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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the realization of the badness of feudalism, especially 
feudalism in Java around the 19th century as seen in a novel by Indonesian 
author, Pramoedya Ananta Toer (Pram), This Earth of Mankind. Through the 
fictional figure of a native, Javanese boy, Pram pictures the existence of the 
Javanese feudalism and Dutch colonialism. 

In this paper, the writer focuses the analysis on the realization of the 
badness of Javanese feudalism by stressing three cases; Language, 
attitudes/behaviors, and social life that happened in feudal society around 1898. 
The writer uses sociology approach to know the application of feudalism and the 
reflection of the social condition. Beside that, the writer also analyzes the relation 
between the novel and the author. 

The analysis shows that people feel suffer from the application of the 
feudalism. It is proven by many kind of rules such as the obligation to use the 
certain level of language, bending down and cringing as manifestation in 
respecting aristocrats and arbitrariness in exploiting women, where women were 
considered as sexual object only. Those were the reflection of social condition at 
that time. The analysis also reveals that life experiences of the author have close 
relation to the novel. 

Keywords: feudalism, Javanese feudalism, aristocrat, people. 

  

 Introduction 

Literature is pieces of writing which can be poems, plays or novels. The 
imaginative and creative aspects of literature are essential components of the 
world literature itself. Reading literature gives many advantages. Besides 
entertaining us, it will make people more critical to respond social cases. Without 
being realized literature gives many contributions to mankind mental 
development. 

By reading literature we can learn something new, such as culture, 
lifestyle, someone’s character and history of a certain place and certain time. In 
the literary works we can get much information that we cannot get from the other 
kind of writings. In Theory of Literature, Wellek and Warren (18-19) said that 
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literature is a world beyond the real life. The things that are told in a literary work 
cannot be found in the real world. Supposing that the theory in the literary work is 
similar with an event happened in any society or place, they are still different. A 
literary work involved the imagination and creation of the author while the real life 
cannot be like that. Although a literary work is an imitation of real life, it is not the 
real life. In literary works, we can find the truth of information of something. It is 
different when we read other writings such as articles or nonfiction; we must not 
get the truth from them. It is because other writings are based on the facts, while 
the literary works are based on the truth (Ajidarma 1) 

One of the advantages of reading literature is that we can learn about 
history. According to the reason, the writer chooses This Earth of Mankind in 
order to get the truth of the history of National Indonesian Evocation history in the 
end of the 18th century up to early the 19th century. At that time, the condition of 
Indonesia is almost not touched by men of letters in this country, though that 
periods are significant for a state like Indonesia which had been colonized for 
hundred years. Those periods were the Indonesian evocation era. At that time 
Indonesia began to look at external world, adopting new technologies and 
sciences. 

According to Maxim Gorki’s saying, “People must know their history”. A 
great nation is a nation that does not forget their history. The colonial power at 
that time was very dominant and the colonial sensor system to every kind of book 
was very tight. It became a serious problem for men of letters to write historical 
events, although they have tried to write the historical facts in fiction. Probably, it 
is one of the reasons why we have less information about the periods.  

Talking about Indonesian authors who use history as their story 
background, it is difficult not to mention Pramoedya Ananta Toer (Pram). Pram is 
one of a few big Indonesian authors who has great attention to the social 
condition of Indonesia society. We can see in the themes of his works, which are 
always based on the reality of life. He tells stories concerning his personal 
experiences, his family, people around him, and his nation. His stories telling 
problems of justice and social problems had to be paid by living as a political 
prisoner. He was jailed for almost two years as a nationalist by Dutch colonial 
government and for fourteen years by the regime of ORBA (Suharto’s regime). 
This regime forced him to live in a place called Buru Island prison in the 
Moluccas. However, it did not make him stop writing. Even in Buru Island, he 
succeeded to create masterpieces that are known as The Buru Quarted, that is, 
This Earth of Mankind (1980), Child of All Nations (1980), Footsteps (1985), and 
House of Glass (1987). 

The writer chooses This Earth of Mankind, because it is considered as 
the portrait of Indonesian national evocation. The stories in this novel were the 
reflection of the society (especially Javanese society) at that time. The conflicts of 
the characters show us the changing process of the thought in the society. The 
other reason of choosing this novel is the writer’s admiration for the figure of 
Pramoedya Ananta Toer. 
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In this writing, the writer would like to find out the answers to the 
following two problems; first, what evidences that support the Indonesian 
evocation can be found in the novel? Second, how does this novel reflect the 
society at that time? This study focuses on the plot of This Earth of Mankind that 
shows the evocation of the thoughts and how far the thought of the characters are 
considered as the evocation, especially the realization of the badness of 
Javanese feudalism. The writer focuses on the thought because it is considered 
as the main factor of a development. The great development must be started from 
the thought of the people. The actions and evidences in This Earth of Mankind 
are required in order to show the readers the kind of thoughts. 

