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Images of Java: Pre-war home movies as a new
resource for the study of social life in colonial
Southeast Asia

Peter Post (Netherlands Institute for War Documentation)
Nico de Klerk (Nederlands Filmmuseum)

Colonial film, in general, and home movies in
particular, have hardly been used as source materials by
social scientists and historians. Soon after the
independence of Southeast Asia’s nation states the
colonial films were everywhere disregarded as mere
propaganda tools of the former repressive colonial
regimes and hence not worth looking at. The films
disappeared in local archives, on dusty library shelves,
and private houses and were soon forgotten, only to be
viewed occasionally by students of the history of cinema.
Recently however post-modern colonial studies have
moved beyond the macro-level of structures and
development processes, in an effort to grasp the human
experience, the personal, and the micro-sociological. This
reorientation gave rise to locating and using new source
materials, e.g. letters and diaries, company records,
novels, photographs and paintings, and oral history
sources. Film, and especially the obscure genre of
home-movies, has so far been used only very reluctantly.
Injustifiably so, we would argue. If used with care,
combined with written and oral materials, and at the same
time acknowledging the particular and situational nature
of the film and what it portrays, home movies can be a
major additional resource for historical and social science
research.

The program developed for the annual meeting of the
JSSAH features a number of unique home movies from
the vast collection of the Nederlands Filmmuseum in
Amsterdam and from private collections in Japan, the
Netherlands, and Hong Kong. The films show the private
lives of Dutch, Chinese, and Japanese residents in
colonial Indonesia as portrayed by the people themselves
and not by the colonial propaganda machinery. Not only
do they show intimate aspects of daily family life, but the
films give also unique insights in the social, economic,
and cultural life in pre-war Java in general. The materials
selected focus, moreover, on the daily working life of the
owners and filmmakers, giving new dimensions to
hitherto unknown aspects of labour and management on
Dutch mining estates, plantations, and Chinese sugar
factories, as well as of the role and dynamics of pre-war
Japanese retail shops in the larger Java cities. The home
movies pro-vide detail of what social life was like in
colonial South- east Asia, details which are normally
absent in written materials. They give face and substance,
and go beyond the often essentialist descriptions
characteristic of many studies on pre-war life in Indonesia.
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In addition the films force us to re-address issues on
pre-war life in Indonesia. In addition the films force us to
re-address issues of power and ethnicity, social identity
and social stratification, modernity and technology, as
well as labour and cultural adaptation.
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