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As already mentioned in Jassin’s book, Sastra Jaman Jepang (1948 see also 
(Jassin 1954)), new perspectives on experiences were revised. It means some works that 
banned under the Japanese occupation then can be published. Other author deliberately 
shaped their orientation to engage with postwar realities even though during the 
occupation he actively engaged in Japanese propaganda. Any single author has his own 
reason on how to celebrate the vague independence after the war. It reflects the post-war 
feelings or, citing Hooker (Hooker 2000), ‘response to experience’ where another 
option opened to the local people.  

A degree of self-confidence is clearly identified in early postwar works in the 
Malay peninsula. In Indonesia, such self-confidence intermingled with the realities that 
infrastructure had been deteriorated and the quality of life was moribund. This was 
partly due to, distinctive from the case of Malaysia, the Dutch eagerness to rejuvenate 
their political and military control in a region where nationalism was just beginning to 
sparkle. The war of independence, perang kemerdekaan, to some degree, contributeed 
to the people’s imagination on how their previous experiences should be remembered. 

A man like Idrus (1921—1979), for instance, immediately launched cynical short 
stories and questioned everything that happened before without losing his grip on telling 
short stories as an art of revealing something. Idrus used the setting of Japanese 
occupation to depict the people’s experiences. 

Sekarang ini serba susah. Badan kita seperti es lilin saja. Bertambah lama 
bertambah kecil juga, akhirnya habis menjadi air. (Idrus 1948) 

 

In the hands of  Idrus, the assessment of the Japanese occupation turned from 
admiration into comical and cynical tones as suggested by his phrase above, melted 
down as a cheap lollypop ice cream. Es lilin is an ice cream usually consumed by 
children bought from street vendors and the people were hungry and slowly dying off. 
Idrus was praised as a writer of short stories due to his ability to transform reality into 
different levels. Most Indonesians who experienced the Japanese occupation, as stated 
by Mochtar Loebis (1922-2004)1, felt burned on the inside and even unable to recall 
their past experiences due to traumatic episodes during the occupation. Idrus was able to 
broadcast those horrible historical episodes by adding literary formula to the unpleasant 

                                                 
1 Mochtar Loebis, “Indonesian Literature Under the Japanese Military Occupation” Solidarity 133/134 

(Jan-June 1992): 87—92 
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experiences. The formula is ‘pleasure’. We are pleasured to comprehend our own fate, 
or, try to smile about our own recklessness.  

Idrus often questions heroism and war from the view of the innocent people who 
really cannot properly comprehend the mechanism of war. Of course, Idrus did not want 
to blame only the Japanese atrocities but also accused the people of having insane 
disregard for their lives. However, Idrus, through the eye of the poor Heiho’s wife, fo 
insance, questioning substantial issues whether a husband should go to Burma as Heiho 
did to support the Japanese troops or just stay at home waiting for the new baby to 
come.  

The author deliberately argued political objectives delivered by the Japanese 
propaganda and even the nationalistic agenda used female characters. “If you went to 
Japan, and were killed who would care about you?” However, “If you were killed and 
died here, I would.” It is not only the voice of a woman but it is the voice of most 
Indonesian people who felt abandoned during the war. The war did not belong to them; 
but some could not comprehend this reality.  

Heiho (Idrus 1954), tells the story of an Indonesian youth, Kartono, taken in by 
the Japanese propaganda to become the Defender of the Nation or Heiho. Kartono quit 
from working as a petition writer and registered to become a Heiho. His wife was 
strongly opposed to the idea.  

“…You think I like the idea of you becoming a Heiho? I won’t bless even a single 
hair. If you are dead, who will return you to me? Nippon?” (172) 

 

However, Kartono was adamant. Finally, his wife had to give in. Kartono was 
sent to Birma and eight months later, he died there. Not long after her husband left her 
to go to Birma, she remarried. The writer clearly was cynical about the decisions of 
some Indonesian who co-operated with the Japanese. To the writer, both the Dutch and 
the Japanese were similarly inclined, they were out to destroy the nation. This was 
suggested through one of his characters. 

