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The Modern Novel in Transition :
A Study of Peranakan Chinese Literature in the Last
Years of Colonial Indonesia

This article discusses the development of the modern Indonesian novel in the last
years of Dutch colonial times mainly through dealing with novels by Peranakan Chinese
writers and examining them from the perspective of literary style.

In the 1920s, both the Indonesian and Peranakan Chinese literary traditions
developed a standard modern style, which was broadly modeled on Western realism but
still preserved various features of older and popular literature. This article describes the
further development of this literary character in the late 1930s as a transitional period
before modern Indonesian national literature was established in the post-Independence
period.

Literature in Indonesia in the late 1930s was characterized by an overall idealism.
The Peranakan Chinese novels of this period generally expressed this as pessimism about
life and the world. For instance, Manoesia Machloek Gila!, a novel by Peranakan writer
Liem Khing Hoo,expressed such pessimism through philosophical and religious topics.
However, these works could not adequately do so because they relied so much on their
conventional and popular style.

By contrast, Lajar Terkembang, a novel by leading Indonesian nationalist writer
Sutan Takdir Alisyahbana, presented idealism positively in terms of nationalist ideals, even
though it was composed in the same popular and manipulative style as the Peranakan
Chinese novels. Belenggoe, a novel by Indonesian writer Armijn Pane, dealt with idealism
in an introspective and philosophical tone similar to the Peranakan Chinese novels.

However, Pane's work explored this through its innovative style, which incorporated



methods of contemporary Western novels.

The tradition of the Peranakan Chinese novel declined as many writers became
inactive in the post-Independence period. On the contrary, as Indonesians set out to write
their national history, both Lajar Terkembang and Belenggoe gained recognition as the
canonical works of the modern Indonesian novel. In contrast to the Peranakan Chinese
novels, Lajar Terkembang was valued for its nationalist ideals regardless of its popular and
manipulative style. Belenggoe, on the other hand, was admired for its literary and stylistic
innovation. It was thus by this double standard that the canon of the modern Indonesian
national literature was established.

In conclusion, examining Peranakan Chinese novels of the late 1930s reveals how
influential the Indonesian nationalist ideology was in the recognition and establishment of

modern Indonesian literature in the post-independence period.
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