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          791 cups of coffee have been consumed by the author while writing this thesis… 

 

 

Figure 1. Department Store ‘de Vries’ in Java, Indonesia (Warenhuis de Vries 2014). De 
Vries is one of the most common surnames in the Netherlands.          791 cups of coffee have 
been consumed by the author while writing this thesis… 

 

 

Figure 2. Nineteenth century coffee farm in Indonesia (Tropenmuseum c.1870). Shows clear 
imaging of deforestation and landscape transformation as a result of coffee cultivation in 
Indonesia.Figure 3. Department Store ‘de Vries’ in Java, Indonesia (Warenhuis de Vries 
2014). De Vries is one of the most common surnames in the Netherlands.          791 cups of 
coffee have been consumed by the author while writing this thesis… 
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Abstract 
Ten Brink, D. 2017. From Colonialism to Fairtrade: Power Struggles Between Indonesia and the 

Netherlands Through the Perspective of Coffee. Uppsala, Dept. of Archaeology and Ancient His-

tory. 

 
Since coffee was first introduced to Indonesia by Dutch merchants in the late seventeenth century, power 

relationships have shifted as a result of coffee trade between Indonesia and the Netherlands. In this thesis I 

analyse changes and recurrent themes in the struggles around coffee, structured around three main narra-

tives spanning over 300 years: colonialism, Indonesian independence, and Fairtrade. The time-frames are 

chosen on the basis of significant development in the socio-economic and socio-political environment in 

the Indonesian coffee industry. The first narrative depicts the link between the Max Havelaar novel and the 

Max Havelaar Foundation, which sets the scene for bridging past and present in the triangular drama be-

tween coffee, colonialism and the Dutch-Indonesian relationship. In the second narrative, I will look at the 

history of relationships between Indonesia and the Netherlands, from the perspective of coffee. The inclu-

sion of the lens of a feature or commodity, like coffee, provides a new approach to the Dutch-Indonesian 

history. The third narrative entails a discussion on the coffee supply chain, its environmental impact, and 

the price volatility that characterises the global coffee market. Additionally, the rise of sustainability certi-

fications in the coffee sector are discussed, in relation to its impact on the Indonesian coffee industry. Fi-

nally, the three narratives come together in a final discussion, in which I reflect on the history of power 

struggles that arose from coffee trade between Indonesia and the Netherlands. The chapter links past and 

present by revealing similarities in the contest for power during colonial times and modern times in the 

Indonesian coffee industry. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Filtering the Topic of Coffee 

My personal interest in coffee has most likely something to do with the country I grew up in: the 

Netherlands. In 2014, the Netherlands was ranked third in worldwide coffee consumption per 

capita (Statista 2016). Only the populations of Finland and Sweden drank more of the black liq-

uid, and through sheer coincidence, I ended up studying in Sweden. As a coffee-enthusiast, I def-

initely moved to the right country. The Swedes even have a unique word for having a coffee-

break (often accompanied with a pastry): Fika. I love this word because it can be used both as a 

noun and a verb, i.e.: “Let’s go for a fika!” or “Let’s fika already!” The word itself is a play on 

the Swedish word for coffee, interchanging the two syllables, as such: Kaf-fe – Fe-ka. Over time, 

‘feka’ gradually turned into ‘fika’ (Brones and Kindvall 2015:1).  

While I was contemplating thesis subjects, there was always one constant factor near me: a cup 

of coffee. Hence, coffee became an obvious choice in the search for a thesis subject I felt pas-

sionate about. Soon after, I realised that the topic of coffee is a vast subject to research. There-

fore another challenge arose straight away: narrowing down the subject. Another important ques-

tion to ask was: “What new explorations could be made regarding coffee?”, considering the large 

amount of materials already available on coffee. Thus began my exploration into the world of 

coffee. When we study history, there is so much compelling information available, that it is ab-

solutely necessary to categorise and prioritise what information to use. In both categorising and 

prioritising this information, there are endless possibilities in how to go about this. It heavily de-

pends on the research subject and focus. Using the topic of coffee as an example, you could start 

like Pendergrast (2010:3) with a legend about coffee’s discovery in Ethiopia. When coffee was 

introduced to the Middle East, it became a hot topic among the Arabs – from praising its stimu-

lating effects to condemning them (Pendergrast 2010:6-7). This could also be a very interesting 

research subject on its own. One could also take an ecological approach and research the genetic 

modifications of coffee (see for example Charrier and Eskes 2004), or the environmental impact 

of the coffee industry (see for example Schroth et al. 2015). The environmental impact of coffee 

production will also be discussed in this thesis. Besides socio-historical and ecological studies, 

one could also conduct an economic analysis. For example: how did Starbucks develop so 

quickly into one of the largest corporations in the world as a coffee company? All the research 

suggestions mentioned above are fractions, which together form the history of coffee. Before I 

start telling my part of coffee history, I will give a short explanation how I got affiliated with that 

particular fragment. 

After browsing the internet, reading books and talking to other coffee-enthusiasts around me, I 

stumbled on something that excited me. A teacher of mine linked the Netherlands (my home 

country) and the topic of coffee to a Dutch coffee certification: the Max Havelaar Foundation. 

This organisation was founded in the Netherlands in the late 1980s, and is now operating under 

the globally known Fairtrade brand (FLO 2017). You are now probably wondering why such a 

random fact excited me. Firstly, the name Max Havelaar rings a bell for most people in the Neth-

erlands. It is the title of a classic Dutch nineteenth century novel, which is still widely read 

among students and literary enthusiasts. Secondly, the Max Havelaar novel links to coffee trade 

in the colonialist era, as the full title already implies: Max Havelaar, or, the Coffee Auctions of 

the Dutch Trading Company. But the novel entails much more than just coffee trade, and that is 
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also the reason why the novel became so well-known. The author, Multatuli (which is the pseu-

donym used by Eduard Douwes Dekker, the author’s real name), describes the oppression and 

exploitation of the Indonesian people under the Dutch colonial regime. Coffee was an important 

cash crop for the Dutch, and the Indonesians were forced to grow coffee for Dutch trading pur-

poses. Dekker witnessed the misdeeds and corruption first-hand during his time in Indonesia, and 

took it on himself to inform the general public in the Netherlands. By writing this autobiographic 

story, he created awareness in West-Europe for the abuse that occurred in the colonies. The 

novel was part of a changing social movement in nineteenth century Europe, of which the ripples 

are still noticeable today. For example, a century after publication, the Max Havelaar Foundation 

was founded to aid coffee farmers in Mexico and Guatemala that were suffering from an all-time 

low world price of coffee (Jaffee 2007:13). I found this such a compelling connection between 

past and present, that I decided to make this story the basis of my thesis. The combination of cof-

fee trade and socio-economic inequality are obvious similarities between the Max Havelaar 

novel and the Fairtrade organisation. There exists no misunderstanding where the founders of the 

Max Havelaar Foundation got inspiration from when naming their organisation.  

In the conversation with my teacher it was the first time I became aware of this link between the 

nineteenth century novel and the modern Fairtrade organisation. I was immediately drawn to this 

connection because of its underlying history and the link to Fairtrade: an organisation that most 

people know of, which can thus serve as a bridge from past to present. Additionally, not a lot of 

people have heard about either the Max Havelaar novel, or the predecessor of Fairtrade – the 

Max Havelaar Foundation. For example, all of the non-Dutch people I have talked to during my 

research, had never heard the name Max Havelaar before. I have received many enthusiastic re-

actions when I then tell them about this nineteenth century novel, that revealed injustice in the 

Dutch colony, and how more than a century later this title was used for a non-profit organisation 

that turned into Fairtrade. The enthusiastic reactions I received confirmed why I want to share 

the connection between past and present, revolving around Max Havelaar. It is an intriguing 

story that holds an important life lesson. Namely, it is easy to go along with the established or-

der, even when its practices are unjust. It then takes an immense amount of courage to go against 

the tide, and stand up to your peers and supervisors for what you believe is right; which will 

hardly pay-off in the short run. But, if you believe in your cause and stand behind it uncondition-

ally, you will eventually be followed and recognised for your nobility.  

1.2. Purpose and Structure 

In this thesis, I aim to dissect the power struggles in the Dutch-Indonesian coffee trade over three 

time-frames: Colonialism, Indonesian independence, and Fairtrade. The main research question 

that shapes this thesis is: how are power relationships revolving coffee trade justified in these 

different time-frames? I will shortly exemplify my research, and also give some background to 

the thesis within the context of power relationships in the coffee industry, that lies at the core of 

this study.  

In the nineteenth century, a large part of the global coffee production was grown in the colony 

Netherlands-Indies – what is now Indonesia. Dutch merchants invaded the Indonesian archipel-

ago long before that, and the nineteenth century Dutch colonial administration eventually de-

manded land taxes from the indigenous people in Netherlands-Indies. These taxes would often 

be paid in the form of agricultural crops, among which was coffee (De Jong 1984:53). This cof-

fee was then shipped to Europe, and sold to consumers there. If we look at today’s economy, 

coffee is still grown in Indonesia and it is still exported to Western-Europe, though now under 

market conditions instead of forced cultivation and a Dutch monopoly. The shift in how power is 

exerted is obvious. During colonialism, the stronger military power of the Europeans enabled 

them to subdue the Indonesians, and force them to work. The farmers would work for barely or 

no pay. Today, this division of exporting-importing, producing-consuming, is established 
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through economic power. The majority of coffee grown in Indonesia is exported because con-

sumers in high-income countries can afford to pay higher prices than the Indonesian consumer. 

The Indonesian coffee farmer now at least gets decent financial returns, as opposed to in colonial 

times. But, as will be discussed in Chapter 5, the salaries of coffee farmers strongly correlate to 

the world price of coffee; the price range of which is highly elastic. This means that when there 

is more coffee on the world market than there is demand, the world price of coffee will steeply 

decrease, and directly impact the subsistence of the farmers, whether in Indonesia or other parts 

of the world.  

Among today’s coffee farmers there is another important distinction from nineteenth century and 

early-twentieth century coffee farmers: sustainability certifications. One of these certifications is 

the aforementioned Fairtrade organisation. I will delve deeper into the specifics later in this pa-

per, but for the sake of explaining my research purpose I will sketch a quick scenario. Nowadays, 

there are nowadays two groups of producers: certified and non-certified coffee farmers. The non-

certified farmers grow their crops only according to governmental regulations and they sell their 

produce for the world market price, which is established by free trade.1 The certified producers 

have to follow more regulations than their non-certified counterparts. These regulations are im-

posed by a non-governmental organisation (NGO) like Fairtrade, however, the coffee farmers are 

financially compensated for following the rules set by the NGO. For the sake of this simplified 

example, certified coffee farmers generally receive more money for their coffee than non-certi-

fied farmers. But, certification also incurs higher costs for following the extra regulations en-

tailed, and the added monitoring process.  

The distinction between certified and non-certified coffee farmers leads to an important implica-

tion for my research, concerning the power relations in modern coffee trade. On the one hand, 

there is the non-certified coffee farmer, who grows coffee to make a living, selling it based on 

free market price. On the other hand, there is the certified coffee farmer, who also grows coffee 

to make a living, but additionally follows third-party regulations in the hopes of having a more 

stable income. Sustainability certifications make use of the economic disparity between produc-

tion and consumption countries by creating mutually beneficial contracts. This means that ideally 

the coffee farmers are working under better conditions and have a stable income, while consum-

ers can pay extra to ensure they purchase coffee that is grown without social or economic injus-

tice. In effect, these certifications are thus also changing the power relations between coffee pro-

ducers and consumers on the basis of ethical grounds.  