“Said the old man while walking with his son: Mat, look at that Heiho, Japanese 
politics is really subtle. They look for an udi to be turned into a Heiho. The chap 
doesn’t even know how to put on his shoes yet. (170) ….Previously the Dutch, 
gave preference to the educated. Now the Japanese, orang-orang udik (villagers). 
They are clever the Japanese. It is easy to rouse the Orang udik 

 

After the war, the chance to contemplate on the relation between former Dutch 
colonial, Japan, and Indonesian were opened. Some groups such as the middle men--
mostly Chinese and Arab group as well as some aristocrats, had received fruitful 
benefits during the Dutch as seen in Max Havellar by D. Dekker (Multatuli 1985) . 
Other groups such as coolie, farmer, grassroots, and some religious leaders in the 
villages were experiencing different stories. Some of them were probably seeing reality 
as the fate, they did not contemplate discursively between the exploiters and exploited 
since some of them were born in the middle of Dutch imperialism. 

After 1945, the myths were broken; they really had opportunity to exercise the 
freedom. However, it was not easy start. Most infrastructures were destroyed by war. 
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The Dutch who felt that they had the right to the land and people of Indonesia were also 
hesitated to give up and maintained their hegemony. But, young Indonesian generations 
were already learned much from the Japanese occupation about defending and creating, 
to borrow Ben Anderson concepts, imagined society. It was not an easy transition for 
Indonesian. 

In such situation, some Indonesian author used the Japanese occupation 
experiences to get distance properly for what they did and confronted the result with 
their new statues as “freedom society” as seen in Och-Och Och (Idrus 1954). 

Och-Och Och (Idrus 1954) is about the suffering of the ordinary people as a 
result of the destruction of the economy during the Occupation. The story begins with a 
description of Sukabumi Station in West Java, on the north side. The story tells of the 
suffering, the injustice, betrayal and opportunistic attitude among the people. The theme 
is almost similar to Harmoni—Kota (Idrus 1954) which uses the railway as the setting. 
In this story, the train moved from Sukabumi to Jakarta. There was a Chinese who 
easily obtained a train ticket as he had a special relationship with the Sikuco (wedana) 
during the occupation. Meanwhile other passengers found it very difficult to get tickets. 
At the same time a young woman was cheated by someone who claimed to be a 
Japanese secret agent. While the train was speeding on its way to Jakarta, it had to stop 
as one if its passengers fell from the train and died.  

Like the way a short story should be, the writer inevitably presented a point of 
conflict. It is presented as social realism. What is meant by social realism is the effort 
made to bring as close as possible the world of fiction to the real world. For this reason, 
it is not surprising that Idrus used specific images. He compared “past times” with 
“present times” through the image of the Dutch who previously was the Master, but in 
present day had to breath in the smell of the shrimp paste brought by a Chinese. 

Said the Chinese, “Don’t talk much. Prosperity now belongs to us all, not the 
Dutch.”  It is very interesting to note that Idrus tried to portray the Chinese as the one 
who was critical of the Dutch. This was because during the Dutch rule, the position of 
the Chinese was much better than the natives as they were the brokers between the 
natives and the Dutch in trade as well as politics. Even so, at the same time Idrus 
portrayed the Chinese as a little fortunate being with the Indonesian. In the “Kota—
Harmoni” (Idrus 1954),  

“A Chinese, fat like Churchil, felt offended and was angry at the Indonesian Dutch 
girl …” 

While, the Indonesian is painted as thin and poor.  

“An old lady, hunched and thin, the many holes in her clothes almost seemed 
deliberate….” (158) 

 

And such portrayal of characters became the traits of Idrus’s realist short stories. 
Sometimes the Dutch rule was seen as more relaxed and normal. 

