses’, 

41  Mrázek, Sjahrir, 97.
42  Anonymous, ‘Berita PBPMI [PBPMI News]’, Medan Ra’jat [The People’s Field], 10 September 
1932. Darwis Thaib was one of the three members of Permi’s leadership training committee, which 
also included Permi’s foremost leader, Iljas Jacoub. Moreover, Darwis Thaib regularly contributed 
articles to Permi’s newspaper, Medan Ra’jat (‘The People’s Field’). 
43  Darwis Thaib, ‘Ke … Persamaan! Socialis, Kommunis, dan Kedaulatan Ra’jat [To … Equality! 
Socialism, Communism, and People’s Sovereignty]’, Daulat Ra’jat, 10 January 1933. 
44  Mohammad Hatta, Untuk Negeriku 2 [For My Country] (Jakarta: Kompas, 2011), 30–31.
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a collection of speeches he gave at his trial in 1930), as well as Hatta’s own 
Indonesia Vrij (‘Free Indonesia’) and Tujuan dan Politik Pergerakan Nasional 
di Indonesia (‘Purpose and Politics of the Indonesian National Movement’).45 
Although Sjahrir and Hatta often criticised Partindo and resisted merging 
with it, they had enough in common with Sukarno’s synthetic tendencies 
to justify assigning his work as part of the Pendidikan corpus. Among their 
commonalities were a deep commitment to critiquing colonial capitalism 
and an attachment to Islam. Hatta’s own commitment to Islam was also 
evident in his autobiography: he mentioned an invitation from the PSII 
activist (and later Masyumi Party chairman) Soekiman Wirjosandjojo to 
edit a PSII-linked newspaper, Utusan Indonesia (‘Indonesian Envoy’).46 
Hatta was too busy with Daulat Ra’jat to take up the offer, but he was 
explicit that Utusan Indonesia mirrored the positions of the Pendidikan, 
and that the PSII and Pendidikan had very good relations.47 

The confluence of Islam and socialism was perceptible in a variety of 
Pendidikan newspaper articles, but especially in the Pendidikan’s main 
theoretical organ, Daulat Ra’jat. Daulat Ra’jat embodied an articulation 
of socialism influenced by the Dutch Marxist Sociaal-Democratische 
Arbeiderspartij (Social Democratic Workers’ Party). It was the theoretical 
companion publication to the Pendidikan’s main press organ, Kedaulatan 
Ra’jat (‘The Sovereignty of the People’), and ran from 1931 to 1934.48 It was 
more explicitly pedagogical than Kedaulatan Ra’jat in the sense that it 
focused on explaining socialist ideas rather than reporting on contemporary 
events. Highly didactic in tone, it rarely ran articles on current events, and 
the promotional section was dominated by advertisements for textbooks, 
evening classes and correspondence courses.49 In his study of Daulat Ra’jat, 
J.D. Legge admitted its radical and nationalist aspects but characterised 
it as secular.50 Contrary to Legge’s analysis, Islamic imagery and language 
were imbricated in Daulat Ra’jat’s articles alongside explications of 
Marxist theory. 

45  ibid., 30. 
46  ibid., 31. 
47  ibid., 31. 
48  Mrázek, Sjahrir, 87. 
49  ibid., 85. 
50  Legge, ‘Daulat Ra’jat and the Ideas of the Pendidikan Nasional Indonesia’, 156. 
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On 10 November 1932, Daulat Ra’jat ran the article ‘Komunistis’51—
an attempt to situate communism within an Indonesian context. It argued 
that both the people whom the colonial state identified as communists 
and those who called themselves communists were just violent men using 
violent means to achieve their goals for Indonesia. Their primary goal 
was a society characterised by sama rata, sama rasa (‘same level, same 
feeling’)—a distinctly Indonesian articulation of social egalitarianism 
previously evoked by both Sukarno and Tan Malaka.52 The article went 
on to argue that the agentive orang berkerdja (‘workingmen’) were often 
willing to work with reaksioner (‘reactionaries’) like the insurgents waging 
holy war against the Dutch—as had happened in Banten in 1926—
out of sheer necessity.53 While dismissive of this confluence, the article 
nevertheless admitted a basis (anticolonial resistance) on which self-
declared communists and Muslims had cooperated in the past. 

Despite the article’s dismissive attitude towards the allegedly inchoate 
communism of the 1920s, it was published alongside a cartoon that drew 
on both socialist and Islamic imagery. It depicted a man in a business 
suit, with a halo labelled ‘oewang’ (‘money’) around his head and wings 
on his back, smiling and smoking a cigar while carrying a book labelled 
‘BIBLE’ in both arms. The cartoon was mockingly captioned: ‘The angel 
of capitalism spreads civility!’ Daulat Ra’jat invoked religious imagery that 
drew on a perceived link between Christianity and exploitative colonialism, 
depicting the smirking and winged Christian capitalist—presumably, 
soaring above the labouring masses. In this cartoon, colonial economic 
exploitation was deliberately conflated with the Christian identity of the 
Dutch planter, conjuring up the image of a capitalist angel inhabiting the 
lofty realm of the sky, abstracted from the quotidian suffering endured 
by wage labourers in a commodity-oriented plantation economy. In this 
image, the smirking angel blithely preaches the virtues of both capitalism 
and Christianity while remaining indifferent to the suffering that makes 
possible the lofty status of the colon. 

This cartoon caricatures and rejects the status quo of colonial society by 
identifying capitalism and Christianity as the enemies of the Indonesian 
people, who are both unhappy participants in an unequal colonial 
economic relationship and Muslims living under the rule of a nominally 

51  Anonymous, ‘Communism’. 
52  ibid. 
53  ibid. 
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Christian polity.54 One of the central anxieties driving kaum muda (lit., 
‘young faction’, referring to modernist Muslims) through the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries was discomfort with the success of Christian 
missionaries in the outer islands, as well as the undeniable political 
dominance of nations associated with ‘Christendom’. For many kaum 
muda organisations, their emphasis on modernist education was aimed 
specifically at making Islam a competitive alternative to Christianity, 
thus reducing the effectiveness of proselytisation. Anxieties about the 
capitalist–Christian axis would thus have resonated particularly with 
Indies Muslims, who felt Islam was under siege both at home and abroad. 
This provided for an important but understudied strain of pergerakan 
ideas: the articulation of socialist ideas informed by, and articulated 
within, an Islamic social context. Significant numbers of Indies Muslims, 
including Pendidikan members, envisioned an egalitarian future for 
Indonesia, and critiqued the colonial state in a hybrid idiom that mixed 
Islamic and socialist discourses. 