The scenario above serves as a short, and very condensed, historical summary of power relation-

ships in coffee trade between Indonesia and the Netherlands. As I mentioned earlier, I will look 

at three time-frames: the Colonial-era (Netherlands-Indies), the Indonesian independence-era, 

and the Fairtrade-era. I have included the Indonesian independence-era because this period, dur-

ing the second half of the twentieth century, entails significant changes for the Indonesian coffee 

farmers, that also in the long-term influenced the effectiveness of sustainability certifications in 

modern Indonesia. By taking the perspective of coffee in this thesis, I add a new dimension to 

the Eurocentric and anthropocentric mode of history-telling. I will elaborate further on this in 

Chapter 2. As the text above suggests, the three appointed time-frames overlap regarding impact 

on Indonesian coffee farmers. These connections between past and present will be thoroughly 

discussed in Chapter 4, 5, and 6.  

Having summarised the problem area of the thesis, I can now introduce the thesis structure. This 

thesis consists of six chapters, of which the first two chapters contain either introductory texts, 

background information, or discussions on the methodology used in this thesis. The remaining 

                                                                 

 

1 Free trade means there is zero intervention with an economic transaction between buyers and sellers. The price is solely deter-

mined by how much buyers are willing to pay and how low sellers are willing to sell. 
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four chapters are each with its own narrative and structure, but all centred around the relationship 

between coffee, Indonesia-Netherlands, and power-dynamics in various ways.  

Besides this chapter, the other introductory chapter, Chapter 2, provides necessary background 

information so that the reader will have a better grasp of the discussions and analyses later in the 

thesis. The background information consists of two parts. The first part is a summation on how 

coffee became such a popular drink, from its discovery until today’s worldwide consumption. I 

will also review here other similar studies on coffee. The other part of background information 

consists of a condensed history between Indonesia and the Netherlands. Finally, in Chapter 2 I 

will discuss the texts and perspectives that inspired me in my research, and structuring my thesis. 

I will also explain what methodology and theoretical framework I used in writing this thesis, 

which includes an elaboration on certain phraseology.  

Chapter 3 tells the story of Eduard Douwes Dekker, better known under his pseudonym Mul-

tatuli. The revelations in his 1860 novel Max Havelaar would first shock the Dutch public, and 

quickly after shock the rest of Europe. His book became an important reference point for the 

anti-colonialist movement in Indonesia and the Netherlands. More than a century later, in 1988, 

the Max Havelaar Foundation was founded in the Netherlands, which stood up for the rights of 

coffee farmers at the other side of the world.  

The function of Chapter 3 for the overall thesis purpose is firstly to build a bridge between colo-

nial and modern times. Also, it introduces the research topic at hand, but in another, more narra-

tive, form. From the novel’s publication in 1860 to the foundation’s establishment in 1988, a lot 

has changed in the world from a socio-economic perspective. In this chapter I will first give 

some background information on Multatuli, and then summarise the storyline. In the second part 

of Chapter 3, I will discuss how the novel Max Havelaar impacted contemporary societies at 

three different time-frames: after its publication in 1860, early twentieth century during the rise 

of Indonesian nationalism, and the second half of the twentieth century till now. The question 

that shapes this chapter is: 

• How does the novel Max Havelaar build a bridge between past and present, when looking 

at its impact on Dutch and Indonesian societies at different points in time? 

 

In Chapter 4, I will look at the history between Indonesia and the Netherlands, from the perspec-

tive of coffee. The purpose of this narrative is to track changes in coffee trade between the two 

countries. I will follow fluctuations in coffee production and consumption, while describing the 

history between the two countries. Chapter 4 also provides historical data and statistics on coffee 

trade, that is in line with socio-political change. Thus, it will serve as an important fundament for 

the analysis in Chapter 6, in which the power struggles revolving around coffee trade between 

Indonesia and the Netherlands will be dissected. The questions that shape this narrative are: 

• How has the production of coffee in Indonesia been shaped since its introduction to Indo-

nesian soils by the Dutch merchants?  

• How did economic, social, and political developments in Indonesia impact the coffee in-

dustry (and vice versa), and coffee trade with the Netherlands? 

 

Chapter 5 entails the life cycle of coffee: from planting the coffee seeds to composting coffee 

grounds. All the relevant processes that add (economic) value to the final cup of coffee will be 

discussed. A clear overview of the coffee supply chain is important, because it shows the com-

plexity of the coffee supply chain, which is characterised by many different actors from many 

different countries. A dissection of the coffee supply chain then gives an indication of how many 

parties are generally impacted by, for example, industry-wide regulations. In addition, an under-

standing the coffee supply chain will give a better indication of how sustainability certifications 
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add value to the coffee chain, and how such certifications influence the struggles for power in the 

coffee industry.  

In the other part of Chapter 5, I will discuss the rise of the Alternative Trade movement, that 

emerged after World War II. This movement led to the rise of the aforementioned sustainability 

certifications, like Fairtrade. A significant part of sustainability certifications are focused on the 

environmental impact of coffee production. Currently, the world is battling with global environ-

mental issues, thus it is important to address the impact of the coffee industry regarding these is-

sues, and discuss whether there is room for improvement. The questions that shape this chapter 

are: 

• How do coffee farmers, roasters, and consumers respectively add to the coffee supply 

chain in terms of (economic) value and environmental impact? 

• Why is the price of coffee so heavily prone to fluctuations, and how do price fluctuations 

affect the Indonesian coffee farmers? 

• How did sustainability certifications become legitimate actors in the coffee industry, and 

how big is their role currently in the Indonesian coffee production? 

 

In Chapter 6, all the information and data gathered in the earlier chapters will be combined. This 

will create a new narrative, a ‘meta-analysis’, that aims to provide a better understanding of the 

overarching subject of this thesis: the underlying relationships, justifications, and recurrent 

themes regarding power dynamics in coffee trade between Indonesia and the Netherlands. As 

mentioned before, I will analyse the power struggles over three different time-frames, namely: 

the Colonial-era (Netherlands-Indies), the Indonesian independence-era, and the Fairtrade-era. 

During these different eras, the relationships among actors in the Dutch-Indonesian coffee trade 

were subjected to change, but also the nature of the actors themselves changed. For example, the 

governing body during colonial times was a Dutch administration, but since independency was 

proclaimed in Indonesia there has been an Indonesian government ruling the country. Also, the 

policies and actors within the Indonesian government have changed significantly over time. All 

the transitions over the past 200 hundred years of the governing body in Indonesia itself, but also 

within the governing body, entail policy changes that affected the Indonesian coffee industry. 

This short sketch offers a glimpse of the analysis and discussions found in Chapter 6.  
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2. Background 

In this chapter I will first give a condensed overview of the history of coffee. How has coffee be-

come such a popular drink on a global level, where does coffee originate from, and how has cof-

fee cultivation spread across the globe? These are all questions that will be answered in the fol-

lowing text. Then, I will give background information regarding the relationship between Indo-

nesia and the Netherlands. This summary of Dutch-Indonesian history will give the reader back-

ground information and context on the scope of this thesis. In the final part of this chapter I will 

discuss the literature that inspired me in writing this thesis, describe the methodology I have 

used, and comment on the theoretical framework. 

2.1. The Hottest Beverage 

Coffee plays an important role in the daily life of many people around the world. This role varies 

from regular consumption for some people, to the main source of income for others. Coffee is 

the highest valued natural product after petroleum (Déchamp et al. 2015), and more than 100 

million people make a living to some extent from coffee plants (Pendergrast 2010:xv). For both 

ends of coffee’s economic spectrum (consumption and production), matters have changed drasti-

cally over the years. Coffee has become more widely available to a large portion of the popula-

tion. For example, during the coffee crisis in the nineteenth century, coffee prices dropped to 

such an extent that it became an affordable product for the middle class in the United States 

(Pendergrast 2010:45). Whether it is the addictive effect of caffeine or solely its taste, coffee has 

only increased in popularity since the nineteenth century global coffee crisis.  

William H. Ukers, author of the book All About Coffee (first published in 1922), shows a graph 

depicting coffee consumption trends from 1865 to 1935 (Ukers 1935:519). In 1865, roughly 750 

million pounds of coffee was consumed worldwide, and in 1935, seventy years later, coffee con-

sumption quadrupled to roughly 3300 million pounds (idem). To compare: in 2015-16, roughly 

9342 million pounds of coffee were consumed worldwide (ICO 2016c), which shows that con-

sumption of coffee has been continuously increasing over the past eighty years. On the produc-

tion side, 9.1 million tonnes of coffee was produced in 2015, which was one million tonnes more 

compared to the early 2000s (FAO 2015; ICO 2016a). The coffee industry is producing an 

amount of coffee every year that is more than twenty-five times the weight of the Empire State 

Building! (ESRT 2017) With an annual tea production of around five million tonnes (“only” 

fourteen Empire State Buildings), the world population seems to have a clear favourite hot bev-

erage. But where does this caffeinated, black liquid come from? And how did coffee grow into a 

global economic industry, that so many people depend on? 

It is not known exactly how and when coffee was discovered. There are several (often religious) 

myths that describe coffee’s discovery, of which the most famous one tells the story of the Ethio-

pian goat herder Kaldi (Bond 2011:4; Charrier and Eskes 2004:25; Pendergrast 2010:3-4; Smith 

1985:1;Wellman 1961:9). This story is told in many imaginative and entertaining ways, but what 

it boils down to is that Kaldi notices his goats acting strange after eating some red cherries. Kaldi 

then decides to try the fruits himself. After chewing on some leaves and eating the berries, he 

feels invigorated. Soon after, he starts to dance with his goats whilst chanting songs and reciting 

poems for hours (Bond 2011:4; Charrier and Eskes 2004:25; Pendergrast 2010:3-4; Smith 

1985:1;Wellman 1961:9).  
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Besides the myth about Kaldi, it is certain that coffee originates from Ethiopia, then called Abys-

sinia, where it was known under the name ‘bunn’ or ‘buncham’ (Pendergrast 2010:4; Smith 

1985:2; Ukers 1935:1). One might wonder how someone took the coffee cherries, take out the 

seeds, dry them, roast them, grind them, pour some hot water over it, and finally drink it. It is 

such a common process nowadays, but the person who tried it first was probably looked at 

funny. The brewing of coffee however is something that did not happen overnight. After the dis-

covery of the coffee plant an experimentation phase commenced that revolved around the best 

way to consume coffee. From mixing it with animal fat to fermenting it into a wine: people 

found a lot of ways to process coffee cherries, leaves, or husks (Pendergrast 2010:4-5).  

Since the discovery of coffee (around the ninth century or earlier), it took roughly 600 years be-

fore someone roasted, grinded, and brewed coffee beans (Bond 2011:4; Mangal 2007:1; Pender-

grast 2010:5; Ukers 1935:1). Unfortunately, there is no clear source that can tell us who invented 

this preparation method of coffee (Bond 2011:5). Just like the discovery of coffee itself, only 

legends exist about the invention of infusing coffee with water and drinking it. One of such leg-

ends tells the story of Hadji Omar, who was striding through the desert after being banished from 

his hometown Mocha, in Yemen (Ukers 1935:9). Nearing starvation, he finally finds some cher-

ries growing from a bush, only to find out their taste was very bitter. He tries roasting the cher-

ries, hoping that makes them more edible, only to find out this turns the cherries as hard as 

stones. Then, he soaks the cherries in what little water was available, hoping to soften the cher-

ries again. This did not work either, so in desperate need for nourishment, Hadji drank the 

brownish water to at least soak up some of the nutrients. To his great surprise, the brown water 

filled him with energy and morale. It gave him strength to go on. When he eventually returned to 

Mocha, people were astounded that he was still alive. The survival of such inhumane circum-

stances, combined with the new drink he invented during his banishment, were reasons enough 

to pronounce Hadji Omar as a saint (Ukers 1935:9). The method that Hadji Omar invented ac-

cording to the legend, is (though in its most basic form) how most coffee is prepared today.  