An Indonesian, wearing a Javanese headgear and English shoes looked at his watch 
in irritation, and in a high-pitched voice like the sound of old coconut palms 
grating, said, “Bah it used to be just fourteen minutes. Nothing is in order these 
days” (161) 
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Meanwhile, the Japanese, other than being presented as harsh and cruel, were 
also painted as funny: 

“The old lady said, while wiping her sweat from her neck, short like the Japanese” 
(Kota—Harmoni) 

An Indonesian on the tram said to the Japanese : Hai, what are you? Climbing the 
window. Ignorant of the rules. (Kota—Harmoni) 

The Indonesian refused to admit defeat, but inwardly he was as fearful as the 
Japanese  --- fear water… (Kota—Harmoni) 

Kartono laughed as well. While he was donning the Heiho attire, the lower part of 
his body felt itchy, as if some tiny ants were crawling there (Heiho) 

Sir we are not given underwears?....”Yes, we have suggested that. But the Japanese 
don’t think that’s necessary”  (Heiho) 

 

To the youth at that time, the Japanese occupation was an opportunity to learn 
about their self-esteem unlike in the colonial times. While many politisi of that time 
tended to adopt an attitude of co-operation with the Japanese as a demonstration of anti-
Dutch and anti-Western sentiments, Idrus saw the whole thing differently. He put 
himself in the position of a “portrait artist” who saw the social reality at the time from 
the perspective of the ordinary people who considered matters from a more realistic 
viewpoint. 

It goes without saying, from such a war, “side” stories often emerge: the stories 
of people who were actually not important in the concept of the overall war. The tales of 
ordinary people who did not understand the strategies of wars, the economic motives 
behind the wars, and the desire to exploit natural and human resources, and other 
rationale which would justify a war. Nevertheless, it was they who suffered most.  

Kota—Harmoni,  (Idrus 1954) this short story relates what it was like in Jakarta 
during the Japanese occupation. Harmoni and Kota were among the most important 
areas developed by the Dutch in Jakarta. Kota is a seaside city near Jakarta Bay and 
Harmoni is situated a little more in the interior. In the present day, Harmoni is near the 
President’s palace. In the old days, the Dutch built a boulevard between Kota and 
Harmoni; an electric train or tram was built there, the first of its kind in Indonesia. That 
was why in the Dutch era, the district was nicknamed the Amsterdam of the east. The 
seating in the tram was divided into two categories, first and second class. In those days 
the Dutch usually sat in the first class and the natives in the second class, in fact it was 
said that the natives were not allowed to sit in the first class even if they could afford it. 

During the Japanese time, much of the infrastructure was deliberately 
demolished and removed to another place at war for example Burma. Many of the 
railway lines were dismantled and moved to other districts at war outside Indonesia, in 
fact Japan deliberately destroyed it to obtain steel. As a result, the quality of transport 
facilities dropped considerably. 

Idrus, in “Kota—Harmoni” began his story with a scene in a tram crowded with 
passengers from all classes and races. It was on this tram that Idrus gave a picture of life 
that was the outcome of war and exploitation of human beings.  
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The story is actually rather mild, the train moved from Kota towards Harmoni. 
Not the way it was during the Dutch time, the tram during the Japanese time was 
extremely crowded and dirty. A Dutch passenger was described as being very frustrated 
with the situation especially when he sniffed the smell of the shrimp paste (terasi or 
belacan). In addition, at the same time, a Chinese man who happened to bring the 
belacan, was shown as being critical of the Dutch’s attitude. He also described an old 
grandmother who was a native having a big quarrel with the conductor because she was 
not allowed to move to another more spacious place on the train in the first class. And 
the grandmother was angry, “Ah what a show off. Just a little power given by the 
Japanese he is behaving in such a way. Such insolence towards the old. But with the 
Japanese, there he goes bowing away. Bah!”(h. 159) The tram was suddenly halted half-
way by some Japanese, the conductor had to make a stop not at an unscheduled place. 
“The three Japanese got on. The swords they carried grazed people’s hands and arms. 
The three of them laughed triumphantly. In the mean time, other passengers felt 
neglected as no distinction was made between those in the first class and the second 
class. 