This admixture was evident in other articles as well. The author of 
‘Indonesia  Dalam Lingkoengan-Keadaan Doenia’ (‘Indonesia in the 
Current World’) mocked the Dutch tendency to blame social unrest in 
the DEI on foreign instigation from Moscow.55 The author sardonically 
raised the spectre of the momok Bolsjewik (‘Bolshevik devil’) and pointed 
out the longstanding claim of the chotbah pemerintah (lit.,  ‘government 
sermon’) that social unrest in the DEI was due to foreign instigation. 
The  use of ‘chotbah’ here is interesting, because the author was 
drawing on  a  specifically Islamic lexicon. The chotbah, an indigenised 
transliteration of khutbah, refers to the customary sermon preached by 
the imam of a mosque to his congregation during the communal Friday 
prayers. The khutbah has a particular political resonance because the 
imam would customarily invoke a blessing at the end of the sermon for 
the community’s political leadership, and it was implied that the political 
leader thus named was owed the political (or at least symbolic) allegiance 

54  While the Netherlands has had no establishment church since 1796, Indonesian popular 
perceptions of the Netherlands as a Christian polity remained dominant. 
55  Anonymous, ‘Indonesia Dalam Lingkoengan-Keadaaan Doenia [Indonesia in the Current 
World]’, Daulat Ra’jat, 10 August 1932. 
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of the congregation. Various imams leading the Friday prayers had 
included mentions of the Dutch Queen Wilhelmina on various occasions, 
at the behest of the colonial authorities.56 

The use of ‘chotbah permerintah’ indicated a grudging acknowledgement 
of the reality of Dutch power even in religious matters, but it also utilised 
the khutbah as a critical metaphor against the Dutch colonial state’s 
carefully cultivated image of rust en orde (‘tranquillity and order’). The 
Dutch colonial state positioned itself as a secular political authority that 
respected Islam; in using the phrase chotbah pemerintah, Daulat Ra’jat 
subverted that formulation by insinuating the Dutch consolidated political 
power through manipulating religion. ‘Propaganda’ was certainly part of 
the Pendidikan’s lexicon, but khutbah seems to have been the preferred 
term for rebutting Dutch claims that communist agitation was driven by 
Bolshevik agents. The insinuation was this: much like the hollow khutbah 
preached by compliant imams in the pay of the colonial state, the chotbah 
pemerintah on Bolshevik subversion was an empty claim that was meant 
to anesthetise Indonesians. This vocabulary might have been adopted 
simply because it resonated with Daulat Ra’jat’s intended audience—that 
is, readers would have been more familiar with the concept of khutbah 
than the concept of propaganda. Whether or not that was the case, it is 
undeniable the term khutbah would have had special cultural resonance, 
evoking a transgressive image of Dutch interference in Islam. It therefore 
constituted a useful rhetorical strategy to undermine the claims of the 
Dutch colonial state. 

The article proceeded to reference the famed Orientalist and former 
Dutch adviser for native affairs Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje, citing his 
rebuttal of the idea that social unrest in the DEI was the result of foreign 
agitation.57 Interestingly, Snouck was quoted at length in the original 
Dutch, alongside an Indonesian translation. This provides a sense of the 
mixed audience Daulat Ra’jat attracted: a spectrum with Indonesians 
who had access to Dutch-language education at one end and those who 
had access to vernacular education but not to Dutch institutions like the 
European Primary School (Europeesche Lagere School, ELS) and More 
Advanced Primary Education (Meer Uitgebreid Lager Onderwijs, MULO), 
at the other. Indonesian was still evolving as a language and not everyone 

56  Nico J.G. Kaptein, Islam, Colonialism and the Modern Age in the Netherlands East Indies (Leiden: 
Brill, 2014), 145.
57  Anonymous, ‘Indonesia in the Current World’.
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spoke it fluently; indeed, many of Sjahrir and Hatta’s well-educated peers 
were likely to be most comfortable with Dutch. The article’s author 
endorsed Snouck’s argument that the pre-1927 pergerakan was a mix of 
aristocrats, holy warriors (Muslims waging jihad) and protocommunists, 
which the author collectively labelled extremisten (‘extremists’) and kaum 
yang terkiri (‘partisans of the left’), rather than Soviet puppets.58 The 
author also endorsed Snouck’s view that these groups were not mutually 
exclusive, but were motivated by a shared goal: resistance to Dutch 
colonial authority. The use of Snouck’s characterisation of the uprising’s 
participants indicated the Pendidikan embraced its eclectic pergerakan 
lineage, including both Islamic and communist resistance to colonial rule. 

The author went on to argue that the social conditions of the 1930s 
had given rise to pergerakan groups that were even more inclusive than 
those of the previous generation. He argued they possessed an improved 
level of sophistication and consciousness that made them wary of ‘Jihad 
atau langkah Jayabaya dan Heru Cakra’ (‘paths of Holy War chosen by 
Jayabaya and Heru Cakra’—Javanese kings of antiquity).59 Therefore, the 
pergerakan of the 1930s could be differentiated from the social movements 
that gave rise to the Cilegon peasants’ revolt of 1888 and the PKI uprisings 
of 1926–27.60 

Here, the author was suggesting that the Pendidikan, while rejecting the 
inchoate rebellion of the past, located itself within the same tradition of 
resistance to Dutch rule. Moreover, by endorsing Snouck’s assessment 
of the uprising’s participants, the author indicated the Pendidikan was 
comfortable with a genealogy that included distinctly Islamic roots. At the 
same time, it signalled its openness to the intellectual fruits of Europe, 
including Orientalist scholarship. The article went on to proudly state 
that the pergerakan kemerdekaan Indonesia (‘Indonesian independence 
movement’) was—happily—taking on radical undertones: 

The Indonesian independence movement has evinced signs 
towards radicalism, such that the Indonesian people easily 
embrace the radical principles of communism—we remember 
the extensive influence of the PKI and the Sarekat Rakyat in the 

58  ibid.
59  ibid. The implication here is the pergerakan understood violent jihad and the recurring pattern 
of mystically inspired rebellion to be ineffective means of resisting Dutch colonial authority. 
60  Anonymous, ‘Indonesia in the Current World’. For more on the Cilegon peasant rebellion, see 
Sartono Kartodirdjo, Protest Movements in Rural Java: A Study of Agrarian Unrest in the Nineteenth and 
Early Twentieth Centuries (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1973).
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past—which lives on in the courageous opposition to the effects 
of the colonialism [of the present generation of pergerakan], and 
which desires to steer the destiny of the Indonesian people.61

Revolutionary and socialist in political philosophy, the Pendidikan 
comfortably wore the mantle of anticolonial resistance handed down from 
the ‘aristocrats, Holy Warriors and proto-communists’—an eclectic band 
glossed as ‘partisans of the left’.62 Rather than reject preceding attempts 
to undermine colonial rule as misguided or primitive, the Pendidikan 
embraced the complex pedigree of the pergerakan, conscious that it mixed 
Islam and communism.