From the Ethiopian empire Abyssinia, coffee easily found its way over the Red Sea to Arabia 

(Pendergrast 2010:5). Abyssinia ruled over Yemen for half a century during the sixth century 

and some believe that then already the first coffee plantations were set up (Pendergrast 2010:5; 

Ukers 1935:1). There is unfortunately no way of knowing for certain whether this is true, but we 

can entertain the thought of coffee plants rising up in sixth century Yemen. What we can say for 

sure is that the Arabians welcomed the coffee crops eagerly. Coffee offered an alternative for al-

cohol in the Arabic world, living under Islamic laws that forbid the consumption of alcohol 

(Bond 2011:5). Plus, the energy-boost after drinking coffee was a great side-effect in the daily 

prayers of Arabic Muslims (Bond 2011:5; Ukers 1935:5). Coffee spread across the Arab world, 

to North-Africa, and the Ottoman Empire (Pendergrast 2010:6). Coffeehouses sprang to life eve-

rywhere in the Islamic world, which were seen as a place for social gatherings and intellectual 

discussions (idem). However, around the turn of the sixteenth century, coffee got a bad reputa-

tion and was banned by many Arab governors and Islamic authorities (Pendergrast 2010:6; 

Ukers 1935:13). Coffee was said to induce sinful behaviour, such as gambling and premarital sex 

(idem). This sentiment to ban coffee was not only shared by Islamic leaders among religious au-

thorities: Catholic authorities were also keen on banning coffee consumption around the same 

time as their Islamic counterparts. But, Pope Clement VIII took such a liking to coffee, that he 

wanted to make the drink exclusive to Christians (Pendergrast 2010:8). Despite all the bans, and 

calls for bans, people kept drinking coffee in secret, and eventually the bans were lifted (Pender-

grast 2010:7). 

Coffee came to Western-Europe through Dutch sea traders (Mangal 2007:2; Ukers 1935:39). 

From the offspring of a coffee tree in Yemen, a coffee tree was planted in the botanical garden of 

Amsterdam, of which the cuttings were used in setting up a coffee plantation on Sri Lanka (then 

known as Ceylon) in 1658 (Pendergrast 2010:7; Smith 1985:3, Ukers 1935:2). Later, from 1696 

onwards, the Dutch merchants created similar coffee plantations in Indonesia (idem), especially 
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on the island of Java (see fig. 1). Coffee from Java would later become slang for a cup of coffee, 

coined by the American people: A cup of Java (Vickers 2013:18).  

Coffee swiftly became a popular drink during the seventeenth century, causing a reduction of al-

cohol intake in many European countries, such as Italy, Britain, France and Austria (Pendergrast 

2010:8-9,17). In the beginning of the eighteenth century, coffee found its way to Brazil via the 

Portuguese-Brazilian official Francisco de Melho Palheta (Pendergrast 2010:16; Wellman 

1961:21). An important event in the history of coffee, since Brazil has been the largest coffee 

producing country by far for decades (Déchamp et al. 2015:275; ICO 2016b; ICO 2016d). What 

I find most astounding about the global journey of coffee is that all the coffee that is grown in 

Indonesia, Central-, and South-America can be traced back to one coffee plant: grown in the six-

teenth century botanical garden of Amsterdam (Eskes and Leroy 2004:58). To sum up: coffee 

plant cuttings were initially taken from Yemen by Dutch traders, which led to the planting of one 

coffee tree in Amsterdam, of which the cuttings were planted on Ceylon, then on Java, and fi-

nally in Central- and South-America. The coffee plant has thrived in the tropical climates of In-

donesia and South-America for centuries, and, as discussed before, the popularity of coffee has 

been growing worldwide. For example, recent years are marked by an increasing middle-class in 

Indonesia that can afford coffee, which led to rising numbers of domestic coffee consumption in 

Indonesia (AEKI 2014; see also Appendix A and B). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Map of Indonesia. The islands of Java, Sulawesi, and Sumatra are underlined since on these islands the 

majority of Indonesian coffee is produced (Modified from CIA The World Factbook 2017). 
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Since coffee is globally so popular, discussions often pop-up about the health consequences re-

lated to coffee consumption. Coffee was (and often still is) regarded as an unhealthy beverage. 

The black liquid indulgence was deemed to increase chances on cardiovascular disease, cancer 

or other health issues. For many (Western) doctors in the 1970s and 80s it would be unheard of 

to attribute some sort of health benefits to (daily) consumption of coffee (Heid 2014). From my 

own experience, people generally regard it as a healthy decision when people decide to stop 

drinking coffee. There are certain acute effects of caffeine/coffee intake that suggest it is un-

healthy, such as increased blood pressure, heart attacks or strokes (Lopez-Garcia et al. 2014). 

But, recent studies have shown that a lot of health benefits are affiliated with coffee consumption 

(obviously excluding any added cream, milk or sugar). For example, coffee does not contribute 

to long-term chronic diseases, as the following studies have researched: Coffee reduces health 

risks associated with Alzheimer’s disease (Morillas-Ruiz 2010; Nehlig 2015; van Gelder et al. 

2004) and Parkinson’s disease (Nehlig 2015), reduces the risk of getting cancer (Bush 2016; 

Klug et al. 2006; Leung et al. 2010), reduces the risk of getting diabetes (Robertson et al. 2015), 

reduces cognitive decline (Nehlig 2015; van Gelder et al. 2004), reduces risk of heart failure 

(Kastorini et al. 2009), and can be beneficial to the liver (Lillington 2016). All this research and 

reports have one common key point: moderate consumption of black coffee is not harmful to 

your health regarding any long-term diseases, and in some cases, it can even have beneficial ef-

fects.  

2.2. Dutch-Indonesian History Boiled Down 

Initial contact between Dutch traders and the Indonesian people was established in the sixteenth 

century (Charles 2016:16). How the Dutch merchants found their way to the Indonesian archi-

pelago, can be largely attributed to Cornelius de Houtman and Jan Huyghen van Linschoten. Van 

Linschoten made such extensive, detailed notes during his travels to the Far East, along with Por-

tuguese merchants, that it enabled the Dutch mercantile sector to organise their own trading mis-

sions to Asia, based on the notes of Van Linschoten (Laffan 2013:166). Cornelis de Houtman 

was the director of the first Dutch-Asian trading mission (idem). In fact, multiple regional com-

panies in the Netherlands started similar trading initiatives to Asia (the book containing the notes 

of Van Linschoten was very popular), which were eventually all merged together in 1602 into 

one national company; better known as de Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC), or, the 

Dutch East-India Company (Boomgaard 2013:21; Nierstrasz 2015:5; Ukers 1935:39).  

The VOC mostly traded in spices – since they were light and would hardly expire – of which a 

large part consisted out of pepper (Nierstrasz 2015:5). However, on the Indonesian archipelago, 

more specifically on the islands in the Banda Sea (see fig. 1), another valuable spice grew: nut-

meg (Van Klaveren 1953:40). At that time, during the early seventeenth century, the Banda Is-

lands were the only known source of nutmeg (Charles 2016:42). Nutmeg acquired the status as 

medicine for the plague, which pestered Europe during these times. Besides its medicinal usage 

and tastemaker in food, it was also used to mask foul smells; which were not uncommon in sev-

enteenth century Europe either. All in all, the demand for nutmeg soared and the Dutch success-

fully monopolised its trade (Charles 2016:42). Soon after, the Dutch cleared out Jakarta to set up 

their overseas trading headquarters: Batavia (Van Klaveren 1953:28). Things went very well for 

the VOC, but, a series of trade route cancellations in China and Japan, a lost battle against the 

army of Travancore, and decreasing consumption of exotic products in the European home mar-

ket led to declining income for the VOC (Charles 2016:57-8). The eighteenth century was 

marked by a long period of downfall for the VOC, which eventually ended in complete termina-

tion of the company at the end of 1799 (Van Klaveren 1953:76). But, the end of the VOC was 

not the end of Dutch presence in Indonesia. 
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After the VOC dissolved, their administration was transferred over to the Dutch government 

(Booth 1998:8; Van Klaveren 1953:80). The Dutch government would in 1830 introduce the cul-

tuurstelsel (cultivation system), which forced Indonesian farmers to cultivate coffee and pay 

taxes to the Dutch administration (Breman 2010:82; Shorto 2013:263). The cultuurstelsel will be 

discussed in depth in Chapter 4. During a large part of the nineteenth century, the Dutch admin-

istration resided and operated mainly on the island of Java (see fig. 1); the other Indonesian is-

lands were not subjected to forced labour and exploitation (Booth 1998:2). However, two threats 

to the Dutch-Indies regime would result in further Dutch expansion (besides Java) across the In-

donesian archipelago (Ricklefs 1981:125). The first threat entailed the possibility of a revolt 

against the Dutch regime on the unoccupied islands, organised by the Indonesian people. The 

second threat was that other European colonial powers, such as the British and Portuguese em-

pires, could take control of the unoccupied Indonesian islands. The Dutch government therefore 

started to expand outside of Java to increase its political and economic control on the Indonesian 

archipelago as a whole (Ricklefs 1981:125).  

Besides expanding colonial activity of the Dutch government in the nineteenth century, at the 

same time a counter-movement arose in the Netherlands. The most famous example, which will 

be discussed in Chapter 3 of this thesis, is the publication of the novel Max Havelaar. The author 

of this book, Multatuli (or: Dekker), worked as a Dutch administrator in the Dutch-Indies. After 

his resignation, Multatuli wrote a novel about his experiences on the Dutch-Indies, which among 

others entailed a detailed description of the mistreatment that took place against the Indonesian 

people. The publication of this novel brought awareness to Western-European citizens, mainly in 

the Netherlands and England, on the unethical operations of their colonial governments (Fraser 

and Rimas 2010:240; Nahuys 1868). But, Multatuli was not the only one who stood up against 

the Dutch administration. Conrad Theodor van Deventer was a Dutch lawyer who at the end of 

the nineteenth century resided in Indonesia (Ricklefs 1981:143). Van Deventer researched and 

wrote about how much resources and capital the Netherlands extracted from Indonesia over the 

years. He formulated the amount of resource and capital extraction as a concrete number, which 

according to him was a debt that should be repaid to Indonesia. Van Deventer’s writings became 

open to the public, when published in a Dutch magazine (Ricklefs 1981:143). Multatuli and van 

Deventer planted the seeds of a decolonisation movement, that would take off in the twentieth 

century. But, they also directly influenced policies of the Dutch colonial administration at the 

time. As a response on the increasing protests in the Netherlands against the colonial regime, the 

Dutch government issued a new governance, called the ‘Ethical Policy’ (Ricklefs 1981:143). 

This new initiative would, among others, provide the Indonesians with education, increased wel-

fare, and the right to form unions (Ricklefs 1981:155).  