The main objective is to reveal the kinds of thoughts that are categorized 
as evocation, for example the realization of the characters to see that Javanese 
feudalism are bad; particularly, how the actions and evidences of the story in this 
novel show them. In addition, the objective of this study is to find out how the 
story describes the social condition at that time. 

The writer uses Sociology of literature theory to analyze the problems. 
Sociology of literature has attention to the literary work as a social institution that 
is created by the author as a member of the society. Sociology of literature is an 
approach to a literary work, which considers the social aspects. Literary works are 
products of the author who lives in his/her social environment. Therefore, a 
literary work is an imaginative world of the author that is related to social life. 
Grebstein (in Damono 4) said that literary work could be a picture of sociological 
development or could show the changes in cultural character. 

Watt (in Damono 3-4) mentioned the mutual relationship among the 
author, literary, and society. First is the social context of the author, namely the 
relationship between the social status of the author in the society and the 
relationship between the positions of the author in relation to the reader. This 
includes the social factors that are able to influence the author as a personal. 
Second, literary as the picture of the society. It is how far the literary work can be 
considered as the picture of a social condition. Third, the social function of a 
literary work shows how far the analysis of the literary work whose value relates 
to social value and how far the literary work is seen as an education for society. 

The sociological theory places social facts as a major part and a work of 
arts as a minor part of the study. Therefore, if the writer wants to analyze This 
Earth of Mankind from the sociological approach, the social condition of Javanese 
feudal society must be included. In addition, the biography of the author must be 
included too. 

 

Javanese Feudalism  

To understand the Javanese feudalism, it is important to know the Javanese 
concept of power. ‘Manunggaling Kawula lan Gusti’ (the coalescing between 
people with God), it is the Islamic mystical expression of Javanese Sufi which has 
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a big implication to many aspects of Javanese society’s life. When the expression 
is changed into the relation between king and people (the coalescing between 
king with his people), indirectly it will influence the Javanese concept of power, for 
example in social life, culture, and political monarchy.  

The concept of Javanese power was not determined by the large of the 
region that was dominated, but by the number of human being who is 
commanded. For example when Mataram Empire was divided in 1755, it became 
‘Susuhunan’ and ‘Sultanate of Yogyakarta’. It was not based on the division of the 
region but based on the division of farmer families. 

Kartodirjo (19) said that Javanese power is associated with ‘miraculous’ 
concepts. In puppetry language, these concepts are very close to four 
dimensions. First, Kesakten (miraculous) which refers to magical strength or 
physical power. Second, Mandraguna (intelligence) which relates to excellence in 
knowledge, and weapon. Third, Mukti (Wealth) which relates to prosperity and 
properties. Fourth, Wibawa which relates to the authority of status and prestige.  

The four concepts mentioned above were clearly practiced in the 
Javanese daily life, either in social stratification of formal status (starting from 
Lurah, chief of Village, until president) or in social stratification of the clan, 
especially among priyayi (A member of the Javanese aristocracy, many of them 

become the salaried administrators of the Dutch). This matter is more suitable 

said as the political culture of priyayi than the political culture of Javanese. Based 
on the four concepts above, it can be seen how feudal values grew up in 
Javanese society. Those values can be seen in almost all aspects of life, such as 
politics, trade, bureaucracy, education, and artistry.  

According to Umar Kayam (1997) in his article, to know the Javanese 
feudalism, we could see the Mataram feudalism model. Though feudalism can be 
found in many places in Indonesia, Mataram feudalism which was later 
expostulated by Dutch colonial likely came up as ‘cultural figure’ which was the 
most systematical in Javanese society. The cultural figure of Javanese is also 
known as ‘adi-luhung’ cultural figure. Adi-luhung cultural figure of Java-Mataram 
transmitted absolute authority of the Mataram Empire. King was placed on top of 
power, supported by aristocrats and bureaucracy elites, which got privileges in 
economics and politics from the King. Almost all the agricultural economics were 
mastered by elites, who got farmland and arranged the trade result. The social 
system recognized the hierarchical social stratification from bottom to the top; 
starting from low people (wong cilik), farmer (wong tani), trader (wong dagang), 
formalist, aristocrats, and king.  

Language systems also had a parallel stratification with social 
stratification; they consist of basa ngoko, basa karma, and basa krama inggil. 
Family system became very hierarchical, political communication system, and 
artistry systems were oriented to be hierarchical. The basic value orientation of 
adi-luhung cultural figure was ‘value of harsh-refinement.’ Almost all dialogs from 
each element and actions of Javanese that produced the adi-luhung cultural 
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figure could not be separated from the values of ‘harsh’ and ‘refinement’, but it all 
depended on the standard of power system. 