This embrace of the pre-1927 pergerakan was visible in the Islamic 
overtones of the arguments and language deployed in other Daulat Ra’jat 
articles. In an article from 10 January 1933, Darwis Thaib presented 
a particularly nuanced argument: anyone who died while serving the 
nationalist cause was a kafir (‘infidel’) because he idolised the motherland. 
However, if a partisan died fighting for freedom while keeping himself 
bertauchid (‘believing in the oneness of God’), he would reach Heaven.63 
This perspective embraced the Islamic language of martyrdom and 
monotheism (in the sense of avoiding idolatry), which suggests its appeal 
to the newspaper’s target audience. At the same time, it framed religious 
martyrdom within secular goals such as independence for the DEI. 
This was perfectly in keeping with Sjahrir’s insistence the Pendidikan 
needed to speak the language of the masses, though not necessarily court 
mass membership.64 

Other Pendidikan newspapers struck a similar tone. Banteng Ra’jat 
(‘The People’s Bull’) began publication in Yogyakarta in 1932 and sometimes 
mirrored Daulat Ra’jat’s didacticism while remaining a daily broadsheet. 
An article entitled ‘Pergerakan Ra’jat’ (‘The People’s Movement’) was 
typical. It argued the Indonesian pergerakan was part of a global ‘people’s 
movement’—an oeuvre that included the Dutch Republic’s struggle 
against Spain during the Eighty Years’ War, Turkey’s resurgence under 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, Sun Yat-sen’s Chinese republic, Egypt’s struggles 

61  Anonymous, ‘Indonesia in the Current World’. The Sarekat Rakyat (SR), or People’s Associations, 
were the grassroots appendages of the PKI and were closely affiliated with the Sekolah Rakyat (People’s 
Schools), which aimed to mobilise the population by cultivating nationalist awareness through 
education. The PKI and the SR were both suppressed after the 1926–27 uprisings.
62  ibid.
63  Darwis Thaib, ‘To … Equality!’. 
64  Ingleson, Road to Exile, 150. 
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for substantive independence under Arabi Pasha (Ahmad `Urabi) and 
Zaghlul Pasha (Saad Zaghloul), as well as the Indian independence 
movement under Mahatma Gandhi.65 Interestingly, Turkey and Egypt 
were singled out for having effectively resisted foreign imperialism. 

These examples are telling, because the Pendidikan was positioning the 
struggle for Indonesian independence within a broader movement of anti-
imperialism from the sixteenth century. This was an attempt to highlight 
the pergerakan’s place in a broader trajectory of historical development 
that resonated with Marx’s dialectical materialism. This article implied 
the pergerakan was like any of these successful nationalist movements, 
and thus deserving of the consideration given to such celebrated causes. 
These movements deserved one’s regard because they were part of the 
inexorable march of history—the principle of national self-determination 
overrunning the last bastions of empire. It was an attempt to situate the 
pergerakan historically, to show it possessed coherence and meaning, 
that it could not be dismissed as inchoate natives running amok or a 
communist conspiracy masterminded from afar—as the colonial security 
apparatus and the Dutch planter community were wont to claim. Like the 
Indian movement for swaraj (‘self-rule’), it had yet to achieve success, but 
success was but an eventuality—a sentiment derived from the Hegelian 
and Marxist conceptions of history. As this article succinctly put it: 

In order for us to understand the emergence of the pergerakan, we 
must first look to Asia, to the other movements of this age; in the 
grand scheme of things, we are but one [of many] pergerakan … 
the Indonesian pergerakan is but one eye [‘link’] in the chain of the 
Asian pergerakan.66

This internationalist outlook coexisted alongside a highly particularistic 
conception of the Pendidikan’s genesis. The same article posited the 
Indonesian pergerakan originated in 1908 with the formation of Budi 
Utomo (Noble Endeavour), a politically quiescent organisation for 
Javanese aristocrats aimed at promoting Javanese culture in the face of 
perceived encroachment by Dutch-language education. It connected 
Budi Utomo to a long list of much more radical organisations, such as the 
Eurasian-dominated Indische Partij (Indies Party), which openly agitated 

65  Anonymous, ‘Pergerakan Ra’jat [People’s Movement]’, Banteng Ra’jat, 25 November 1932. 
66  ibid.
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for Indonesian independence under elite Eurasian leadership, Sarekat 
Islam, the PKI and, finally, the PNI.67 The article waxed lyrical about the 
importance of Sarekat Islam in particular: 

[A]lthough freedom of association at the time [1910s] had been 
restricted by regulation III R.R., especially the existence of political 
groups, nevertheless uncountable numbers of Indonesian people, 
the zachtste volk van de aarde [‘the gentlest people on the Earth’], 
were able to quash the regulation with the accumulated strength 
of spirit in the Sarekat Islam movement, even though it had only 
arisen in 1912.68 

The pergerakan of the 1930s, including the Pendidikan, was positioned 
as a continuation of the tradition of resistance to the colonial state 
spearheaded by the overtly religious Sarekat Islam in the 1910s and 1920s. 
As with other anti-imperialist movements across the world, the pergerakan 
was portrayed as arising spontaneously in righteous opposition to 
imperial rule. However, rather than dismiss earlier iterations of resistance 
as primitive, this article embraced Pendidikan’s predecessors, choosing 
to celebrate a specifically Islamic antecedent alongside communist and 
nationalist movements of various political persuasions. The Pendidikan’s 
identity and political vision were sufficiently ambitious that it saw itself 
as simultaneously part of the hallowed tradition of Islamic resistance to 
infidel rule, as well as part of a wave of anti-imperialist solidarity sweeping 
the globe. These Pendidikan newspapers propounded Marx-inspired 
solutions to the injustices of colonial rule, but they also articulated 
their arguments against empire within the idioms of both Islam and 
international anticolonial solidarity. 

The combination of an Islamic world view with socialist ideas, methods of 
mobilisation and the language of revolution was also evident in Api Ra’jat 
(‘The People’s Fire’), published in Solo (Surakarta) from 1932 to 1933. 
Api Ra’jat was closely associated with the Pendidikan, but in tone and 
language, it differed greatly from the theory-centric Daulat Ra’jat, which 
was edited by Sjahrir himself and published in Batavia.69 The  location 

67  ibid. Sarekat Islam was a movement founded in 1912 to advance the economic interests of 
Muslim textile traders, which quickly evolved into the first Islamic political party of the DEI and 
attracted (from 1917 to 1923) many radicals who would go on to become prominent PKI leaders 
after Sarekat Islam split into noncommunist and procommunist factions in 1923. See McVey, 
The Rise of Indonesian Communism, 1–47. 
68  Anonymous, ‘People’s Movement’. 
69  Mrázek, Sjahrir, 96. 
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of its publication is significant, and goes some way to explaining 
the differences in tone and language. Solo lay in the voorstenlanden, the 
princely states where two of the four extant Javanese royal courts still 
held nominal sway (under the oversight of Dutch advisers). Before 1927, 
the city had also been a known stronghold of Islamic communists such 
as Haji Misbach.70 Unlike the Dutch-educated Sjahrir and Hatta, self-
declared Islamic communists like Misbach and Haji Datuk Batuah did 
not come from the upper-middle-class background that nurtured so many 
pergerakan leaders. Nor did they come from the proletarian milieu of the 
Semarang trade unions, as had the prominent PKI leaders Semaun and 
Darsono. Instead, they were educated in Islamic institutions and drew 
their support from both pious Muslims and the labourers who worked 
the sugar plantations of the Javanese interior.71 Despite his lack of union 
connections or personal ties to the PKI leadership, Haji Misbach was 
effectively an autonomous leader and labour organiser in the Solo region. 
The PKI could do little but accept his de facto authority as representative 
of the Solo PKI committee, though it did not always agree with his often-
abrasive approach to anticolonial politics.72 