The newly acquired freedom of the indigenous people on the Dutch-Indies, led to an exploration 

of the Indonesian identity in the early twentieth century. Among the Indonesian nationalist 

movement was also a distant family member of the author Multatuli (Max Havelaar): Ernest 

François Eugène Douwes Dekker. Ernest was from half-Dutch, half-Indonesian descent, and 

fought in the Dutch-Indies for an independent Indonesian nation (Van den Doel 2013). Him and 

his colleagues would inspire Sukarno, who would later become the first president of Indonesia 

(Ricklefs 1981:163). During the first years of the twentieth century, there were however many 

conflicts among the newly founded Indonesian political parties and religious organisations. Rick-

lefs (1981:166) for example describes how the communist organisation Partai Komunis Indone-

sia (PKI) got into a religious debate with the Islamic Union, SI (Sarekat Islam). Their dispute 

would continue for several years which eventually resulted in severe fragmentation of SI and the 

downfall of PKI in its entirety (Ricklefs 1981:170). The possibility to form unions during the 

times of the Ethical Policy thus had the opposite effect than the intended outcome, which was 

creating a unified group of Indonesian people (idem).  
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The Dutch colonial administration however then suddenly had to deal with a proper nationalistic 

movement in the Dutch-Indies. While initial coup-attempts failed, the political situation for Indo-

nesian nationalists quickly changed by one of the biggest watersheds in recent human history; 

World War II. On 10 January 1942, the Japanese invade Sulawesi (see fig. 1); a blessing in dis-

guise for the Indonesian independency movement as would become clear later (De Jong 

1984:3,1143; Ricklefs 1981:187). The Japanese occupation, which lasted till 1945, resulted in 

nationalistic, military groups of Indonesian people that were able to fights its way to independ-

ency after World War II (Ricklefs 1981:187). Two iconic actors in the road to Indonesian inde-

pendence were political activists Sukarno and Hatta, who in August 1945 pronounced the Indo-

nesian Republic (De Jong 1985:1039). Sukarno, who would become the first Indonesian presi-

dent, was a highly educated man (Ricklefs 1981:174). The enlightenment of Sukarno through his 

education, that was made possible through the Dutch Ethical Policy, would eventually lead to an 

independent Indonesia. The other Indonesian political leaders at the time, Sukarno’s vice-presi-

dent Hatta, prime minister Sjahrir, and future prime ministers Sastroamidjojo and Wirjosandjojo, 

were all either politically active in both Indonesia and the Netherlands, or studied at Dutch uni-

versities (Ricklefs 1981:175).  

But, the pronouncement of the Republic of Indonesia did not mark the end of the Indonesian na-

tionalists’ struggles. After World War II ended, the Dutch returned to Indonesia to take back 

what was, according to the Dutch government, theirs. The Indonesian nationalist movement was 

seen as a remnant of Japanese occupation, the enemy, and a five-year long war between Indone-

sia and the Netherlands followed World War II (Ricklefs 1981:200). Finally, at the end of 1949, 

the Netherlands, pressured by international organisations, officially recognised the Republic of 

Indonesia; the hard-fought battle of the Indonesian nationalists was finally over (Ricklefs 

1981:220).  

Indonesia stopped being a Dutch colony, but Indonesia and the Netherlands maintained a close 

relationship. A large group of Indonesians migrated to the Netherlands after the war was over, 

looking for better opportunities (Oostindie 2011:26). There were also many ‘Indisch’ or ‘Indo’ 

people, that had a mixed Dutch-Indonesian background. Nowadays, the majority of people with 

an Indonesian background in the Netherlands, are identified by themselves and by Dutch people 

as Dutch citizens (Oostindie 2011:240; Shorto 2013:270). Also, the governments of both coun-

tries are on very good terms with each other, while acknowledging the dark pages in their his-

tory. On the website of the Dutch government (Rijksoverheid 2017), there is a clear emphasis on 

the historical relationship between the two countries, and the importance of culture heritage con-

servation. Also, in 2013 the countries signed a strategic partnership that relates to cooperation of 

the ministries, for example, education, defence, and economy (Rijksoverheid 2017).  

From my own experiences and encounters with people that have an Indonesian background, I do 

not feel there are any hard feelings left from the Indonesian side. However, the sentiments of In-

donesian people in the Netherlands might be different to the sentiments of people in Indonesia. 

Nevertheless, I think that the shared colonial history created a strong bond between the two 

countries. A bond that is able to exist until today because of the eventual recognition from Dutch 

side of mistreatment of the Indonesian people, and the offer of restitution. But more importantly, 

the bond between Indonesia and the Netherlands is able to exist because of acceptance and for-

giveness from the side of the Indonesian people.  
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2.3. Morphology2 

2.3.1. Inspiration 

Before I discuss my theoretical framework and methodology, I will briefly address two sources 

of inspiration that helped me structure my research process. Both sources played a significant 

role in shaping this thesis. 

The first inspiration relates to the use of a crop to scrutinise historical processes, which has in-

spired the historical overview from the perspective of coffee in Chapter 4. In his work from 2001 

The Botany of Desire, Michael Pollan describes four plants in relation to human desires: the ap-

ple for sweetness, the tulip for beauty, marijuana for intoxication, and the potato for control. This 

book stood out to me because of Pollan’s approach: instead of just looking at the history of these 

four plants from a human perspective, he also turns it around and takes the perspective of the 

plant (Pollan 2001:8). Similar to how humans have an instinctive urge to develop and expand 

their territory, the same instinct can be found in any other organism. Taking the example of cof-

fee: the caffeine in coffee cherries is on one hand a defence mechanism, as it repels wildlife with 

its bitter taste, but on the other hand it is the substance that makes humans addicted to it. The 

first is an adaptation to prolong the life of the plant, while the second can be seen as an adapta-

tion to expand its territory through human desire (as Pollan would describe it).  

A similar work that inspired me is Mark Kurlansky’s Cod: A Biography of the Fish That 

Changed the World (1997). As the book title suggests, Kurlansky swims through a human his-

tory of conflict and food hunting, from the perspective of the cod fish. The central theme in the 

works of Pollan and Kurlansky is the innovation of a new narrative, by constructing history 

around the dialectic relationship between humans a plant or animal, and showing equal consider-

ation of both perspectives. This inspired me to do the same for coffee, in the history of Indonesia 

and the Netherlands. This is a history that has been told and written about many times before, but 

never from the perspective of the coffee plant. With this approach I aim to scrutinise the Dutch-

Indonesian power relationship anew, from the perspective of coffee, to understand how the use 

of power was justified in its respective time-frame. For example in colonial times, coffee produc-

tion in Indonesia was often subjected to forced labour through military force and corruption, 

while in modern times, an organisation like Fairtrade enforces production criteria on coffee pro-

ducers through economic incentives. Both relationships entail a form of power, revolving around 

coffee production, which is justified and criticised in a contemporaneous context. Comparing 

and analysing the power relationships and their justifications in the history of coffee trade be-

tween Indonesia and the Netherlands, can give new insights into power dynamics. 

My second inspiration relates to a quote by Alf Hornborg (2001:93): 

“…imports and exports are to the industrial infrastructure what eat-

ing and discharging are to organic life.” 

This quote refers to a relatively new ecological economic concept: Social Metabolism. My first 

intention was to use social metabolism as a method in my thesis, but unfortunately I had to drop 

this idea due to time- and space-constraints. Yet it is still important to give a short overview of 

what this theory entails, because it holds important implications for how certain arguments in my 

thesis are structured. Before I elaborate on these implications, I will first give a short history of 

social metabolism. 

                                                                 

 
2 Morphology is a term that is used in biology to describe the study of fundamental connections within an organism that form its 

structure (Kaplan 2001). This subchapter will then discuss the inspirational, theoretical and methodological aspects that form the 

structure of this thesis. 
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Awareness for environmental change emerged in the 1960s Fraser and Rimas 2010:247), which 

introduced a socially accepted counter-movement to continuous economic growth (Fischer-Kow-

alski 1997). This counter-movement laid the foundations for a new sociological concept: social 

metabolism. Its purpose is to include environmental effects when looking at economic growth; 

something that was practically non-existent prior to the 1960s. The term metabolism originates 

from biology, in which it refers to the regulations within the human body, that convert nutrients 

into energy, and reproduce cells and tissues. Metabolism thus relates to a living organism, and 

this concept from natural science was translated to a social science concept by Marina Fischer-

Kowalski (1997).  

Fischer-Kowalski was however not the first person to use the term metabolism in the field of so-

ciology. Karl Marx used metabolism in his anti-capitalistic writings, referring to the human-na-

ture relationship and the flows of materials that resulted from this (De Molina and Toledo 

2014:47). This might come as a surprise, since classic sociology is often not related to a consid-

eration of the environment (Foster 1999). In classic sociology there is often merely an implica-

tion of the natural dimension, but not an explicit mention (idem). Marx wrote about the metabo-

lism between man and nature, which was driven by labour (idem). Comparing this to the biologi-

cal understanding of metabolism, labour is the nutrients that breakdown and reproduce nature. 

Everything that humans produce and consume ultimately comes from nature, so for humans to 

survive, they must not only take from nature, but also nourish nature so that it does not perish 

(idem). In the words of Karl Marx (Foster 1999:381):  

“…nature is his [human’s] body…”  

To sum up, the concept social metabolism entails an interdisciplinary (e.g. sociology, economics, 

and ecology) theory and method, which lends its name from the biological connotation of metab-

olism, and looks at transitions in societies on the basis of resource usage and efficiency. While 

my initial idea for this thesis was to create a social metabolic analysis of the coffee industry — 

more specifically, coffee cultivation in Indonesia, and coffee trade between Indonesia and the 

Netherlands from a perspective of social metabolism — I soon found out that this was far too 

ambitious. It implies energy and material data-analysis of every cog in the coffee supply chain 

between Indonesia and the Netherlands at different points in time. Apart from the fact that the 

gathering of this data in itself would be problematic, the time-frame required for such a study ex-

ceeded the time available to create this thesis.  

However, social metabolism remained a useful frame for me in structuring my thesis. Social me-

tabolism helped me to frame the history of coffee between Indonesia and the Netherlands into 

different segments. Social metabolism looks at ‘regimes’ of resource use (see for example 

Krausmann et al. 2009), and similarly here, I will look at regimes of power, i.e.: colonial ruling, 

the rise of an independence movement, global free trade, and the rise of Alternative Trade Or-

ganisations (e.g. Fairtrade).  

Another inspiration for this thesis which stems from social metabolism, relates to socio-ecologi-

cal transitions. Coffee production and consumption is not only affected by power struggles, it 

also correlates with development in technology. To exemplify: humans cultivate lands to grow 

coffee, which is harvested, processed, and sold. Over time these different processes become 

more efficient. Coffee farmers gain experience, and new technologies are invented. These im-

provements influence the cultivation of coffee, which is also affected by external forces, such as 

changes in the market price of coffee. Increased experience and new technologies might lead to 

higher efficiencies and higher yields, while a drop in coffee price discourages farmers to culti-

vate more coffee. This leads to an ever-continuing cycle of adaptation in the man-nature relation-

ship; in other words, societal reproduction.  

Societal reproduction according to the theory of social metabolism can be explained as follows: 

man performs an action in nature, which leads to experiences, which influences the man’s future 

actions. For example, in the context of a coffee farmer: when the farmer harvests the coffee trees, 
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he sees that the trees grown under shading had much higher yields than the unshaded trees. At 

the start of the next crop year, the farmer then makes sure that all trees receive shading. This is a 

very simple example of metabolic reproduction, or, a reproduction of the man-nature relation-

ship, based on the work of Maurice Godelier (Fischer-Kowalski and Haberl 2007:13), which in-

spired me in the process of writing this thesis. More importantly, in Chapter 5 I trace all the steps 

in the production of coffee, in a manner that would be similar to a study on social metabolism. 