Overall, this story is full of short dialogues in which cynical comments were 
made on the chaotic situation, sometimes they suggested some brooding anger on the 
part of the characters but not daring to express their feelings openly because Japanese 
soldiers were among them. 

Sanyo, (Idrus 1954) Idrus’s second short story tells of the dream of a nuts and 
ice-cream seller while conducting business under a public radio address. Sanyo means 
an advisor who works in a department during the Japanese occupation. They were often 
regarded as spies, as in general natives were employed by the Japanese to gather all 
kinds of information from the people.  

Sanyo is a story about small-time dreamers trying to improve their lives by being 
one of the links in the chain of Japanese government bureaucracy. Kadir the nuts seller 
has been promoted as Kumicho or head of the neighborhood in his village. However, 
the job was not sufficient for his needs and he had to travel to Jakarta to sell nuts, and 
the duties of a Kumicho were given to his son. In Jakarta he met the ice-cream man who 
wanted to be a Kumicho. The meeting took place under the public radio system. During 
the Japanese occupation, all means of information transmission was censored including 
radio. There was only the public radio which was set up in an open field. The people 
congregated there to rest from their toil while listening to the latest news about the 
victories of the Japanese and the other propaganda.  

The story describes some of the attitudes of the natives who became opportunists 
and sycophants in order to survive. One way was to become an informer or a spy for the 
Japanese just like Sanyo. One warm night, the ice seller asked one of the customers, 

 “Mister, can I ask a question?”  

The man was surprised and replied: Sure!.....” 

“What I wish to know is this Sir. Is Sanyo a tukang catut?**”  

The man was shocked and angry, saying: 

“What did you say? Don’t you dare belittle Dai Nippon, do you know who I am? I 
am a spy. Now let’s go to the police station. Curse you,” (167) 
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Idrus is not alone in his cynicism. Sep, by Abdulgani Abdullah Katili (1947) also 
portrayed another perspective of such a situation: a lowly assistant working in a small 
office headed by a former colonial Dutch boss during the Japanese occupation. The boss 
is unhappy with his assistant, but at the same time, the underling gossiped about him for 
renouncing truth and dignity by avoiding the war with the Japanese.  

In a softer tone, Mokhtar Loebis, a prominent Indonesian journalist and writer 
who was a recipient of the Magsasay Award for literature, confessed that he always felt 
a burning sensation deep inside when he had to begin writing something about the 
Japanese occupation (Lubis 1992). According to him, the atrocities committed by the 
military during the period made remembrances very unpleasant. Only after he was able 
to distance himself from the tragedy, his trauma could be improved by writing about it. 
This was also the reason for writing several short stories just after 1945. In one of his 
short stories, Mokhtar Loebis in Perempuan (1959) narrates an unsuccessful 
intermarriage between an Indonesian (Aisah) and Japanese soldier. The soldier, Maeda, 
is half-Japanese (from his father’s side) and half-Indonesian (from his mother’s side). 
Due to her husband’s improper conduct during the long voyage after the war when they 
decided to settle in Japan rather than in Indonesia, the wife lost all her hope to get 
pregnant and raise a baby. This became an important factor for his wife being very 
unhappy with her husband. 

Response from 2000 

Contemporary works written after 2000 seems to further explore such themes by 
putting more attention to post-colonial and gender issues. The contemporary works such 
as Saksi Mata, Kembang Jepun, and Perawan Remaja dalam Cengkeraman Militer 
(Toer 2001) represent some of the most interesting themes. If previous works tended to 
narrate the contrast between two different sides in the occupation, the contemporary 
works take ‘liminal’, to bring Turner’s words and position, describing the 
interrelationship between colonial practices and personal lives experienced by the 
common people, to the fore. Kembang Jepun tells about a local woman from Minahasa 
trained by a Japanese shop owner to become a local-made geisha before the Japanese 
troops landed in Surabaya, East Java. 