This milieu of strident Islamic communism enabled repeated and 
successful mobilisations against perceived injustices on the sugar estates 
and gave rise to radical newspapers in Solo that tended to be more 
fiercely critical of the Dutch colonial state than their more cosmopolitan 
counterparts in Batavia. They were also more self-consciously Islamic 
in their posture. Api Ra’jat was published in low Javanese rather than 
the nationalist lingua franca of Bahasa Indonesia, which had long since 
become the favoured language of pergerakan publications. Moreover, Api 
Ra’jat possessed a markedly informal tone, reminiscent of spoken rhetoric, 
which stood in clear contrast to the formal prose of other Pendidikan 
publications like Daulat Ra’jat. Examples of this include the use of 
non-standard spelling for dramatic effect: ‘federasinya nanti hanya bisa 
direpotkan perkara kontribusiiiiiii saja! [the codification of regulations can 
only be disrupted by (financial) contributions!]’73 

70  Syamsul Bakri, Gerakan Komunisme Islam Surakarta 1914–1942 [Surakarta’s Islamic Communist 
Movement 1914–1942] (Yogyakarta: LKiS Pelangi Askara, 2015).
71  Takashi Shiraishi, An Age in Motion: Popular Radicalism in Java, 1912–1926 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1990), 112.
72  ibid.
73  Anonymous, ‘Merobohkan Peraturan Pemerintah tentang Sekolah Buas [Tearing Down the 
Government Regulations on the Wild Schools]’, Api Ra’jat, 1 October 1932.
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Api Ra’jat was also notable for its lack of advertisements. Even radical 
pergerakan publications from 1920s Solo, such as Misbach’s Medan 
Moeslimin, could count on a few regular advertisers such as sympathetic 
restaurants and hotels, scant as these were. The Congres Journalisten 
Indonesia (Congress of Indonesian Journalists) highlighted the importance 
of advertising for the financial stability of pergerakan publications at 
its August 1931 conference, but Api Ra’jat seemed uninterested in, or 
incapable of, tapping this source of revenue.74 Api Ra’jat’s intended audience 
likely had very limited disposable incomes, as it carried no advertisements 
at all. Its combination of informal language (low Javanese) and lack of 
advertising suggests it catered to a mass audience that had received a basic 
vernacular education and who underwrote publication costs through 
subscriptions. This was a recipe for financial precarity, which explains its 
short print run. It is likely that Api Ra’jat’s intended audience were urban 
wage labourers, sharecroppers, plantation labourers, agricultural tenants 
and even smallholders, collectively known as marhaen.75 Marhaen as a 
conceptual category had been popularised by Sukarno, but the term was 
widely used by a range of Marxist movements, including Tan Malaka’s 
followers and the Pendidikan.76 The term marhaen was regularly used 
by Api Ra’jat itself when addressing its readers, and this underscores the 
paper’s position as a direct descendent of the bacaan liar (‘wild literature’) 
publications that dominated the pergerakan publishing ecosystem before 
the 1926 uprisings.77 Bacaan liar were similarly subscription-funded 
and short-lived, and tended to revel in the same kind of incendiary and 
colloquial language as Api Ra’jat. 

In an article entitled ‘Merobohkan Peraturan Pemerintah tentang 
Sekolah Buas’ (‘Tearing Down the Government Regulations on the Wild 
Schools’), Api Ra’jat’s simultaneously Islamic and socialist orientations 
were clearly discernible. The article was a strident, emotive defence of the 
sekolah buas or sekolah liar (‘wild schools’)—schools that were unlicensed 
and unsupported by the Dutch colonial state, and which the Dutch 
sought to rein in by imposing regulations on the hiring of teachers and 

74  Yamamoto, ‘The Dynamics of Contentious Politics in the Indies’, 14.
75  Marhaen also included shopkeepers, petty traders and cottage industry workers, among other 
professions, as well as the indigent poor like sharecroppers and seasonal labourers, incorporating 
social elements whom Marx and Engels would have classed as the lumpenproletariat or mittelstand. 
76  Sukarno, Marhaen and Proletarian, Claire Holt, trans., Translation Series (Ithaca, NY: Modern 
Indonesia Project, Cornell University, 1960).
77  Hilmar Farid and Razif, ‘Batjaan Liar in the Dutch East Indies: A Colonial Antipode’, Postcolonial 
Studies 11(3) (2008): 277–92, doi.org/10.1080/13688790802226694.

http://doi.org/10.1080/13688790802226694


55

1. ‘ONE EYE IN THE CHAIN OF THE ASIAN MOVEMENT’

the structure of the curriculum.78 The article lambasted the Dutch for 
denigrating these wild schools as sekolah hutan (‘jungle schools’), accusing 
the government of disrespectfully implying that such schools were good 
only for producing orang hutan (‘jungle folk’), like the orang mirip-mirip 
(a common pejorative for aboriginal Austronesian peoples like Papuans, 
who were at the bottom of the racialised colonial hierarchy of civilisational 
status).79 Instead, it blamed the supposedly inadequate state of these 
schools on the government’s withholding of its support: 

Original Translation
Membayar gurunya 
… tidak!

[Does the government] pay teachers? 
No!

Ikut medirikan … 
tidak!

Does it collaborate in founding 
schools? No!

Menyewakan 
rumahnya … tidak!

Does it lease lands for schools? No!

Meminjamkan 
bukunya … tidak!

Does it loan books to schools? No!

Tetapi tiba-tiba hendak 
ikut-ikut keliling dan 
memeriksa.