This chapter then provides a structure for a social metabolic study, which would be based on 

more historical data, and statistics on energy- and resource-use.  

2.3.2. Methodology 

Indonesia, the Netherlands, and coffee are inherently connected ever since Dutch merchants 

brought coffee seeds to the Indonesian archipelago at the end of the seventeenth century. From 

that moment on, coffee played an important role in the Dutch-Indonesian relationship. In this 

part, I will explain how I conducted this study and why I have chosen to use these methods.  

In general, my methodology is to trace social-political relations through a feature or crop, the 

motivation of which has already been explained above. Within the scope of this thesis, the ap-

proach translates to: exposing the underlying power dimensions of coffee trade within the histor-

ical context of Indonesia and the Netherlands. The perspective of coffee allows me to discover 

new perspectives and ‘entanglements’ in the power relationship between the two countries. New 

insights will follow from the analysis of three separate narratives, each linking to the triangular 

drama of coffee, colonialism, and power struggles between Indonesia and the Netherlands in 

some way. So the fundaments of my analysis are built in the first three narratives (Chapter 3, 4 

and 5), which together entail the data of the final ‘meta-analysis’, in Chapter 6. By allowing cof-

fee to become a main actor throughout the history of Indonesia and the Netherlands, I aim to find 

new observations in the struggle for power that arose between the two countries. 

Another important recurring theme in this thesis is the justification of power. Indonesian people 

were forced under the Dutch colonial administration to cultivate coffee. In recent years, sustaina-

bility efforts have started to play a big role in the coffee industry. There is a common point in 

both cases. Namely, both the Dutch colonial administration in the nineteenth century, and the 

sustainable coffee organisations in the twenty-first century, are non-Indonesian actors that inter-

fered with the lives of Indonesian coffee farmers. This interference implies a power relationship 

that is justified in a certain way. To illustrate it in a concrete, albeit very simple, way: the Dutch 

colonial administration could force Indonesian people to grow coffee through military power, 

and the sustainable coffee organisations can interfere with coffee farming practices through the 

promise of increased (economic) welfare. By creating a new narrative, with coffee as main actor, 

I attempt to reveal the underlying dimensions in regard to such power struggles, that do not ap-

pear in a simplified example displayed above.  

Since my aim was to build a bridge between past and present, most of the data that is presented 

in this thesis is extracted from secondary sources, both qualitative and quantitative. Some obser-

vations are also from myself, or from first-hand sources, yet, the first-hand perspectives are taken 

from secondary sources as well. I have chosen to conduct a desk-study because I wanted to bring 

forth new perspectives on Dutch-Indonesian history by looking at the development of coffee 

trade. As the time-frame and scope of this thesis is very broad, I have selectively chosen to high-

light certain events and policies that are most relevant to my thesis subject. For other topics that 

are also interesting, but less relevant in regard to the scope of this thesis, I have provided sources 

that can be referred to for further reading.  

Since all the chapters in this thesis intertwine in some way, I will repeatedly make use of cross-

referencing. I have thus condensed the amount of references to lighten up the narratives in each 

chapter. Cross-references are noted with chapter and page number, for example, when I refer to 



 

 
24 

Chapter 4, page 50, this is noted as: ‘(see Chapter 4:50)’. For repeated events, facts (i.e. year 

numbers), or quotes, I continuously provide direct references.  

2.3.3. Theoretical Framework 

This thesis adds to the existing post-colonial framework, so in this part I will give a short intro-

duction of post-colonial theory. The introduction of post-colonialism starts with a clarification on 

the meaning ascribed to the terms: colonialism, imperialism, and post-colonialism. Then, I will 

give a condensed overview of what post-colonial thinking entails. Finally, I will justify the usage 

of the terminology ‘low-, middle-, and high-income’ countries in this thesis, as opposed to ‘de-

veloping’ and ‘developed’ countries.  

Colonialism, Imperialism, and Post-colonialism 

Colonialism and imperialism are often used in an interchangeable manner, which suggests that 

there exists ambiguity in their exact meaning. In order to establish and assign the right meaning 

to these terms, I looked up their etymological origin. Colonialism stems from the Latin noun co-

lonia (Oxford Dictionaries 2017a), which refers to:  

“A settlement or colony of citizens […] A colony founded by a 

state other than Rome […]” (Glare 1982:355).  

Imperialism stems from the Latin word imperium, which has different meanings, but in the con-

text of this thesis the most relevant translations refer to the highest body of authoritative power, 

and the practice of exerting power (Glare 1982:843-844). The word ‘Empire’ is another example 

that stems from imperium (Oxford Dictionaries 2017b), which reminds of one of the most infa-

mous colonial powers in history: the British Empire. Considering that the British Empire is irre-

versibly linked to colonialism, it is not strange how these two terms, colonialism and imperial-

ism, are then so easily used in an interchangeable manner. From the etymologies displayed 

above can be deducted that in the context of coffee trade, imperialism is more related to a gen-

eral exertion of power through economic subjugation, while colonialism refers to actual occupa-

tion of land (for example the Dutch-Indies). 

Loomba (2005:11) suggests that colonialism is a direct result of imperialism, since imperialism 

functions as an overarching term; imperialism indirectly refers to the whole empire. Economic 

expansion across borders is then also considered imperialism. Only when there is political ex-

pansion into other countries, i.e. capturing of land, resources, and/or labour (Loomba 2005:11), it 

is called colonialism. For example, in the colonial history of the Netherlands, colonialism is pre-

ceded by the development and expanding efforts of trading companies, which supports 

Loomba’s statement that imperialist developments precede colonialist expansion. From the late 

sixteenth century till far into the twentieth century, colonialism was a Western European product, 

which was thus, according to Loomba, preceded by imperialism. Foucault (2008:52) explains the 

rise of imperialism in Europe as an unavoidable consequence of European, mercantilist competi-

tion. Whatever resource or money was acquired, was counted as a loss for other countries (Fou-

cault 2008:54). At the same time, it was essential for the European countries to have rich neigh-

bours, so that they have close-by consumer markets to sell their products (idem).  

Building on the notion of imperialism and economic expansion, this sheds an interesting light on 

the global economy in the twenty-first century, because international trade (economic expansion) 

is now a lot more common than it was three centuries ago. When colonies on a large scale, like 

the Dutch-Indies, were abolished in the twentieth century, imperialist relations were still very 

much present. Seavoy (2003:3) calls the global economy a direct consequence of European im-

perialism. Seavoy divides this European form of imperialism into three categories: the settlement 

of Europeans in scarcely populated lands, the settlement of Europeans in populated lands as gov-

ernors, and merchants that did not settle in foreign lands, but only traded with the indigenous 
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governing elite (Seavoy 2003:4). According to the definitions established before, the first two 

types, which entail physical occupation of foreign lands, are thus considered colonialism.   

Post-colonialism in this thesis refers to two things: a period in history and a theoretical perspec-

tive. The historical time-frame that is ascribed to post-colonialism in this thesis, is the end of the 

Dutch colony Netherlands-Indies, and the start of an independent Indonesian republic. Besides 

the theoretical discussion on the term, which I will address shortly, ascribing ‘post-colonialism’ 

to a point in time is widely debated. Loomba (2005:12) summarises the existing critique on the 

term ‘post-colonialism’ in this context. The first point of critique entails that the term post-colo-

nialism falsely implies that the world now has an equal welfare distribution, as it was unequally 

divided during colonial times. I personally do not agree with this argument, because I do not 

think that the term post-colonialism makes an implication about global equality at all. Earlier, I 

made a clear distinction between imperialism and colonialism, but even if one does not agree 

with this distinction, colonialism is undeniably linked to physical occupation and exploitation of 

foreign lands. In the case of the Dutch-Indies, when Indonesia became independent and the 

Dutch administration left Indonesia for good, it was officially the end for Dutch colonialism in 

Indonesia. By no means does this imply that suddenly both countries are equal in terms of wel-

fare.  

The second argument Loomba (2005:12) brings up is that colonisation throughout human history 

cannot be assigned to one period in time, therefore ambiguity exists in the appointment of the 

temporal aspect ‘post’ (idem). I think this is a good argument, but in light of this study it is less 

of a problem as I have narrowed down my research to the relationship of the Netherlands with 

Indonesia. Therefore, post-colonialism as a time-frame will simply refer to the start of Indone-

sia’s independence, more specifically, when it was recognised finally by the Netherlands in 1950 

(Ricklefs 1981:220), till present. 

Post-colonial Theory 

The transition from colonialism to post-colonialism is a gradual transition, and not a direct shift 

from one state into another at one point in time (Loomba 2005:16). Here I refer to post-colonial-

ism as a way of thinking, instead of merely an indication of time, as I described it before. Similar 

to how societies change over time, the body of post-colonial theory also went through different 

stages. Post-colonialism as a theoretical framework emerged initially as a challenge against the 

one-sided perspective in existing literature; this one-sided perspective refers to the worldview of 

the colonisers (Brizee et al. 2015). One of the most famous post-colonial authors is Edward Said, 

who in 1978 published his work Orientalism, in which he criticised the biased worldview that 

dominated contemporary literature (Decolonize 2017). History writing since the time of colonial-

ism has been predominantly written from the perspective of colonising nations (which are mostly 

found in Western Europe), which has led to a one-sided perspective in contemporary literature 

(Said 1978:1). An example of the influence of a one-sided perspective is the terms ‘First World’ 

and ‘Third World’. These terms were made up by high-income countries in Western-Europe and 

North-America to categorise the world into different areas of socio-economic development. Most 

of the countries that classified themselves as ‘First World’, had a history in which they were the 

colonisers (Brizee et al. 2015).  

In the case of Indonesia and the Netherlands, the Netherlands would be classified as a ‘First 

World country’, while Indonesia would be a ‘Third World country’. Post-colonial theory chal-

lenges these one-sided classifications that lead to a skewed and unfair mapping of the world. Its 

unfairness can be explained by looking at the history between Indonesia and the Netherlands. 

Dutch traders, and later the Dutch government, funnelled a lot of economic value away from In-

donesia towards their home country, while barely investing anything back into Indonesia (I will 

discuss this in more detail in Chapter 4). For centuries, the Netherlands exploited the Indonesian 

resources for its own economic development, thereby diminishing the potential economic devel-

opment of Indonesia. Comparing the Netherlands to Indonesia, using the socio-economic level of 
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the Netherlands as a reference point, then seems obviously unfair. Yet, the Netherlands is still 

often used as a reference point in the Dutch-Indonesian history. It is exactly this unfair compari-

son that is criticised by post-colonial literature. However, the manner in which post-colonial lit-

erature (initially) framed its studies has also received criticism, as I will now describe. 

The first wave of post-colonial literature in the 1970s reversed the conventional relationship in 

colonial history writing, and described the actions of colonising countries from the perspective of 

the colonised people (Lye 1998). However, this approach received criticism from subsequent 

post-colonial authors, because the first post-colonial literature was essentially similar to the ap-

proach it was criticising by telling a one-sided story, except that it was written from the perspec-

tive of the colonised people. For example, in literature from a ‘colonial’ perspective, the indige-

nous people in the colonies would be described as barbaric, because their practices and lifestyle 

were uncommon compared to the Western European standard. In post-colonial literature, the 

Western European colonisers would then be described as barbaric, for invading and exploiting 

the livelihoods of innocent people. The critique on the first post-colonial literature then argued 

that this simple ‘reversal’ of the perspectives did not improve on the approach it was criticising, 

because the literature portrayed the same frame of ‘us-versus-them’ (Lye 1998). In addition, so-

cieties themselves are complex, and include a lot of different people, which are subject to con-

stant changes as well, as I also discussed earlier regarding societal transformations. So, one has 

to take into account that the relationship between two countries (or regions) is highly dynamic, 

but also that the relationships within a country are constantly changing (Lye 1998).  