 

Javanese Feudal Society 

Around 1500, there was no name of ‘Indonesia’ yet. In that era, Indonesia was 
part of islands in the world. Indonesian archipelagoes were located between the 
land of Asia and Australia continent. Indonesian areas consisted of empires. That 
was why the feudalism existed in almost all of Indonesian area.  

But in fact, the Javanese empires were more famous than other areas. 
Of course it would influence the existence of feudalism. Therefore, when we talk 
about feudalism, it was identical with Javanese feudalism.  

As we know that concept of Javanese power is relating to the number of 
human being who is commanded (society). The structure of Javanese society 
recognized the class system like in Hinduism. In general the Javanese feudal 
stratification could be divided into two communities: The first community is 
Priyayi. Priyayi could be divided into two groups; the first one is ‘ningrat’. Ningrat 
is a small group of people which have close relationship with the sultan (the king); 
ningrat or what we called the royal family also has different tittles according to its 
relationship with the sultan. The examples of the tittles are Gusti Bendoro 
Pangeran Haryo (GBPH), Gusti Pangeran Haryo (GPH), Gusti Ayu, Raden Ajeng 
and etc. and the second one is ‘abdi dalem’. Abdi dalem is a large group of 
people who have duty or work in keraton (the palace), so they work at the palace 
environment. The second community is kawula, Kawula or the common people, 
was placed on the bottom of stratification level of Javanese society. They usually 
work as farmer and trader. This level of society later became the victim of 
Javanese feudalism systems. In this community, the philosophy of ‘nrimo’ 
(accepting something as it is) was also popular. 

In the application of feudalism, the third levels of society were the ones 
who felt the badness of feudalism. They had to work hard to finance the 
feudalism. They were also known as worker classes consisting of farmers, 
traders, and fishermen. Kawula almost never felt the luxury as human. All of their 
lives were arranged by aristocrats. The rulers liked torturing, either physically or 
someone’s prestige as a human.  

In economic and social aspects, Kawula were placed in the bottom of 
stratification. In economic aspect, all were taken over by aristocrats. They had to 
finance the luxury of palace life, while they kept in poverty. In social aspect, 
especially the relationship between men and women, women became the victim. 
Women from the third level were the ones who suffered very much. An aristocrat 
(king or bupati) had rights to take the concubines. Concubine was usually a 
beautiful girl taken from the Kawula level. When a king was interested in a girl, 
there was nobody who could refuse it, either parents or the girl herself.                  
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In the feudalism time, the Javanese society was very much suffering. 
Aristocrats lived in the palace with luxurious stuff while the ordinary people lived 
in poverty and suffered. They also suffered psychologically. They never felt 
comfortable and they always lived in worry. Because when they made a mistake, 
the king could order his soldier to kill them. The parents who had daughters 
always felt scared. They just waited for the time to see their daughters being 
brought to the palace; sometimes they would not know the fate of their daughters 
later.   

 

Indonesian Evocation as Seen in This Earth Of Mankind 

Before colonialism came to Indonesia, a form of suppression had been known in 
Indonesian society (read: Javanese society) namely Feudalism. Though 
feudalism happened in almost all regions in Indonesia, Javanese feudalism is 
very popular and the nuance can be felt until now. Javanese feudalism is applied 
by kings, priyayi, and Javanese aristocracy clan. Feudalism touches all aspects of 
life and we could find it in the society daily life. The following analyses will show 
the badness of Javanese feudalism in terms of language, attitude, and social 
relationship (between men and women) which are found in the novel. 

 

Language 

Javanese language has several levels namely basa ngoko, basa krama, and 
basa krama inggil. All of them are used in daily communication. The levels of 
language show the existence of the difference among the speakers. We see that 
aristocrats may use the basa ngoko when they are talking to the ordinary people, 
but the ordinary people may not use basa ngoko when they talk to aristocrats. It 
can be seen that a certain level in Javanese language shows a certain level in the 
social structure. The sense which is felt in this case is that the aristocrats 
consider themselves honorable than others.   

 In this novel, the main character, Minke realized that Javanese language 
was complex. The levels in the language system were considered disturbing the 
communication process, because the speakers had to be careful in choosing 
words and had to realize their social status. This condition of course influenced 
the fluency and the comfort of communication. It can be seen in the following 
quotation that Minke did not want to use Javanese language: No, I didn’t want to 
oppress her with a language that would force her to position herself according to 
the complicated Javanese social order (Toer 65). Minke as a Javanese aristocrat 
liked to use Dutch language which did not have the level system. He realized that 
his mother tongue was not effective to be used in daily interaction. Minke realizes 
that everyone had the same rights to talk without being disturbed by the language 
systems.  



   Javanese Feudalism as Seen in…   27  

Vol. 14. No. 1 – February 2018 

 At that times, in Java, there were some languages that used by society: 
Javanese, Madurese, Dutch, and Malay. The use of language in this period was 
an important indicator to know someone’s social caste. Javanese, the Native 
language of Javanese; Madurese, the Native of Madura (an island off Java); 
Dutch, of course, was the language of the governing; and Malay was the 
language of interracial, or intercaste.      