But the government suddenly wishes 
to hover on the margins and check 
schools [euphemism for surveillance].80

This excerpt provides a sense of the exhortative and rebellious tone of 
Api Ra’jat, as well as the centrality of education to its political agenda, 
just like the Pendidikan. The socialist overtones were undeniable: ‘[T]he 
Indonesian people who possessed conviction [of the pergerakan cause] would 
“storm the gate of freedom”, which was impossible to do merely by 
opposing regulations on jungle schools.’81 This was followed by a plan for 
popular mobilisation: ‘the people need to educate themselves’ by reading 
newspapers published by other pergerakan organisations such as Budi 
Utomo, Perserikatan Buruh Indonesia (Indonesian Workers’ League), the 
Perikatan Perkoempoelan Isteri Indonesia (League of Indonesian Women) 

78  Abdullah, Schools and Politics, 111–22. This ordinance provoked almost unanimous pergerakan 
resistance throughout 1932 and 1933, spearheaded by Ki Hadjar Dewantara of the Taman Siswa 
schools, with thousands of anti-ordinance rallies held. Many Sumatran pergerakan institutions like the 
Sumatra Thawalib and Diniyyah schools were deeply opposed to the ordinance and agitated robustly 
against it, organising rallies and publishing numerous critiques. 
79  Anonymous, ‘Tearing Down the Government Regulations on the Wild Schools’.
80  ibid.
81  ibid. 
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and Istri Insaf (Aware Women).82 In a plan reminiscent of socialist and 
anarchist strategies of resistance, readers were exhorted to form committees 
to coordinate antiregulation agitation wherever there were wild schools, 
calling on these committees to ‘discipline’ school inspectors so they never 
returned. Readers were asked to prepare themselves for unemployment or 
to become freelancers or contract labourers in service of the wild schools, 
such that the schools might grow from strength to strength and increase 
in number. Finally, readers were asked to be prepared to go to jail for their 
actions and convictions.83 

This militant call to organised defiance of the implementation of Dutch 
state policy was mirrored by the article’s positioning of itself within a long 
tradition of resistance to Dutch rule: 

A 100 [sic] years ago, the Indonesian people were aggravated, but 
it was only [the Javanese prince] Diponegoro who suffered the 
punishment. In the era of the PKI and SR [People’s Associations], 
Indonesia was aggravated again, but it was the PKI and SR that 
were punished. In the era of the PNI, Indonesia was aggravated 
yet again, but it was only Soekarno who suffered punishment. On 
1 October 1932, the Indonesian people are in upheaval again, but 
they are spineless. They are in upheaval because they are buffeted 
by regulations such as those imposed on the jungle schools.84

The article couched its opposition to the wild school ordinance as part 
of a sustained, century-long effort to resist encroaching Dutch authority. 
It drew on the legacy of the PKI’s resistance to the Dutch colonial state in 
the same breath in which it laid claim to descent from Diponegoro, the 
Indonesian example sans pareil of a Muslim prince waging a righteous but 
doomed perang sabil (‘holy war’) against the infidel.85 Immediately after 
connecting its arguments to a history of oppression and (failed) resistance, 
including a communist uprising, it went on to lament: ‘Ya  Allah, 
Allah, kok berkepanjangan ceritanya? [Oh God, Oh God, why do you 
prolong this tale?]’ Here, we see the imbrication of socialist methods of 

82  ibid.
83  ibid. 
84  ibid. Diponegoro was a Javanese prince who led a successful long-running insurgency against the 
expansion of Dutch rule from 1825 to 1830, known as the Java War.
85  Diponegoro himself invoked jihad against the Dutch, though he also drew on Javanese mystical 
precepts to support his claim to legitimacy.
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mobilisation, the celebration of a legacy of communist militancy and 
the proclamation of a perceptibly Islamic identity—all reflected in the 
exhortative rhetoric of this article. 

Such critiques of the colonial state did not emerge from strictly doctrinaire 
positions, such as the Islamic rejection of infidel rule or the Marxist 
condemnation of imperialism. Rather, they were part of a pergerakan 
tradition of resistance to the colonial state that had existed since the 
1910s and was both intellectually and spiritually eclectic. This milieu 
was accommodating of plurality, and the confluence of Islamic identity 
and Marxist ideas was but one of many novel ideological combinations. 
Marxism was valued for the analytical tools it provided to critique the 
colonial state; Islam was valued as an integral part of Indies Muslims’ 
identity. Both were relevant to the pergerakan and could be invoked 
without recourse to formal Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) or to Comintern 
doctrine. The pergerakan’s genius lay in its creative, if sometimes overly 
optimistic, adaptations of foreign ideas to suit DEI conditions. As seen 
in Api Ra’jat, this strand of pergerakan discourse remained wedded 
to an Islamic world view but drew on socialist strategies of resistance to 
combat colonial policy. Other Pendidikan newspapers made no secret of 
their willingness to adapt Marx’s ideas to the DEI wherever they were 
deemed relevant. This supple intellectual dynamism characterised much 
pergerakan political thinking of the 1930s, and the confluence of Islam 
and Marxism would be evident after independence was proclaimed 
(in 1945) as well. 

The Persatuan Muslim Indonesia (Permi)
As a counterweight to the relatively elite Pendidikan, it is helpful 
to consider the discursive tenor of avowedly Islamic pergerakan 
organisations. The Pendidikan was not an anomaly. Rather, it emerged 
from an intellectual milieu in which creative adaptation was widely 
accepted. This environment facilitated the adaptation of foreign ideas to 
suit Indonesian purposes, and Islamic activists were full participants in 
this process as well. Examining the most prominent Islamic pergerakan 
organisations of the 1930s, it quickly becomes obvious that socialism had 
significant appeal and the adaptation of Marxist ideas was commonplace. 
Of all the major Muslim modernist movements of the 1930s, none was 
more open to Marxist ideas than Permi. Permi was founded in 1930 
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by former students and faculty of the Sumatra Thawalib schools. They 
had organised their own union, the Persatuan Sumatera Thawalib, in 
1928, after the arrest and flight of both Islamic and Marxist radicals 
in 1926–27. The Sumatra Thawalib Union reorganised itself as Permi in 
1930, during its third annual congress.86 As a direct descendent of the 
Sumatra Thawalib, Permi inherited its ideological mantle, including its 
divergent impulses. As with the Sumatra Thawalib student body, not all 
members of Permi were sympathetic to communism, but it would be 
safe to say they were drawn towards a vision of Islam that combatively 
arraigned itself against the impositions of the extractive colonial state, 
and that aggressively embraced a policy of noncooperation with a view to 
eventual independence. 

The congruence between the Persatuan Sumatera Thawalib and Permi 
was evident in the location of Permi’s first headquarters: it was founded 
in Padang Panjang, the home of the original and most radical of the five 
Sumatra Thawalib schools, at which the Islamic communist Haji Datuk 
Batuah had taught. Permi members themselves openly admitted, in 
speeches like the one given by Haji Abdul Majid at the second Permi 
conference in September 1932, that Permi was a direct continuation of 
the Sumatra Thawalib student movement.87 By 1930, Permi had grown 
into one of the more prominent pergerakan organisations, with branches 
in Tapanuli, East Sumatra, Aceh in the far north-west and Bengkulu in 
South Sumatra. It was prolific in publishing anticolonial newspapers and 
pamphlets, running schools, founding scouting organisations and holding 
public rallies.88 At its peak in December 1932, Permi claimed more than 
7,700 members, 3,000 of whom were women.89 Unlike the PSII, it 
avoided electoral politics (that is, putting up candidates for election to the 
Volksraad), but neither did it claim to be apolitical as Muhammadiyah 
and Nahdlatul Ulama tried to be. Instead, its activism found expression 
in autodidactic education and organising cooperatives outside the realm 
of formal politics.