In the early post-colonial literature, entire populations were often still classified as one homoge-

nous group of people (Lye 1998). In addition, the literature was mainly concerned with the sub-

jugation and exploitation that occurred during colonialism. This resulted in that ‘colonised’ peo-

ple remained objects in the literature. The conditions and perspectives of people in colonised re-

gions were still exclusively told in relation to their ‘colonisers’ (Bhabha 1994:203). One could 

say that people were ‘colonised’ by this style of writing, since they did not get an active voice in 

the narrative (idem). 

The second wave of post-colonial literature has therefore attempted to complicate the relation-

ship between ‘coloniser’ and ‘colonised’, to step away from an oversimplified comparison be-

tween two entities, and to reveal power struggles, individual stories, and discourses that re-

mained hidden in the previous literature. Similarly, I have attempted to write the narratives from 

the perspective of Indonesian coffee farmers, rather than an Indonesian or Dutch perspective. By 

making Indonesian coffee farmers an active group of actors in my narratives, I refrain from ‘col-

onising’ the farmers again through my writing. I will even sporadically take it one step further, 

by concentrating on a specific group of coffee farmers in Indonesia. For example, in Chapter 4 

(p. 50) and Chapter 6 (p. 82), I will describe the situation of coffee farmers on the southern part 

of Sulawesi (see fig. 1), and in Chapter 5 (p. 73), I will describe the case of coffee farmers in a 

village on Western Java. By following the history between Indonesia and the Netherlands 

through the lens of coffee, it allows me to move away from a Eurocentric representation of his-

tory, to one that approaches history based on nodes of neutrality, societal dynamics, and socio-

political and economic analysis. 

Considering the location- and time-frame of this study — Indonesia and the Netherlands in the 

nineteenth century until now — there are many generations of people in both countries to ac-

count for. All these generations grew up in different times, in different places, that all differ re-

garding socio-economic status. In other words: societies have transformed over time, both in In-

donesia and the Netherlands. One of the clearest examples is that before 1950 Indonesian people 

were colonised by the Netherlands, and after 1950 Indonesia became an independent nation. Af-

ter independence was proclaimed, an Indonesian government had to be appointed, which led to 

political developments like creating laws and system (Vickers 2013:148). Therefore it is im-

portant to establish what is meant with, and what constitutes, a societal transformation. A similar 
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question should be posed when a (part of) society is replicated (Inglis and Thorpe 2012:208), 

i.e.: What causes social reproduction? This relates back to the example I gave before of the cof-

fee farmer who notices that the shaded coffee trees have higher yields than unshaded trees: in the 

next crop year the coffee farmer attempts to have shading over all his crops (see Chapter 2:22-3).  

As societies change over time, the meaning assigned to objects and relations can never hold an 

objectively ‘true’ meaning. In other words, knowledge is extremely relative to time and space. 

You can never say that one thing is truer than another, because there is a whole set of assump-

tions that we base our statements on. This way of thinking can be categorised as post-colonial 

thinking, of which one strand stems from theoretical reflections of Michel Foucault, who claimed 

that what we know depends on the contemporary episteme and the general knowledge that is 

available in that time (Inglis and Thorpe 2012:180). This theoretical reflection of Foucault is ex-

tremely relevant to this thesis, because there will be comparisons of societies that are in different 

time frames and/or different spaces. For example, how the general public in the Netherlands 

thinks about colonialism would be very different in the nineteenth century than it would be now-

adays.  

Opinions are based on many different factors, in which general knowledge plays a large part. As 

will be seen in Chapter 3, the publication of the novel Max Havelaar led to a realisation of the 

injustice of the colonial regime with the European audience. Before the publication of the Max 

Havelaar novel, the large majority of Dutch people did not (and could not) have an idea about 

how indigenous people in the colonies are treated. Once this knowledge became available 

through the novel, many people changed their opinions on colonialism; a gradual process that 

eventually resulted in abolishment of the colonial system as a whole. My point with this short ex-

ample is that it is redundant to challenge past societies on a basis of morality or current 

knowledge. Instead, it is essential to understand morals, values, and worldviews of a society, and 

analyse the practices (or in this thesis the power dynamics) from a contemporary perspective. 

Terminology 

Western ‘colonisation’ of the status quo still occurs till this day, for example by popularising 

terms such as ‘First World’ and ‘Third World’ countries’. I want to challenge one example of 

such terminology, which is used frequently within modern (trans-)governmental organisations, 

multinational organisations, and studies that address the global economy, namely: ‘developing 

countries’. The term ‘developing countries’ is used, similar to ‘Third World countries’, to de-

scribe low-income countries, also sometimes referred to as ‘the Global South’ or ‘emerging 

countries’. Last year, the World Bank (2016a) responded to a challenge on the terms ‘developed’ 

and ‘developing’ countries, and decided that, considering the global nature of current environ-

mental and social problems, they will refrain from using the terms any longer, and instead use 

‘developing world’. 

Instead of ‘developing’ or ‘developed’, I use the terms ‘high-income’, ‘middle-income’, and 

‘low-income’ countries in this thesis, since these are relevant and objective indicators. In contrast 

to ‘developing-developed’, it provides clear and factual points of comparison which relate to 

global equality. The World Bank has developed the so-called ‘Atlas-method’ to calculate gross 

national income (GNI) per capita per country (World Bank 2016c). These numbers account for 

both exchange rates and inflation (idem). Based on these calculations they have created a divi-

sion of countries into four categories: low-, lower middle-, upper middle-, and high-income 

countries (see table 1; World Bank 2016b). Regarding the two countries that are scrutinised in 

this thesis, Indonesia and the Netherlands, historical data from the World Bank (that is publicly 

available) dates back to 1987. Since 2003, Indonesia is classified as a lower middle-income 

economy, whereas before Indonesia was most of the years classified as a low-income country 

(World Bank 2017). The Netherlands has always been classified as a high-income country 

(idem). These classifications by the World Bank confirm a division between (the two) countries, 
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but unlike the ‘developing-developed’ phraseology, these classifications are based on factual in-

formation instead of a biased worldview. Alternative Trade Organisations, like the Fairtrade 

brand, aim to alleviate global income disparity, which is a very relative topic in the coffee indus-

try, as I will discuss in Chapter 5. 

 

Country Classification by 
Income (World Bank) 

Low Lower middle Upper middle High 

Gross National Income 
per Capita (billion, US$) 

≤ 1,025 [1,026, 4,035] [4,036, 12,475] ≥ 12,476 

Table 1. Division of countries by income (Data taken from Worldbank.org 2016b,c). 
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3. Max Havelaar 

In 2002, Dik van der Meulen published a biography about the author of the novel Max Havelaar, 

Eduard Douwes Dekker, titled under Dekker’s nom-de-plume Multatuli. The compiled sources 

that were used by Van der Meulen in writing this biography give a valuable glance into the nine-

teenth century, and an assessment of the contemporary impact of the Max Havelaar novel. This 

assessment plays a crucial role in this thesis, because it offers insight into the colonial relation-

ship between Indonesia and the Netherlands, and how the public opinion of the colonial regime 

in the Netherlands changed from a supportive one to an opposing one. 

In this chapter, I will give some background information on the author Multatuli, followed by a 

short review of the Max Havelaar novel. I will also analyse the impact of the novel in three dif-

ferent time frames: after its publication in 1860, early twentieth century during the rise of Indo-

nesian nationalism, and the second half of the twentieth century till now. I will ask here: how 

does the novel Max Havelaar build a bridge between past and present, when looking at its im-

pact on Dutch and Indonesian societies at different points in time?  

This chapter exemplifies the final narrative in this thesis, since the book Max Havelaar, and its 

socio-political impact, revolves around the power relationship between Indonesia and the Neth-

erlands. As I will show in Chapter 4, coffee plays an integral part in this narrative. In the book, 

the main character stands up for the local Indonesians who are being exploited by the Dutch in 

the nineteenth century. Similarly, more than a century after the novel was published, the Max 

Havelaar Foundation took action for coffee farmers who were barely making a living from their 

coffee production (see Chapter 1:11). 

I chose on purpose to refer to Eduard Douwes Dekker either as ‘Eduard’ or ‘Multatuli’. I use his 

first name, Eduard, in reference to his real life, before he wrote Max Havelaar, to avoid confu-

sion with a previously mentioned family member – Ernest François Eugène Douwes Dekker (see 

Chapter 2:19). I use his pseudonym, Multatuli, during his years as author, also because Eduard is 

more well-known as Multatuli than under his real name. The name Max Havelaar, which is both 

the title of the novel and the main character in the storyline, is only written in italics when it di-

rectly refers to the novel’s title.  

3.1. Context of the Story 

While I was reading about coffee, I found out that its impact as a consumption product is stag-

gering. William Ukers, a prominent researcher in the topic of coffee (see Chapter 2:15), stated:  

“Indeed the consumption of coffee has been curiously associated 

with movements of political protests in its whole history, at least 

up to the nineteenth century. Coffee has promoted clear thinking 

and right living wherever introduced. It has gone hand in hand 

with the world’s march toward democracy.” (Ukers 1935:293).  

Ukers alludes here to the congregation of intellectual minds in the upcoming coffeehouses in Eu-

rope (Ukers 1935:293), in which the intake of coffee (naturally) sparked lively discussions of the 

contemporary regimes. I believe that one certain question was not asked in coffeehouses back 

then nearly as often as it is nowadays: “Where did this coffee come from?”. Aside from the in-
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vigorating role coffee played in the rise of democracy in Europe, coffee was a reason for sup-

pression and exploitation at the other side of the world. Both in the Dutch-Indies and British In-

dia, coffee was grown as a cash crop, paying the native workers barely enough to live off, thus 

resulting in large profits for the European colonisers (Pendergrast 2010:40). I believe a division 

of consumption in high-income areas, and production in low-income areas, inherently led to an 

unfair distribution of wealth. This unfairness is definitely a part of, but not exclusive to, the cof-

fee industry (Jaffee 2007:11). However, since the second half of the twentieth century, aware-

ness for the unfair distribution of welfare on a global level gave rise to a number of organisations 

that are now known as ATOs: Alternative Trade Organisations (Jaffee 2007:12). This movement 

led to several product certifications we have today, such as UTZ, Rainforest Alliance and 

Fairtrade International. The Fairtrade organisation, which now has certifications for a wide vari-

ety of products, finds it roots in the Max Havelaar Foundation, that emerged in the Netherlands 

in 1988 (Ingenbleek and Reinders 2013). The Max Havelaar Foundation was solely focused on 

the coffee industry, thus making coffee the first product to have a ‘fair’ certification (Jaffee 

2007:2). Before I delve deeper into the story of Max Havelaar, and its link to the present through 

the Max Havelaar Foundation, I will first give some background information on the author Edu-

ard, or, Multatuli. 

The pseudonym ‘Multatuli’ has a connotative implication for the story, as it means ‘I suffered 

greatly’ in Latin (Fraser and Rimas 2010:240). Eduard was stationed for a significant time in the 

Dutch-Indies. He arrived there in 1839, when the eighteen-years old Eduard sailed along with his 

father — who was a captain — to the capital of the Dutch-Indies on Java (see Jakarta in fig. 1, 

Chapter 2:17): Batavia (De Jong 1984:72; Shorto 2013:263). Three years later, Eduard was ap-

pointed as administrator in Padang, Sumatra. After two years, he got suspended because his fi-

nancial performance was not satisfactory. Eduard’s performance was lacking probably due to ad-

ministrative errors on his part, but also because he was regularly very generous with money (De 

Jong 1984:73). After working in some smaller functions, he eventually returns back to the Neth-

erlands in 1852 for sick leave (De Jong 1984:73; Shorto 2013:264).  