In the Javanese feudal society, people had to use the Javanese 
language when they were communicating with the aristocrats and they had to use 
the right level of the language. The following below will be showed the example of 
dialogue that usually happened between the ordinary people and an aristocrat: 

“Master  looks so pale and thin” 

“Yes” 

“Why don’t you take a holiday, seek a cure, Master?” 
 “Yes, later, when I’ve graduated from school.” 

“Three more months, Master?” 

“Yes. Still three more months.” 

“What’s the use of school, master, if you already have enough of 
everything?” (Toer 293) 

 The dialogue between Minke and Marjuki above showed that there was 
the status difference between them. Marjuki called Minke by using word ‘Ndoro’. 
Ndoro has a close meaning with ‘saudara’ in Malay language. Both of them have 
the same function, but sense of meaning is different. ‘Ndoro’ comes from word 
‘Bendoro’, one of the tittles in sultan families. ‘Ndoro’ is used by a lower class 
person when speaking to someone in the feudal class or one of similar status. 
The word ‘Ndoro’ indicates someone who comes from the line of king. While word 
‘saudara’ means ‘satu darah’ (brotherhood), this word shows that human is equal.  

The other quotations that show that Minke disliked in using Javanese 
language are: 

“I hear too from those who read the Dutch papers that you’ve become a 
man of letters. Oh, Gus, why do you compose in a language that your 
mother cannot understand? Write the story of your love in the poetry of 
your ancestors so that your mother and the whole country may sing 
them” (Toer 296).  

“Hush! Why are you concerned with the Dutch? You’re still not 
Javanese enough yet. You don’t obey your own ancestors enough. 
People say you’ve become a man of letters, but where are poems that I 
can sing at night when I miss you?” 

 “An, if you were Javanese, you would be able to write in 
Javanese. You write in Dutch, Gus, because you no longer want to be 
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Javanese. You write for Dutch people. Why do you honor them so 
greatly? They drink and eat from Javanese earth. You do not drink and 
eat from the Dutch earth. Why, why do you honor them so greatly?” 
(Toer 309)    

The quotations above are the dialogue between Minke and his mother. 
His mother asks him to write in Javanese language but Minke used the Dutch 
language. Minke said that he cannot write in Javanese like his ancestors. In fact, 
Minke did not like to use the Javanese language because his language system is 
full of feudal nuance and limited for Javanese society only. Here, we can also see 
his mother, as a symbol of the previous generation, hopes that her son will 
continue their ancestor’s culture as Javanese. His mother very much regretted 
that Minke looked as if he honored the Dutch more than their ancestors. However 
Minke as a young generation had the other reasons. He considered that their 
language culture was not effective anymore. The development era did not need 
the language that has differences in level.   

The following is another quotation showing that Minke began to try to 
use the Malay language: 

 “Your writings are so gentle, like the writings of a teenage girl waiting for 
a husband. Have you still not become hard with all your recent 
experiences, let alone this current one? Uncompromisingly hard? Minke, 
child, Nyo,” she went on in a whisper, as if there were someone else 
there who as listening in on us,” now you must write in Malay, child. The 
Malay papers are read by many more people.” (Toer 336)    

  

It can be seen that the society had known the Malay language. The 
societies accepted the Malay magazines more than magazines that use 
Javanese language, because Javanese language was limited for Javanese 
society only. Beside that, the using of Malay language in magazine was the sign 
of the growing of nationalism spirit. Malay language had become the lingua franca 
in Indonesian archipelago. Therefore, we were freer to inform the interest of 
native reader issues.     

At that time, many of the Indonesian people, especially the intellectual 
clan had been able to speak Dutch. However, it was still limited to small number 
of community (academic community). It can be seen when Sutomo and his 
friends were studying medical school in STOVIA, they had an opportunity to learn 
foreign language books about politics, economics, social and culture. Then 
Sutomo established BUDI UTOMO on May 20, 1908. The date was then 
commemorated as ‘National Evocation Day’. The establishment of Budi Utomo 
became the sign of national evocation. They realized that poverty, stupidity, and 
suffering of Indonesian people were caused by the effect of suppression, such as 
feudalism and colonialism.  
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The youth always used Dutch in their daily communication and their 
meetings, even in the first congress. But in the second congress on October 27-
28, 1928 in Jakarta, they already used Malay or Indonesia language. In this 
congress was then decided some decisions and well-known as ‘Sumpah 
Pemuda’. One of point of the decisions was claimed the Indonesian language as 
the unifying language. It showed that the societies started to realize that Malay 
was the unifying language, because it could be used by all ethnics in Indonesian. 
Besides becoming the lingua Franca, Malay language was chosen because it 
was practical and did not use the level system like Javanese language. It was 
also evidence that society want to escape from the complexity of feudal culture. 
Denzel Carr (1959) said that Malay is more democratic that Javanese language, 
and simpler in grammatical form, pronunciation, and the meaningful of words.  