86  Audrey R. Kahin, Rebellion to Integration: West Sumatra and the Indonesian Polity (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 1999), 53.
87  Haji Abdoel Majid, ‘Ringkasan Pidato Pemboekaan Konperensi PMI Ke 2 [2nd PMI Conference 
Opening Speech Summary]’, Medan Ra’jat, 10 September 1932.
88  Ingleson, Road to Exile, 230.
89  ibid. 
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Permi was effectively neutered by the colonial security apparatus in 
December 1932, when executive board member Rasuna Said was 
arrested, sparking a series of arrests of core Permi leaders like Rasimah 
Ismail, Muchtar Lutfi, Iljas Jacoub and Djalaluddin Thaib throughout 
1933. Lutfi, Jacoub and Thaib were key Sumatra Thawalib figures, having 
taught at various Sumatra Thawalib schools and published newspapers 
like Medan Ra’jat (‘The People’s Field’) throughout the 1920s and early 
1930s. After being put on trial, many were subjected to house arrest or 
incarceration, while others were exiled to Boven Digoel. This notorious 
penal colony housed numerous PKI members exiled after the 1926–27 
uprisings, including many Islamic communists with Sumatra Thawalib 
connections. While Permi continued to exist until 1937 under the 
leadership of Muhammad Sjafei, it had ceased to be a meaningful force in 
pergerakan activism by 1934.90 

At the national level of pergerakan interparty politics, Permi was open 
to limited cooperation with Sukarno’s Partindo. Permi leaders travelled 
frequently to Java to meet with Sukarno, and even participated in Partindo 
rallies, ultimately signing a document establishing that each party would 
refrain from competing with the other in their respective strongholds.91 
This was typical for the 1930s: the aforementioned Soekiman’s splinter 
faction of the PSII, the Partai Islam Indonesia (Indonesian Islamic Party), 
looked set to sign a memorandum of cooperation with the Pendidikan 
in August 1933, before the arrest and exile of Sjahrir and Hatta put paid 
to those plans.92 Soekiman and Hatta were personal friends, both deeply 
pious and had similar political leanings, and this may have facilitated 
the two organisations working together. In both cases, the Pendidikan’s 
clearly Marxist inspiration and Partindo’s blatant adaptation of Marxist 
analytical categories (Marhaenisme) did not constitute a serious barrier 
to cooperation. That said, there were certainly those in both parties who 
opposed working with nationalists who did not prioritise Islam as the 
fundamental basis for an independent Indonesia. 

Permi’s newspaper, Medan Ra’jat, began in 1931 under Iljas Jacoub’s 
editorship and was published three times a month in Padang. It was 
a distinctly regional paper, circulating mainly in West Sumatran towns 

90  Rémy Madinier, Islam and Politics in Indonesia: The Masyumi Party between Democracy and 
Integralism, Jeremy Desmond, trans. (Singapore: NUS Press, 2015), 49.
91  Ingleson, Road to Exile, 197.
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like Payakumbuh, Padang Panjang, Kerinci, Padang, Manindjau and 
Bukittingi. It was remarkably strident in its explicit support for an 
independent Indonesia, to such an extent it is entirely unsurprising it 
attracted colonial suppression in late 1932. Tellingly, it often published 
short articles tracking Hatta’s movements on his return from Europe and 
was clearly comfortable with his Marxist sympathies. By that point, Hatta’s 
sympathies were well publicised in Kedaulatan Ra’jat and were also evident 
in his involvement with the Perhimpunan Indonesia and the Comintern 
in organising the League Against Imperialism.93 Medan Ra’jat also 
regularly expressed sympathy for and solidarity with known communists 
such as Sardjono, Alimin and Musso of the PKI, as well as Rustam Effendi 
of the Communist Party of the Netherlands.94 It did not limit itself to 
rhetoric, and took concrete steps like soliciting donations to pay the legal 
fees for pergerakan activists in trouble with the law. Beneficiaries included 
Sukarno, Abdul Manaf (aka Achmad Soebardjo), M. Yamin, Muchtar 
Lutfi, Iljas Jacoub, Amir Sjarifoeddin and Ki Sarmidi Mangunsarkoro, 
most of whom were known for their Marxist sympathies.95 

As Permi’s main press organ, Medan Ra’jat was explicit in its twin critiques 
of capitalism and imperialism, which clearly drew inspiration from Lenin’s 
Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism (1919) and Karl Kautsky’s 
Imperialism and the War (1914). An article by Loetan Gani argued 
that imperialism was a kolot (‘hackneyed’) system, while nationalism 
was ‘modern’ and strongly implied to be more rational.96 While this 
was a simplistic and teleological approach to history, the modern/kolot 
dichotomy mirrors the bifurcation embraced by modernist Muslims, and 
also maps directly on to pergerakan assumptions about Islam being the 
restrained and akal (‘rational’) alternative to the nafsu (‘rapaciousness’) of 
imperialism and capitalism. Loetan Gani argued that ‘nafsoe Imperialisme’ 
was driven by a quest for profits. He acknowledged imperialism’s 
kepandaian (‘dynamism’) but condemned it as acquisitive and covetous. 
He accused imperialism of continually seeking ‘more territory to conquer, 

93  Stutje, Campaigning in Europe for a Free Indonesia, 94–133.
94  Anonymous, ‘Berita Dari Belanda [News from Holland]’, Medan Ra’jat, 10 September 1932. 
This article made a point of praising Rustam Effendi for rebutting the Dutch attorney-general’s 
derogatory comments about the DEI. 
95  Anonymous, ‘Indonesia Berdjoang [Indonesia Fighting]!’, Medan Ra’jat, 1 November 1932. 
Among this list, only Muchtar Lutfi and Iljas Jacoub—both key Permi leaders—could conceivably be 
said to be non-Marxist. 
96  Loetan Gani, ‘Perdjoangan Imperialisme dan Nationalisme [Struggle for Imperialism and 
Nationalism]’, Medan Ra’jat, 10 September 1932.
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aided by yet more machines and factories, which in turn incentivize the 
acquisition of more territory and business opportunities’.97 Loetan Gani 
also argued that imperialism incentivised war, citing the examples of 
World War I and the recent Japanese invasion of China. 

Tellingly, Loetan Gani’s article embraced the rhetoric of internationalist 
anti-imperial solidarity; it discussed and praised anti-imperial movements 
and their leaders in Egypt (Saad Zaghloul), Iraq (Sultan Pasha al-Atrash), 
Turkey (Atatürk), Bolivia (José de San Martín and Simón Bolívar) 
and the Philippines (José Rizal and Manuel L. Quezon) in significant 
detail.98 Other articles even praised Turkey’s 1932 decision to join the 
League of Nations while maintaining good diplomatic relations with 
the USSR by signing a treaty of mutual recognition and friendship, 
striking a clearly sympathetic tone towards the USSR.99 Evidently, Permi’s 
points of reference, or interlocutors, were not merely European Marxists 
but  also  fellow anticolonial movements in the Islamic world and in 
South-East Asia. 