When Eduard eventually returns back to the Dutch-Indies, he lands a job as assistant-resident of 

Lebak, Java in 1856 (De Jong 1984:73; Shorto 2013:265). From documents that were left by his 

predecessor, he found out that the Dutch administration, under supervision of the Javanese regent 

Karta Nata Negara, is extorting and exploiting Indonesian citizens (Shorto 2013:265). Eduard 

would officially accuse the regent, bypassing his direct supervisor, the resident. The fact that he 

ignored the resident in this process tarnished Eduard’s claim, which would eventually result in 

his official resignation and repatriation (Shorto 2013:265). This is when Eduard started writing 

his novel, Max Havelaar (De Jong 1984:72). The information above points in particular to the 

autobiographical nature of the novel, as will become clear from the summary of the storyline.  

3.2. The Storyline 

For the following summary of the Max Havelaar novel I used a 1992 publication of the book, 

edited by Annemarie Kets. Also I used the first English translation from 1868, by Baron Al-

phonse Nahuys. I mainly used the English version to see how certain phrases and names were 

translated.  

The story starts in Amsterdam, following the Dutch coffee trader Batavus Droogstoppel. His first 

name relates to the Dutch trading capital Batavia on Java in the Dutch-Indies, and his last name 

translates to ‘Drystubble’, which refers to all the negative connotations with a typical Dutch co-

lonial merchant: filthy rich, elitist, and arrogant (Anderson 2006:453). The story begins with 

Droogstoppel walking in Amsterdam, when he spots a man he vaguely recognises. He does not 

want anything to do with this man because of his clothing. It is winter in the Netherlands, but in-
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stead of wearing a winter coat this man only wears a shawl. A sign of poverty which is not ap-

preciated by Droogstoppel. The Sjaalman (Shawlman), as Droogstoppel calls him, turns out to be 

an old classmate who wants to ask him for a favour. Sjaalman wants to publish his writing and 

needs a respectable guarantor. When Droogstoppel agrees to look at the documents Sjaalman de-

livered, he notices some official letters regarding coffee trade. Droogstoppel realises these docu-

ments could harm the coffee trade in the Netherlands, so he decides that he should write a book 

based on these documents to prevent any possible troubles for his business in the future. Since 

writing is not one of his strongest points, Droogstoppel decides that an intern at his company, 

Ernest Stern, will write his book. Stern accepts, but first wants to establish a set of conditions be-

fore he begins to write. One of these rules states that Droogstoppel may not change anything in 

his writing, which Droogstoppel accepts. Droogstoppel’s relation to coffee is the only reference 

to coffee in the novel (Anderson 2006:453). The two titles of Multatuli’s book can be connected 

to the two characters in the book: the story of ‘Max Havelaar’ is written by Ernest Stern, while 

‘Coffee Auctions of the Dutch Trading Company’ is the story that Batavus Droogstoppel, the 

commissioner, expects from Stern (Anderson 2006:453). 

Then commences the second part of the novel: the story written by the young German intern 

Stern, working for Droogstoppel. His story takes place in Lebak on Java, Dutch-Indies, where 

the protagonist Max Havelaar is introduced. The separation of authors and story lines serves as a 

dichotomy between good and bad. Whereas Droogstoppel is arrogant and self-centred, Max 

Havelaar is depicted as virtuous and intelligent. Upon his arrival in Lebak, Havelaar is met with 

a lot of poverty, something that he is keen on resolving in his job as assistant-resident. However, 

Havelaar finds out that his Dutch colleagues are not always on the same page as himself. It 

comes to his attention that his recently diseased predecessor, Slotering, found out that the Dutch 

regent exploited the local population and enforced slave labour. When the regent was called for a 

hearing at the resident regarding these matters, there was no one in the Dutch colonial admin-

istration who dared to testify against the regent. There was no other option than to rule the regent 

free of any allegations. It is worth noting that Slotering, the recently diseased predecessor of Max 

Havelaar, died under suspicious circumstances: his wife claimed that he was poisoned.  

Eventually, Havelaar continues the work of Slotering, and officially accuses the regent of forced 

labour, extortion and oppression of the local population. This was, to say the least, not appreci-

ated by Havelaar’s direct supervisor, the resident, because Havelaar was supposed to report di-

rectly to him, which Havelaar failed to do. The case ends up at the Dutch government, but the 

governor-general rejects Havelaar’s accusations, because he surpassed his higher rank, the resi-

dent. Havelaar resigns after hearing that he is being relocated, and tries to reach the governor-

general to convince him in person. However, Havelaar is not able to reach him, and also his final 

letter is ignored.  

In the final part of the book, Stern’s writing is interrupted by the real author: Multatuli (i.e. Edu-

ard), who states:  

“Yes, I, Multatuli, “who have suffered much,” – I take the pen. I 

do not make any excuses for the form of my book, –that form was 

thought proper to obtain my object. That object has a double end– 

[…]” (Nahuys 1868:407) 

Multatuli had two goals in mind with his novel. The first goal was to leave an heirloom to his 

son and daughter. A first-hand written testimony of the injustices he and his wife experienced. In 

the second goal, Multatuli expressed his wish for his work to be read. He stresses that he wants 

to be read by all types of people, from statesmen to maids. Multatuli claimed that he wants peo-

ple to know about the injustice that is done to the people of Indonesia, by the Dutch rulers. The 

author sums up his message in four very clear words. A message that cannot be misinterpreted or 

misunderstood by any person, whatever their background or education level: 

“THE JAVANESE ARE BEING ABUSED!” (Multatuli 1992:236) 
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3.3. Impact of the Novel 

The Max Havelaar novel stirred a vigorous debate in the Netherlands after its publication. How-

ever, there is an ongoing debate on the societal impact of the novel when it came out (Ricklefs 

1981:118). Now I will discuss the short- and long-term impacts of the Max Havelaar novel. 

Right after its publication, Multatuli had supporters and opponents, sometimes discussing 

fiercely in public (Campbell and Elbourne 2014:374; Van der Meulen 2002:318). A member of 

the Dutch parliament in 1860 stated that the novel had a shocking impact on Dutch society (Al-

exander 2007:158; Shorto 2013:266).  

I will chronologically assess the effects of the novel in three different time-frames: right after its 

publication in 1860, during the rise of Indonesian nationalism, and after 1950 when Indonesia’s 

independency was recognised by the Netherlands. The novel Max Havelaar is still widely read in 

Indonesia and the Netherlands, but to what extent does Multatuli’s message come across to the 

younger generations. Can they place it in today’s time-frame, when a socially accepted colonial 

regime seems surreal? The impact of Max Havelaar over three different time-frames will sketch 

an image of how the relationship between Indonesia and the Netherlands developed. Discussing 

the impacts of this novel also contributes to our understanding of the socio-political development 

in the power relationship between Indonesia and the Netherlands. This then adds to the final 

analysis of power struggles in Dutch-Indonesian coffee trade in Chapter 6. 

3.3.1. 1860: Publication of Max Havelaar 

Just like the character Sjaalman in the Max Havelaar novel, who is looking for a respectable 

guarantor to publish his work (and finding one in Droogstoppel), Multatuli looked for a similar 

man of status to bring his work to the masses (Shorto 2013:265). For Multatuli, this man was 

Jakob van Lennep, a well-known attorney in the Netherlands (idem). The novel immediately be-

came a big hit in the Netherlands, mostly because of its unconventional structure and writing 

style that Shorto (2013:266) describes as:  

“[…] immediate, wild, almost bizarrely modern […]”  

Personally, I find Multatuli’s use of telling a ‘story within a story’ intriguing, as it is suggestive 

of many layers: Max Havelaar is the main character of Stern’s story within the story of Multatuli. 

In my own experience of reading the book, when Multatuli suddenly ‘takes the pen’ himself at 

the end, this comes as a shock. By doing so, Multatuli establishes himself as a main actor, and 

uses this space for an attempt to instigate social change. The other, more conventional, option for 

Multatuli was to remain on the background and describe himself as a victimised subject. I be-

lieve that the unique writing style was what peaked people’s interest in the novel in the first 

place. Only after reading the novel, people reflected on its content, which led to interesting social 

discussions. The news of Max Havelaar’s success also spread across borders, and the novel was 

soon translated into different languages (Shorto 2013:266). An example is the English translation 

by Nahuys, that I used for parts of the summary above, which dates back to 1868; eight years af-

ter its original publication in Dutch.  

Among the readers there was no misunderstanding that the novel was a social criticism (Van der 

Meulen 2002:336). I think this can be mostly attributed to the last part of the storyline, in which 

the author directly addresses the reader, the Dutch monarch, and many others. There is no confu-

sion about Multatuli’s intention there. Multatuli’s social criticism led to two groups emerging in 

the Netherlands: supporters and opponents of Multatuli’s social critique. Debates focused on 

whether the revelations published in Max Havelaar were true, and if so, whether Max Havelaar 

in the story acted correctly by surpassing his official supervisor (Van der Meulen 2002:318). 

There was a lot of subjectivity among the debaters, which is exemplified by one allegation that 

Multatuli was lying because he claimed there was a ravine behind his house in the Dutch-Indies, 

but according to one of his opponents there was no ravine in that location (Ricklefs 1981:118). 
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This opponent of Multatuli described the landscape as completely plain, while a supporter stated 

that he could see how Multatuli described the terrain as a ravine (idem). This shows that the dis-

cussions were sometimes also clouded by false accusations and conjectures.    

It should be noted that Multatuli specifically criticises a system within the Dutch colonial re-

gime, namely the cultuurstelsel, which was introduced in the Dutch-Indies in 1830 and forced 

Javanese farmers to grow coffee (sometimes other commodities) for the Dutch colonial rulers to 

sell, as a form of land taxes (Shorto 2013:263). I will discuss this system more thoroughly in 

Chapter 4, relating specifically to coffee production. The use of forced labour was one of the 

moral dilemmas that commanded great attention in the contemporary Dutch public debates 

(Campbell and Elbourne 2014:374). Supporters of Multatuli (i.e. opponents of forced labour), 

were propagating the universal human freedom of choice and movement. The supporters of the 

colonial regime responded to this by stating that the Dutch government does noble work in the 

Dutch-Indies, by helping the local population in developing their infrastructure and economy 

(Campbell and Elbourne 2014:374). Some merchants in the Netherlands added to the critique of 

the cultuurstelsel: it was unfair if traders in the Netherlands could not benefit from the financial 

premiums provided by the cultuurstelsel (De Jong 1984:59).  

From Multatuli’s later writings came forth that he actually was thinking more alike with his op-

ponents than his supporters: Multatuli was not necessarily against forced labour and a colonial 

regime, but against the corruption and unfree trade, enforced through the cultuurstelsel (Shorto 

2013:269; Toer 1999). Since his writing suggested otherwise, Multatuli often had to publicly 

deny any relation between his philosophy and left-winged political groups using his writings 

(Shorto 2013:266). Multatuli was absolutely no supporter of the socialist movement that arose 

around the same time as the novel was published, and which identified with him and his writ-

ings. Probably to distance himself from the socialist movement, Multatuli in his later writings 

advocated for more power to the monarch and less power to the people (Shorto 2013:266).  