Language is an important factor in a society. Javanese language also 
gives a big contribution to the authentication of feudal systems. The character of 
Javanese language that has several levels is suitable with feudal systems which 
also have the level in the society. Those levels show the social status of the 
speaker. Can be said that Javanese feudalism system is bad, because it 
dominates the use of language that functions as a way to show their status and 
lift their prestige. Without realizing that talking is human rights, people are free to 
use a language without feeling disturbed by the system of language. From some 
quotations and explanations above, we can see that the existence of Javanese 
language begins to be moved by Malay language. It caused Malay language to 
be accepted more by all ethnics in Indonesia. This process also shows the 
evocation of society to change their life.       

 

Attitudes or Behavior  

Basically, God creates humans equally. God never considers someone honorable 
than others. Therefore, humans do not have to bend down to others, but they just 
need to respect each other in common way. People sometimes forget their God’s 
omnipotence. Their egos often make them feel arrogant and more perfect than 
others. Because of that, people usually apply a rule that gives advantage only to 
their clan.   

 Beside language, someone’s attitude or behavior in feudalism rule is 
very important. The ordinary people must really obey the king, servants obey the 
master, and children obey their parents. In Javanese feudalism system, people 
have to show their obedience and their respect, not only through the language but 
also their gesture. This rule shows us that in Javanese feudalism, humans (the 
ordinary people) mean nothing, humanism values almost nothing for people. 
Kings are almost like God, even probably in one side they are more than God, for 
example people must use certain language when talking to them and must obey 
them.       
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 Javanese cultures focus on the values of ‘harsh’ and ‘refinement’. There 
are many rules in Javanese daily life that consider the values of ‘harsh’ and 
‘refinement’. For example, a woman may not speak loudly, it is considered 
impolite, and people have to bow their head when they are talking with 
aristocrats.  In other words, if they ignore the rules, it means that they are 
impolite. There is confusion about the concept of ‘harsh’ and ‘refinement’ in 
Javanese culture. Bowing head cringed are considered as the ‘refinement’ or 
polite behavior in respecting others. However, without being realized the concepts 
of ‘harsh’ and ‘refinement’ sometimes torture people, either physically or 
someone’s prestige.  As seen in some quotations below: 

 So I’m being brought before the bupati of B---! God! What’s it all about? 
And must I, an H.B.S. student cringe in front of him and at the end of 
every one of my sentences, make obeisance to someone I don’t even 
know? As I walked along the path to the visitors’ gallery, already lit up by 
four lamps, I felt like crying. What’s the point in studying European 
science and learning, mixing with Europeans, if in the end one has to 
cringe anyway, slide along like a snail, and worship some little king who 
is illiterate to boot. God, God! To have audience with a bupati is to be an 
object of humiliation without being able to defend oneself. I’d never 
forced anyone to act like that towards me. Why did I have to do so for 
others? Thundering damnation! (Toer 121) 

 

In the quotation, there is a conflict in Minke’s heart about the 
behavior/attitude, what would he do when meeting a bupati, an aristocrat? Should 
he cringe like every people usually do? Worship to unknown people? And if he 
followed the things that usually people did, he felt useless studying the modern 
sciences and associating with the Dutch along the time. If in the end he has to 
worship someone who he did not know his capability yet. Was he a great, smart, 
or kind people?  In this case we can see the weakness of Javanese feudal 
culture. They only see someone from his power. People are forced to respect to 
powerful man. 

 

To my left and right calm-shell ornaments were spread out. And the floor 
shone from the rays of light from four oil lamps. Truly, my friends would 
ridicule me if they could see this play, where a human being, who 
normally walks on his two whole legs, own his own feet, now has to walk 
with only half his legs, aided by his two hands. Ya Allah! You, my 
ancestors, you: what is the reason you created customs that would so 
humiliate your own descendant? You never once gave it any thought, 
you, my ancestors who indulged in these excesses! Your descendant 
could have been honored without such humiliation! How could you bring 
yourself to leave such customs as a legacy? (Toer 121) 
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Minke asked to the God and the ancestors, how come this kind of 
custom was used? This quotation shows us that Minke realized that the customs 
were bad. The custom which was considered as the great custom, in fact made 
their generation feel degraded. Normally, the relationship between father and son 
is a close relationship. It is not like the relation between servants with the master. 
But why a child had to cringe in front of his father itself? Indirectly, they had 
tortured and degraded their generation.    