Fulfilling Japanese standards, she attained real geisha mannerisms. Accordingly, 
she had to serve all distinguished clients that came to her place. A problem occurs when 
she falls in love with a local man but at the same time, a Japanese officer also wants her. 
She marries the local, Cak Broto, but the chaotic situation affords an opportunity to the 
Japanese officer, Hiroshi, to take the geisha to Japan and leave Cak Broto, her husband 
behind.   

The Geisha and the officer lives together in Japan. However, after the officer is 
killed in the Korean War, there comes an opportunity for the geisha to find her way 
back to Indonesia. Her husband, Cak Broto, had married another woman and she is 
forced to make her own life. Keke, the geisha, characterized herself as a modern woman 
after she met Cak Broto, the nationalist. 

Her husband’s “second wife” later becomes sick and dies. Through a dramatic 
sequence, the geisha is finally reunited with her husband at the age of 60.  
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Remy Sylado stresses humanistic and pluralistic ideas behind the personal 
relation between man and woman who come from different backgrounds. In another 
part, the author cleverly portrays the new image of the modern Indonesian woman using 
an unusual setting: a geisha who promotes the right to a personal life and nationalism. 

To some extent, a similar idea was suggested by Suparto Brata, Saksi Mata 
(Brata 2001), through the character of Bulik Rum, an aristocratic woman who had to 
respond to the colonial gesture represented by Tuan Ichiro. Bulik Rum who is married 
to Miradad, the nationalist, has to serve Tuan Ichiro physically: so she must balance her 
life between Miradad, the nationalist and Tuan Ichiro, the colonialist, and compromises 
some of her ethics. All these plots, according to Bulik Rum, are dedicated to love and 
independence. Here, the works of imagination try to make conversations with the past.  

Finally, Achaiat K. Mihardja (Mihardja 2005) vividly describes such 
conversations in “Bom Atom”. Achadiat K. Mihardja is the famous author of 1945’s 
generation who wrote the acclaimed Indonesian novel, Atheis. From his home in 
Canberra Australia, he recently published his unpublished works written during the 
Japanese occupation. “Si Kabayan Appeared in the Japanese Period” recounts memories 
of more different situations. Actually, Si Kabayan is a character derived from traditional 
Sundanese folklore. Si Kabayan is probably close to the character of Nasredin Hoja or 
Don Quixote of European literature. Si Kabayan is a hero of the marginal people who 
tend to criticize the master. Si Kabayan is a folkloric character of whom no one knows 
who created for the first time. He is dumb as well as being clever. He is lazy as well as 
wise.2 (Christomy 2006). Just after the 60th commemoration of the Pacific War, Si 
Kabayan narrates his experiences. 

Finally, Kabayan’s prediction that had  aroused his spirit and made him feel both 
apprehensive and hopeful, had now become a reality. 

This morning, again he was lost in self contemplation in the corner of his dining 
room. He was in tears, crying for the hundreds and thousands of human beings, 
male-female, old-young, children, babies, of the two cities, Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, all innocent, apart from the fact that they were Japanese, all considered 
enemies by the Americans and therefore had to be obliterated completely. No one 
cared! No one cared! They are the enemy! They must be destroyed! Completely! 
Period. 

Tears rolled down his cheeks, as he emphatically pondered over the predicament of 
his innocent fellowmen. 

Tears kept rolling down his cheeks. His mind was full of questions. Quo Vadis you 
with your brilliant minds, bestowed by God, for the salvation, prosperity, and well-
being of all humankind and not for the destruction of your fellowmen. Not for such 
demonic evil, you human beings with your brilliant brains, he thought with a heavy 
heart filled with sorrow. Si Kabayan continued pedaling his bicycle and suddenly 
he had reached Bang Miun’s coffee stall.  Tuan Haji greeted him cheerfully in his 
usual friendly manner …” (Mihardja 2005) 

 