Permi’s critiques of colonialism and capitalism were not only theoretically 
engaged with Marxism, they also proposed concrete solutions that evinced 
a strong awareness of socialist praxis in Europe and America. One article 
by M. Dang Jogja argued that because capitalism and imperialism went 
hand-in-hand, Indonesia had much to learn from Gandhi’s Swadeshi 
(‘self-sufficiency’) movement. It explained how kaoem kapitalisten 
(‘capitalists’) extracted profits from Indonesia not merely by exploiting its 
grondstoffen (‘natural resources’) cheaply, but also through creating a captive 
market in which processed goods could be sold without competition, 
while simultaneously raising revenue through export duties.100 Another 
article in Medan Ra’jat cited Surah al-Qasas 76 of the Koran to support its 
argument that God required Muslims to look not only to the afterlife but 
also to this life, exhorting them to not forget the welfare of one’s fellow 
man in this world. In that vein, it went on to proudly proclaim that Permi 
had set up a dewan peroeashaan (‘business council’) to support Indonesian 
businesses, which it explicitly distinguished from peroesahaan kapitalis 
(‘capitalist businesses’), because the Indonesian businesses it supported 

97  ibid.
98  ibid.
99  Anonymous, ‘Turkie dan Volkenbond (LON) [Turkey and League of Nations]’, Medan Ra’jat, 
10 September 1932. The treaty in question was likely to be the Soviet–Turkish non-aggression pact 
originally signed on 17 December 1925, and subsequently prolonged twice. 
100  M. Dang Jogja, ‘Pergerakan Swadeshi [Swadeshi Movement]’, Medan Ra’jat, 20 September 1932. 
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operated as cooperatives, the profits of which were distributed among 
the cooperative’s members.101 Unsurprisingly, capitalist businesses were 
explicitly associated with nafsu Imperialisme multiple times.102 The article 
concluded that ‘true suci [lit., ‘holy’] nationalism’ opposed capitalism; 
Indonesian business endeavours needed to be organised in a cooperatief 
way, such that they would not give birth to capitalist enterprises.103 Such 
articles evinced a sophisticated awareness that colonial capitalism was 
not simply a matter of colonial exploitation, but also a fundamentally 
inequitable, paradigmatic economic system.

Other articles published in Medan Ra’jat revealed a discernible willingness 
to learn from the experience of European and American socialists, while 
proposing concrete solutions adapted to DEI needs. Aziz Thaib argued 
for the creation of peasant cooperatives, which would allow farmers to 
stop relying on flour merchants who ‘suck the blood of the people and 
who demand more profit than is appropriate’.104 Drawing on the example 
of nineteenth-century English cooperatives, he argued that peasant 
cooperatives could be set up with as little as £325 in communal capital.105 
These cooperatives would purportedly ease the problem of limited access 
to credit, because farmers rarely had the connections or collateral to obtain 
loans from urban banks and relied instead on rural moneylenders who 
charged exorbitant interest rates. Without providing a specific example, 
Dang Jogja claimed capitalists in the contemporary United States were 
grumbling because they had ‘met their match’ in farmers’ cooperatives 
and ‘could no longer do as they pleased’.106 An editorial note appended to 
the article even made a point of stating that cooperatives with ‘capitalist 
characteristics’ were in opposition to ‘our pergerakan’ and called on 
cooperatives to guard against the creeping infiltration of capitalist practices 
by reminding them of their Islamic moral obligations.107 

101  Dt. Penghoeloe [pseudonym], ‘Sifat Toedjoean dan Asas PMI [The Nature of PMI’s Goals and 
Principles]’, Medan Ra’jat, 20 September 1932.
102  ibid. 
103  ibid.
104  Aziz Thaib, ‘Menoendjoe Cooperatie Ra’jat Indonesia [Towards People’s Cooperatives]’, Medan 
Ra’jat, 1 November 1932.
105  ibid. 
106  ibid. It seems likely the author was referring to the Socialist Party of America (formed in 1920) 
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Similarly, a series of articles in late 1932, Dang Jogja wrote glowingly of 
Marx and his various interpreters, even going so far as to quote Joseph 
Stalin (in English) and translate the quotation into Bahasa Indonesia.108 
Intriguingly, the various strains of Marxism were described by Dang Jogja 
as tarekat (Sufi brotherhoods built around saintly and scholarly lineages, 
pl. turuq)—an excellent example of how Marxism was indigenised or 
made relevant within an Islamic vernacular. The analogy was a useful 
one: different turuq made different claims to spiritual power based on 
the mythos of each tarekat’s founding sheikh, but all remained siblings 
in the  family of Islam—the global community of Muslims known as 
the ummah. Finally, the article also discussed the USSR and the various 
German social-democratic parties of the interwar period, exhorting the 
pergerakan to learn from their experiences.109 These articles in Medan 
Ra’jat were visibly ‘translating’ Marxism to Indonesia—whether literally 
translating Stalin’s words or more indirectly making sense of Marxist 
movements in other parts of the world—and were doing so in a way that 
relied on Islamic vocabulary and ethical justifications. 

Permi’s relationship with socialism emerged most explicitly in a slim 
pamphlet titled Tabligh Oemoem, which was clearly meant to be 
circulated among members and potential recruits. Tabligh Oemoem 
translates roughly as ‘the public propagation of faith’. The term ‘tabligh’ 
has specific proselytising connotations, which often take the form of 
a public or private meeting at which attendees are exhorted to Islamic 
orthopraxy.110 Consistent with its title, this pamphlet functioned less as 
a didactic text than as a devotional one; it was presented as though the 
reader was attending a tabligh meeting, opening with the full suite of 
Islamic greetings and the confession of faith, and ending with a recitation 
of Surah al-Fatihah, the opening surah of the Koran.111 Tabligh Oemoem 
reads almost like a Christian order of service, or a Sufi wird, as though 
a social and pedagogical experience had been crystallised in print form so 
one might carry that experience in one’s pocket and be edified repeatedly 
by it. The pamphlet is organised in three parts: the first section is 
historical, dealing with the basics of the Islamic faith and its early history. 
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The second is titled ‘Islam dengan Kemadjoean’ (‘Islam with Progress’), 
and is dominated by justifications from fiqh (‘jurisprudence’) and tafsir 
(‘Koranic exegesis’), which explains why Islam is not inimical to progress 
or change. The third and final section, however, is the most telling of all, 
titled ‘Socialisme Dalam Islam’ (‘Socialism in Islam’).112

This section relates an eponymously titled speech given on this topic, 
presumably at a tabligh meeting, by M. Ali Tholib Siregar. Siregar’s 
argument was straightforward and closely mirrored Oemar Said 
Tjokroaminoto’s in his 1924 work, Islam and Socialism. Siregar claimed 
Islam was, in fact, socialism. For him, the principles of socialism were 
inherent in Islam, not in the various European formulations of socialism: 
‘socialisme sedjati’ (‘true socialism’) was ‘socialisme tjara Islam, boekan tjara 
Barat’ (‘Islamic socialism, not the socialism of the West’).113 Specifically, 
he identified the principles promoted by socialism as ‘perikemanoesiaan 
adalah menjadi satoe persatoean’ (‘the unity of mankind’) and ‘wajiblah 
kita mentjapai keselamatan bagi mereka semoeanja’ (‘the obligation to 
ensure each other’s welfare’), among others.114 Siregar argued these 
principles were congruent with Islamic goals such as ‘permerintah jang 
se-adil adilnja’ (‘the establishment of a just government’), and ‘orang 
mendjalankan agama Islam haroeslah dengan roekoen dan damai’ (‘the 
implementation of Islam necessarily means promoting harmony and 
peace’).115 A number of hadith and Koranic verses were quoted to support 
these assertions, although specific references were not provided. 