 

I raised my hands, clasped in obeisance, as I had seen the court 
employees do before my grandfather, and my grandmother, and my 
parents at the end of Ramadhan. And I did not now withdraw my pose 
until the bupati had sat himself comfortably in his place. In making such 
obeisance it felt as if all the learning and science I had studied year after 
year was lost. Lost was the beauty of the world as promised by science’s 
progress. Lost was the enthusiasm of my teachers in greeting the bright 
future of humanity. And who knows how many times I’d have to make 
such obeisances that night. Obeisance the lauding of ancestors and the 
persons of authority by humbling and abasing oneself! Level with the 
ground if possible! I will not allow my descendents to go through such 
degradation! (Toer 122)    

 

Minke really felt that everything he had studied was useless. There was 
no intensity of sciences anymore. Hopes for the beauty of equality are lost. He 
kept on asking in his heart when this condition would be end. The condition 
degraded the prestige of someone else because they had to respect someone 
else or clan. Minke realized that it was not humane. He hoped that the custom 
would be nothing for the next generations. 

In this novel can be seen how Minke started to ignore his family, especially his 
father and his brother. Owing to this, his mother even considered him was not a 
Javanese anymore. Let see the quotation below: 

 ”You’re indeed no longer Javanese. Educated by the Dutch, 
you’ve become Dutch, a brown Dutchman, acting this way. Perhaps 
you’ve become a Christian.”  

 “Ah, mother, don’t go on so. I’m still the same son as before.” 

 “My son of the past wasn’t a rebel like this.” 

 “Your son didn’t know right and wrong then. I only rebel against 
that which is wrong, mother.” 
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 “That is the sign you’re no longer Javanese, not paying heed to 
those older, those with greater right to your respect, those who have 
more power.” 

 “Mother, don’t punish me this way. I respect what is closest to 
what is right.” 

 “Javanese bow down in submission to those older, more 
powerful; this is a way to achieve nobility of character. People must have 
the courage to surrender, Gus. Perhaps you no longer know that song 
either?” 

 “I still remember, mother. I still read the Javanese books. But 
those are the misguided songs of misguided Javanese. Those who have 
the courage to surrender are stamped and trodden upon, Mother.” (Toer  
130) 

            

In the dialogue above, there is a debate between Minke and his mother. 
His mother considered that he did not have the values as a Javanese anymore. 
He opposed his older brother. In Javanese feudal culture, it is very taboo and 
impolite. Javanese culture teaches that we have to bow down and follow to the 
elder. But Minke quibbled that he just defended his rights. He tried to explain to 
his mother that the mistake of Javanese culture was in the obligation to bow down 
to the more powerful; whereas, the more powerful man usually showed their 
arrogance than their logic. 

The next quotation shows when Minke started to ignore his family, his 
brother and his father.  

 And I didn’t reply to my brother’s letter. Let my father be free with his 
own attitude. Especially too as I didn’t really know my father well. Since I 
was little I had lived with grandfather, so father was really no more that a 
title to me. Every time I met him, all he wanted was for his authority as a 
father to be acknowledged. It was up to him! I had no business with his 
anger and his attitude. If father withdraws me from H.B.S., that too his 
right. And a Native only got into school if someone with position 
guaranteed him. Only it was not father who guaranteed me, but 
grandfather. And it was not certain that the school director would accept 
father’s request. If he did, so be it. I now felt that I had accumulated 
enough means to study by myself, to enter the world walking on my own 
two feet. (Ananta Toer 277) 

 

Minke felt bored to get in touch with his family who always talked about 
attitudes, rules, and authority. He felt that along the time his father gave no many 
contributions to his life. He was sure that he had has the capability to live alone. 
Minke tried to fight against his father and his brother about the principal problem.   
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This kind of condition happened in the society at that time. In the palace, 
someone had to cringe and worship someone who had status higher than 
him/her. In the palace life, a king was placed on the top level. It was the same 
outside the palace, for example people had to worship along the way when a king 
visited a village. It was evidence that the Javanese feudalism system was 
inhuman. They never thought the suffering people when they had to cringed or 
worshipped in front of someone else. In normal life, we know that someone is 
respected because of their morals and knowledge. But in Javanese feudalism, it 
will be invalid. As long as they were ordinary people, in the eyes of aristocrats it 
became nothing and they had to cringe and worship.     

In daily life of the society at that time king and his families never had 
fault. They always in the right position, even though they killed someone. It is also 
the evidence that Javanese feudalism system is bad. By this kind of system, 
someone will have more freedom to dominate and order the other people.  

In this novel also provided an action that shows the changes in 
Javanese feudalism tradition relating to their realization to the differences, as 
seen in the quotation below: 

A maid served chocolate milk and cakes. And the servant didn’t come 
cringing in as she would have before Native masters. She walked in and 
stood gaping at me in amazement. That would never be allowed by a 
Native master: A servant must bow down, bow and scrape continuously. 
How beautiful life is when one doesn’t have to cringe before others. 
(Toer 30) 

 

It is applied by a native master, Nyai Ontosoroh, to all her servants. It 
shows the realization of Minke about the human’s rights equality. Nyai Ontosoroh 
did something new that was never done by other native masters. Here, servants 
did not have to bow down and cringe as a manifestation of respecting the master; 
they can show their respect in common way. Minke imagined how beautiful life 
was when people were equal. This case was suitable with the ambitions of 
French revolution that demanded the losing of any kind of oppression. 