                                                 
2 T. Christomy, 2006, Si Kabayan dan Moliere: Sebuah kasus unuk sastra bandingan, Southeast Asia 

Journal, Vol. 16. No. 1 (2006), p. 143—160, Seoul 
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It is evident that despite experiencing misery, famines, atrocities as well as a 
collapsing infrastructures during 1942–1945, Indonesian people had discerned a new 
consciousness. Literary production helped reshape and even create spatial metaphors as 
well as redefining the concept of ‘them’ and ‘us’. The people’s space under Dutch 
imperialism as found in Pujangga Baru and earlier periods were romanticized but then 
transformed into a realistic mode during the Japanese occupation. Such turning points 
helped voiceless groups during the Dutch to have their own narratives as indicated by 
the works of some Moslems authors. In this case, literary works under Japanese 
propaganda and heavy censorship helped people negotiate the realities. The result was 
remarkable: the seed of self-confidence arose everywhere and people became eager to 
experience the realities.  

The postwar period (1945-1950) was a period of cynicism where the people were 
able to censure their blunders and false attitudes. Other felt hatred and could speak 
about their previous experiences only after several years of healing from their careless 
mistakes. After 60 years, people still recount the tragedy of humankind in novels, short 
stories, and poetry. In contemporary times, authors have plenty of time to reflect about 
what war is in narratives that are more personal. 

The Japanese occupation in Indonesia created mixed feelings among the locals. 
Literary works, unlike historical archives, always tend to reveal realities in a more 
personal and subjective way even though published under strong censorships and 
propaganda. The works written and published during the occupation could give us a 
strong picture on how the people relate their experience to a recognition of , using 
Hall’s phrases, ‘dramatic perspectives’3 as well as to a power system influenced their 
everyday live. Colonials’promise of ‘forward progresses4 could be captured by literary 
works in different tones (Hall 2001). 

Early in 1942, the Japanese propaganda already captured local imaginations on 
Asian co prosperity under the Japanese administrator that often presented in propaganda 
and literary works as “Saudara Tua”. As found in Vietnam and Malaysia, it was not 
difficult to find admiration from the writers particularly who engage with the Japanese 
effort to promote the Greater Asia. However, in the case of Indonesia, there is a room 
for ‘negotiation’ and ‘compromise’ since the political choice is limited. More than that, 
the pre-Japanese occupation, the Dutch period, was in fact not a normal situation for 
most Indonesian. Some voicles narratives during the Dutch were emerging during the 
Japanese. Whether secular nationalists or religious groups even some opportunists, try 
exercising their new political environment.  

The period between 1945 and 1950 is another turbulent time when Indonesians 
had a chance to take an evaluative stance on the Japanese occupation under the Dutch 
military scrutiny and even wars of independence in the region. Mixed feelings among 
the people might have resulted in specific memories of the Japanese occupation. 
However, after these periods, literary works were able to present different impressions 
on the war since some young authors who had been born during, or not to long before or 
after the occupation, also participated in perpetuating the memory of war. The latest 
works, for instance, tend to present the Japanese occupation from different perspectives 

                                                 
3 Donald E. Hall, “The New Historicism and Pluralistic Cultural Analysis” in Literary and Cultural 

Theory (Boston/New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2001) 200-307 
4 Ibid, 302 
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and presents the war of the masses as a personal war or incidents between Japanese and 
Indonesian characters.  

The Japanese occupation in Indonesia induced important contributions to the 
literary world. Literature was fixed in the social and political environments. Authors 
finally attained a feeling that literature could function as part of the social interaction. 
More than that, literature is not only fairy tales, the sultanate chronicles, or the beauty of 
the mountains and seas but also reflection of dirty spaces, fragmented realities, and 
incomprehensible worlds. More than that, literature also could heal.  

Memories on collonialism, imperialism, and exploting other nations could 
torment the surviors and us. However, by narrating people’s experiences during the 
Japanese occupation, our empathy was augmented. Telling something in literary modes 
help us to remember and heal. 
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