This was not merely a knee-jerk reaction against all things Western 
by asserting the moral superiority of Muslim societies over European 
decadence. It was a call to action consistent with the ethos of tabligh; 
Siregar readily admitted ‘our social realities have strayed far from what the 
Qur’an teaches, for both men and women’.116 Permi as an organisation, 
even in its most accessible literature, was openly engaging with socialism. 
It did so despite the waves of arrests and exiles that followed the 1926–27 
uprisings, after which Marxist discourse became increasingly taboo. This 
was not the explicit Islamic communism of Nathar Zainuddin and Haji 
Datuk Batuah, but it was one among many outgrowths of Sarekat Islam’s 
entanglement with Marxism in the 1920s, and it would continue in 
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various permutations beyond the 1930s.117 Permi’s newspapers expressed 
solidarity with anti-imperial movements in the Middle East and Asia as 
well as a variety of Marxist movements in Europe and America, seeking 
to learn from their collective experiences. At the same time, a thoroughly 
Islamic ethical framework pervaded Permi’s discourse, and sometimes 
Marxist ideas were rendered in an Islamic idiom. It is probable Permi 
members, much like the Pendidikan, recognised Marxism was not 
a comprehensive new faith; rather, it provided valuable insight in terms of 
understanding the world and its injustices. Rather than being a conduit 
for Moscow’s imperatives, Marxist analysis afforded them analytical clarity. 
Permi members incorporated these insights into their own struggle, on 
their own terms, and this struggle was framed in nationalistic and Islamic 
terms as much as it was in the terms of class struggle. 

Conclusion
As Opper and Galway note in the Introduction to this volume, the 
anticolonial activists examined here, like Sjahrir and Hatta, did not 
simply learn to parrot the prestigious lexicon of European philosophy 
and Marxist theory. They were adept agents of adaptation, empowered 
by an education that exposed them to (in Mannheim’s words) ‘opposing 
tendencies in social realities’—notably, languages, syntaxes and critical 
interpretative paradigms, which allowed them ‘to attach themselves to 
classes to which they originally did not belong … to choose their affiliation’ 
as they saw fit. The affiliations they chose sometimes easily correlated 
to the ‘proletariat’ (as with Sukarno’s identification with marhaen or Tan 
Malaka’s identification with murba), but often they took the ideas of Marx, 
Engels, Lenin, Kautsky and many others besides, incorporating them into 
expansive visions for Indonesian justice, equity and prosperity. Some of 
these chosen identities were exclusionary (with no room for Chinese and 
Eurasians) while others were more aspirational than realistic (making 
Indonesians of the population of the entire archipelago, even unwilling 
participants such as the Timorese and Papuans). Nevertheless, theirs was 
a genuine effort to not only adapt and translate the knowledge of imperial 

117  For Sarekat Islam’s symbiotic but tempestuous relationship with communism, see McVey, 
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and revolutionary metropoles, but also synthesise the experiences of 
other Asian anticolonial movements—a process John Sidel has identified 
occurring across Indonesia, Vietnam and the Philippines.118 

The Pendidikan and Permi activists whose writings have been examined 
here were part of a rich ‘synthetic’ Indonesian intellectual tradition that 
continued to flourish beyond independence. This openness to synthesis—
learning from the best the world had to offer—suffused the Indonesian 
political milieu during the revolutionary (1945–49) and parliamentary 
democracy (1950–59) periods. Soedjatmoko, a core member of Sjahrir’s 
postwar political party, the Partai Sosialis Indonesia (Socialist Party 
of Indonesia), was unequivocal in celebrating Indonesia’s hybridity 
and adaptiveness:

The development of Western European culture was the result 
of its contact with Islamic civilization during the crusades. The 
Renaissance emerged from Northern Italy’s reacquaintance with 
the culture of classical Greece. The glory of Islamic civilization 
was itself the result of a meeting between Hellenistic culture, and 
after some time, the Turkic and Mongol cultures that had been 
integrated into Indian culture. In Indonesia, the development 
of Hindic culture and its later meeting with Islamic culture is 
evidence of the great benefits and progress that accrue from the 
meeting of one culture with another. The capacity for a culture to 
digest and adapt [mencerna dan menyesuaikan] elements of another 
culture in accordance with its own needs is evidence of the vitality 
of a nation’s culture.119

This Weltanschauung animated the pergerakan of the 1930s as well, 
moving them to use Marx’s conceptual lenses selectively. Some of the 
most prominent activists incorporated these ideas within a broader field 
of anticolonial discourse that also included Islam. This freewheeling 
openness to adapting Marx, European socialism or even the revolutionary 
experiences of Sun Yat-sen, Atatürk and José Rizal was evident in all the 
newspapers examined here. This was a predecessor of the cosmopolitan 
world view Soedjatmoko embraced in the 1950s. 

118  John T. Sidel, Republicanism, Communism, Islam: Cosmopolitan Origins of Revolution in Southeast 
Asia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2021).
119  Soedjatmoko, Kebudayaan Sosialis [Socialist Culture], Muhidin M. Dahlan, ed. (Jakarta: Melibas, 
2001), 65. 
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1. ‘ONE EYE IN THE CHAIN OF THE ASIAN MOVEMENT’

Indonesia’s rich tradition of intellectual hybridity, and the centrality of 
Marxist analytical tools within it, is now almost forgotten. The 1965–66 
anticommunist massacres that resulted in the needless deaths of hundreds 
of thousands have burdened Indonesians with collective guilt, which 
has in turn necessitated the blanket of silence covering the past. Any 
meaningful discussion of the role of Marxist theory in informing the 
Indonesian anticolonial movement—especially outside the PKI—has 
been smothered by the need to demonise communism, which justifies 
the egregious bloodshed of 1965–66. The idea that some of the most 
revered anticolonial politicians and organisations—like Hatta, Sjahrir, 
the Pendidikan or Permi—could have imbibed and adapted Marxist 
theory would be considered sacrilegious by most Indonesians today. 
In  highlighting the boldly adaptive and synthetic impulses of the 
Indonesian anticolonial movement, this chapter has attempted to restore 
Marxism to its rightful place in Indonesian history: as an essential 
ingredient in Indonesia’s political maturation, even when shorn of its 
association with the PKI. 
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