 As mentioned earlier, Javanese feudal culture is created based on the 
concept of ‘harsh’ and ‘refinement’. Each action is always seen from this view. 
Javanese do not realize that their concept is wrong. The behavior in respecting 
people overly is considered as ‘refinement’ thing. They do not realize that the 
rules only give the advantages to the aristocratic clan who create the rules; while 
the society that apply the rules feel tortured and insulted.  

  

Social life 

A product of Javanese feudal society cultures, especially in the relationship 
between men and women is patriarchal culture. Patriarchal system placed the 
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men in top position. Kodiran (344) said that there are two subculture in Javanese 
feudal society; priyayi culture and wong cilik culture. Women included to both of 
subculture. The character establishment, social role, and the position between 
men and women were definite by each of subculture. The application of 
patriarchal culture caused women almost do not have role in social life. Men held 
a higher role in family. An evidence of patriarchal culture in every subculture can 
be seen in the following quotation below:  

 By the time I reached fourteen, people already considered me an old 
maid. I’d already begun having periods two years earlier. Father had 
some special plan for me. Even though people hated him, proposal of 
marriage to me came in often. All were refused. From my room I heard it 
happen several times. Unlike other Native women, my mother had no 
say in any of this. Father decided everything. My mother did once ask 
what sort of son-in-law he was hoping for. He didn’t answer. (Toer 81-
82) 

 “Don’t go too far, Gus, don’t go too far with your non-Javaneseness. 
Since when has a woman been allowed to pull out a keris from its 
scabbard? A keris only for a man. That which is for woman is not called 
a keris. Don’t be so disrespectful. You too could not make the likes of 
this. Respect those who can do more than you. Later you can look in the 
mirror. When you have slipped the keris onto your waist, you will 
change. You will look more like your ancestors. You will look more like 
your ancestors. You will be closer to your origins.” (Toer 311)         

  From the quotations above, we can see in Javanese feudal society 
women were placed under the men. Women had no rights to mix the principal 
and power problems. As had been exampled in the quotation that a woman not 
been allowed to pull out a keris 1 from its scabbard. Keris was symbol of power 
and power has belongs to men. It means that women had no rights to something 
that became men’s rights, though, in giving an opinion only. 

 Generally in Javanese feudal society, women were divined to be a wife 
or housewife. Owing to this, women were considered as emotional creature, 
passive, weak, dependent, decorative, and incompetent, so that they suitable just 
for home duties. While men, was someone who has to responsible to the family, 
so their status higher more than women. Men had rights to control women. In 
Javanese society, a woman was only considered as konco wingking (friend in 
‘behind’). Even there was a proverb, swargo nunut neroko katut (to the heaven or 
hell, a women just followed her husband), (Hasibuan and Sedyono 214) 

Actually, women have the important meaning for aristocrat men’s life. 
Woman is a requirement to be a Javanese knight. There are five requirements to 
be a Javanese knight namely wisma (house), wanita (woman), turangga (horse), 
kukila (bird), and curiga (keris), (Toer 350). One of them was ‘woman’. Every 

                                                
1  Keris is a traditional Javanese dagger  



   Javanese Feudalism as Seen in…   35  

Vol. 14. No. 1 – February 2018 

aristocrat men had ambition to be a Javanese knight. Without a wife/woman, a 
knight deviated from his nature as a man. By the reason, men tried to dominate 
women. They would try to get a wife or woman in anyway, either good or bad 
way. In a good way, they would do the common way, such as asking the woman 
to marry them. In a bad way, they would use a harsh way, such as kidnapping or 
taking a daughter/a woman by force from her parents, or from her husband. Even 
they will declare war against anyone. Let us see the quotation below:  

 “In the bygone ages,” Mother began just as she had when I was still 
small, “countries would wage all-out wars to win a maiden like my 
daughter-in law, mbedah praja, mboyong putri was our ancestors 
proverb: Victory over kingdoms, possession of its princesses. Today 
things are more secure. It’s not it was when I was little, let alone when 
your grandfather was little. Even though the Dutch are so very powerful 
they have never stolen people’s wives or daughters like the kings who 
ruled our ancestors. Ah, child, had you lived in those days you would 
have been constantly called to the battlefield to be able to keep 
possession of your wife, that angel. Maybe she’s even more beautiful 
than that. Her cheeks, her lips, her forehead, her nose, even her ears—
all are as if formed in wax, shaped according to all men’s dreams. How 
proud I am to have her as my daughter-in-law, Gus. You have made me 
so happy.” (Toer 307-308) 

  

The quotation above reminds us of how Rahwana took Shinta by force 
from Rama in the story of Ramayana, a puppet story which is very popular in 
Javanese society. The story of Bandung Bondowoso who forced Lorojonggrang 
to become his wife, or the story of Ken Arok who killed Tunggul Ametung in order 
to marry Ken Dedes is other examples. It also can be seen how they used their 
power to realize their ambitions. If a king won a war, he must bring princes. In 
Javanese culture, it is known as mbedah praja, mboyong putri. A woman was just 
like a cup which must be won.  

 In Javanese feudal society at that time, women from both of subculture 
were much suffered. Patriarchal culture made them mean nothing. Javanese 
believe that king is reincarnation of God (Raja titising Dewa), king was source of 
sovereignty. In feudal society, this expression is considered that king had the 
authority to women under his power, either women from the ordinary people 
(wong cilik) or women from aristocrat clan (priyayi). That was why; aristocrat men 
had rights to exploit women. It showed from their life that had many concubines. 
Concubine can be from aristocrat women or ordinary women. For example, Graaf 
(113-114) said that in top of the power, the king of Mataram (Sultan Agung) had 
fifty thousand women in his palace, while his son had ten thousand women who 
always ready to serve him. Besides that, in a pool was built a small house for the 
king, so he could see the women who were taking a shower. It proven that 
women were functioned as sex object of the king only. It also showed that social 
status of women (priyayi women) lower than the men (king), while social status of 
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ordinary women did not be explain. But, Sardjono (22) said that from the past 
time, the ordinary women freer than priyayi women, because their traditions were 
different. Ordinary women must help his husband to work as farmer or trade, so 
their condition being different from priyayi women. 

 Based on the phenomenon above, this novel showed the wish to change 
the culture (patriarchal culture). Minke appeared as a faithful figure who loved a 
woman only, not like his ancestors who had many concubines. The other 
character beside Minke who has an important role is Nyai Ontosoroh. She was a 
victim of patriarchal culture. She was a victim of his father’s greedy of power. She 
had no choice when his father asked her to marry someone. She realized that it 
hurt the children’s feeling. She promised that it would not happen to her daughter.   

No, Ann, I’m not going to be like my father and decide what sort of son-
in-law I must have. You choose; I only advise. But that was my situation, 
Ann, the situation of the young girls then—they could do nothing else but 
wait for a man to take them from the house, to who knows where, as 
wife number who knows what, first or fourth. My father and my father 
alone determined everything. You were lucky indeed if you turn out to be 
the first and only wife. And that was an extraordinary things in a factory 
area. There was more. The girl never knew beforehand whether the man 
would be young or old. And once married, the had to serve this man, 
whom she never meet before, with all her body and soul, all her life, until 
she died or until he became bored got rid of her. There was no other 
way, no choice. He could be a criminal, a drunkard, and gambler. No girl 
would know until after she became his wife. You were lucky if the one 
who came was a good man. (Ananta Toer 82)  

Nyai Ontosoroh realized that the system was bad, because children had 
no rights to refuse it. In her time, it had become the tradition that young girl waited 
for men. She also realized that love and marriage were private issues for 
everybody. Nobody can force woman, neither parents nor others any kind of 
reason. She did not want her daughter to fell her suffering.  

  

Conclusion 

From the analysis, it can be concluded that this novel tells about the existence of 
Javanese feudalism which gave many changes in Javanese society structure. 
Javanese feudalism was a power system which was led by a king and his 
families, in which they had strong authorities to the society that became their 
people. People had to do all of the king’s orders by following certain rules. The 
rules were different from one place to another place; it depended on the standard 
of the power system.  

The most striking things of feudalism system application were the 
existence of levels of language system in society, certain attitudes or behaviors 
rules, and patriarchal system in social life. For example people had to use a 
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certain level of Javanese language (kromo inggil) and the obligation to bow down. 
People must keep their attitudes or behaviors when they were talking and 
meeting the aristocrats. The other case is about the domination of men to women, 
women were placed under men’s power. Here, we can see how equality was 
much ignored.      

This novel can be said as the reflection of the society at that time, 
because the stories described the social condition, especially the condition of 
feudal society. This novel succeeds to present the conflicts that commonly 
happened at that time relating to the application of feudal system, such as class 
differences, the arrogance of aristocrats because of their power, the domination 
of men to women, etc. 

Besides that, this novel is also picture of Indonesian evocation. The 
evocation is the realization of the badness of Javanese feudalism system. It is 
seen in the character of Minke, he tried to fight against his ancestors cultures. 
Minke is a symbol of people struggle at that time who wants to minimize any kind 
of oppression including the Javanese feudalism. Feudalism system is not relevant 
anymore to the era that began to look at the external world.   
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