The contemporary public debates are proof that the impact of the novel in the Netherlands was 

direct and significant. The novel led to very important debates, for example: Max Havelaar did 

not follow the rules of the Dutch administration when he directly accused his supervisor, but in 

light of what was happening, can it be justified? Ethical question statements like this sparked an 

era of critical reflection, that in my opinion was much needed. For decades, the colonial regime 

in Indonesia had been imposed and shaped, uncontested by the Dutch public. But the aftermath 

of the novel was that politicians were confronted, and policies were assessed on a moral ground. 

It is worth noting that in 1848 – twelve years before the publication of Max Havelaar – the polit-

ical majority in the Netherlands (together with most contemporary European states) had shifted 

to a more liberal way of thinking, which also opened up for debates on the colonial regime 

(Ricklefs 1981:118; Shorto 2013:267). The difference with the debates that followed from Max 

Havelaar, is that firstly the public discussions were grounded in political and economic reason-

ing; fuelled also by the publication of Marx’s Communist Manifesto (Shorto 2013:267). The 

publication of Multatuli added a moral dimension to the debate on colonial policy. More specifi-

cally, the cultuurstelsel was publicly criticised (Van der Meulen 2002:366). This was not just in 

the Netherlands, as Max Havelaar was soon translated into English, French and German (Ander-

son 2006:450). Europeans that were reading the novel, realised that the exotic products from the 

Far East, such as coffee, that they had grown accustomed to, were most probably acquired 

through a corrupt system of exploitation and forced labour (Fraser and Rimas 2010:240; Shorto 

2013:266). It is in fact noticeable that both in the Netherlands and Belgium there was a drop in 

coffee consumption, right after the publication of Max Havelaar (see table 2).  
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Year Germany 

(Pounds) 

France 

(Pounds) 

Nether-

lands* 

(Pounds) 

Austria – 

Hungary 

(Pounds) 

Belgium* 

(Pounds) 

1853 104,049,000 48,095,000 46,162,000** 44,716,000 41,270,000** 

1863 146,969,000 87,524,000 30,299,000** 44,966,000 39,305,000** 

1873 215,822,000 98,841,000 79,562,000 71,111,000 49,874,000 

1883 251,706,000 150,468,000 130,380,000 74,145,000 62,846,000 

1893 269,381,000 152,203,000 75,562,000 79,438,000 52,046,000 

1903 403,070,000 246,122,000 78,328,000 104,200,000 51,859,000 

1913 369,347,000 254,102,000 116,749,000 130,951,000 93,250,000 

1923 85,385,000 378,994,000 69,125,000 - 90,534,000 

1933 285,888,000 392,120,000 107,754,000 - 87,509,000 
* Note from Ukers (1935:527): “Pre-war figure for the Netherlands and Belgium not comparable with post 

war figures as they formerly included a considerable amount of “hidden” transit trade.” 

** Cursive numbers indicate decreases in coffee demand in the Netherlands and Belgium. 

Table 2. Coffee Consumption European Countries 1853-1933 (Data taken from Ukers 1935:527). 

 

This trend of falling consumption of colonial products was not just taking place in the Nether-

lands and Belgium, where the debates on Max Havelaar were raging. Although, in the larger 

German and French consumer markets, any potential decreases in coffee consumption can unfor-

tunately not be assessed from the data on imports. Fraser and Rimas (2010:240) however, cap-

ture the feeling of the European middle class, in the context of coffee by stating that:  

“A liberal wave swelled up in the coffee shops of Amsterdam, and 

Europeans began to notice the true bitterness in their cups.”  

The rise of socialism also played a big role in ‘bittering the cups’, of not just European coffee 

consumers, but also in the consumption of other commodities from the colonies: it was a confir-

mation that capitalism abuses human labour for the profit of a small elite group (Shorto 

2013:267). Under the pressure of these debates and ideas that were growing in popularity, the 

Dutch government abolished the cultuurstelsel in 1870 (Anderson 2006:451). Whether you 

agreed or disagreed with Multatuli’s writings (and the role of his writings in policy change), the 

colonial regime in the Dutch-Indies was very concretely changing policies, and new moral de-

bates were critically assessing colonial policies, as a wave of enlightenment flowed through the 

Netherlands. Van der Meulen (2002:823) argues that this development would have also taken 

place, sooner or later, without the Max Havelaar novel. However, I am inclined to agree with 

van der Meulen that the publication of Max Havelaar definitely sped up the process of social 

change in Western-Europe.  

3.3.2. The Ethical Policy and Indonesian Nationalism 

As discussed above, the contemporary impact of the Max Havelaar novel on Dutch society right 

after its publication is not entirely clear. Some people state that the novel immediately caused 

upheaval, while others deny this claim (Ricklefs 1981:118). One thing is certain: the book would 

become an important reference for the decolonisation movement in the twentieth century (idem). 

The previously mentioned cultuurstelsel was terminated in 1870, but the Dutch government con-

tinued its colonial regime in the Dutch-Indies (Firman 1991). The Max Havelaar publication, 

and its impact on Western-European societies, made the Dutch colonial administration grow 

weary of the book. For a very long time, the novel Max Havelaar was carefully kept outside of 

the Dutch colonial borders (Anderson 2006:461). But, the Dutch government started showing le-

niency and consideration towards the indigenous people on the Dutch-Indies, which was mostly 
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triggered by the liberal movement with support of the Max Havelaar novel. This had conse-

quences for shaping the route to Indonesian independence, namely the formulation of an Ethical 

Policy (which will be discussed further in Chapter 4:47), and also the rise of an Indonesian elite 

(Feenberg 2006; Firman 1991; Van der Meulen 2002:616). As a small number of gifted Indone-

sians were able to study at Dutch universities, they inevitably became acquainted with Mul-

tatuli’s novel Max Havelaar (Anderson 2006:461).  

Besides the rise of a nationalist Indonesian leadership (enlightened and educated in the Nether-

lands ironically), the novel Max Havelaar also had an impact on the Dutch administration in the 

Dutch-Indies. Firstly, the Dutch administrators that were on the Dutch-Indies at the time that the 

Max Havelaar novel was released, were challenged regarding their moral conscience (Feenberg 

2006). The moral dilemma that the Dutch administrators faced was unbearable for some, which 

led to multiple resignations and, even worse, some administrators took their own life (idem). 

Secondly, there is no doubt that newly appointed government workers in the Dutch-Indies after 

1860, had read the work of Multatuli (Van der Meulen 2002:823). They came to the colony filled 

with noble intentions, and they would treat the indigenous population with much respect and 

care; especially in comparison with their predecessors (idem). 

3.3.3. A Time of Peace, Restoration and Development  

In 1950, the independence of Indonesia was (finally) recognised by the Netherlands (Said 

1993:199). A couple of decades after the declaration of Indonesian independence, a new discus-

sion on the Max Havelaar novel started in the Netherlands. Similar to the public debates that 

arose in the Netherlands a century before that, the discussions were more often than not based on 

subjective argumentation.3 A more balanced assessment of Multatuli’s actions came from jour-

nalist Paul van ‘t Veer (Heldring 2013). His research, published in 1982, was very supportive of 

Multatuli’s actions — which Van ‘t Veer claims himself he did not expect before starting his re-

search — and it added much needed clarity to some of the criticism Multatuli received over the 

years (Van der Meulen 2002:339).4 

                                                                 

 
3 The most well-known opponent of Multatuli in this period was Rob Nieuwenhuys, who accused Multatuli of acting in a way 

that does not align with the Indonesian values, referring to Multatuli’s disrespectful attitude towards his direct superior, the re-

gent (Van der Meulen 2002:337). Additionally, Multatuli was accused of a one-sided, ‘Western’ perspective, never taking into 

account how the local population thought of the regent; according to Nieuwenhuys the locals respected the Dutch regent (idem). 

This second criticism sounds counter-intuitive, because one would say that Multatuli was actually one of the first persons to stand 

up against the injustice that was done to the Indonesian people. However, Nieuwenhuys alludes here to the manner in which Mul-

tatuli brought this injustice to light. Nieuwenhuys argues that the critique was launched in a disrespectful and impatient way, 

which is in conflict with the local Indonesian values of being considerate, honourable and diligent (Limanta and Wiranda 2004; 

Van der Meulen 2002:337).  

4 Firstly, a recurring criticism was that Multatuli acted impatiently. He could have spent more time thinking through the conse-

quences of his actions, and not surpass his direct supervisor, the resident. Van ‘t Veer claimed that Multatuli’s assertiveness was 

essential because the regent of Tjiandjoer was going to arrive soon (Van der Meulen 2002:337). The arrival of the regent would 

mean that Lebak would soon be flooded by hundreds of men and horses, which all should be housed and fed (Multatuli 

1992:173). This would put an even bigger strain on the labour investment of the local population (idem). A different assumption 

for Multatuli’s haste, not brought up by Van ‘t Veer, was that he felt rushed because his predecessor was allegedly poisoned after 

questioning the actions of the Dutch administration (Shorto 2013:265). Multatuli wanted to bring his allegations out in the open, 

in case of a similar personal attack. Secondly, Van ‘t Veer reiterated that if Multatuli would not have surpassed his supervisor, an 

official investigation would have been started (Van der Meulen 2002:339). However, this investigation would not result in any-

thing, considering the corrupt manner in which the Dutch administration previously dealt with such allegations (idem). Finally, 

regarding the critique that Multatuli did not take into account the legitimacy of the regent from the locals’ perspective, Van ‘t 

Veer comments that if Multatuli would have done so, he would have accepted the extortion by the Dutch administration (idem). 

In other words, the locals, through their cultural values, accepted the regent as their superior, thereby honouring his decisions and 

ruling. If Multatuli would have taken this into consideration, he could have argued that the situation was not so bad because the 

local population does not seem particularly unhappy with their situation. But the fact remains that extortion and exploitation oc-

curred, and whether the locals accepted this or not, they would be better off without it. 
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In their article, Limanta and Wiranda (2004) raise significant points that were not addressed by 

Multatuli, thereby questioning the novel’s validity. 5 It is important to note that Limanta and 

Wiranda (2004) strictly address the fictional character Max Havelaar, and do not criticise Mul-

tatuli’s actions in the Dutch-Indies; although it is implied since the novel is often considered an 

autobiography. One flaw of Multatuli’s novel, which is very relevant to the focus of this thesis, is 

the lack of reference to the Indonesian social classes in the novel (see discussion in Limanta and 

Wiranda 2004). As I will discuss in the next chapter, the Dutch administration cleverly made use 

of the local culture when implementing the cultuurstelsel, by including the local Indonesian au-

thorities in their (monetary) premium system. The Indonesian lower classes followed the orders 

of their indigenous superiors without question; this does not become clear from Multatuli’s writ-

ings (Limanta and Wiranda 2004). The character Max Havelaar would be recognised as coming 

from a high social class by the indigenous Indonesians. In the novel, Max Havelaar aligns him-

self with the lower, exploited classes, while simultaneously trusting the Indonesian rulers to 

counteract the Dutch exploitation. Limanta and Wiranda (2004) raise the point that, while Max 

Havelaar identified himself with the Indonesian lower classes, the indigenous Indonesians did 

not accept or recognise the equality that Max Havelaar displayed towards them, because of the 

class difference. Therefore, Max Havelaar would not receive the support from the Indonesians 

that he expected. His failure to understand, or ignore, the workings of the Indonesian social hier-

archy, resulted in that the exploited Indonesian lower classes did not back him up (Limanta and 

Wiranda 2004). 

More than 150 years after the publication of Max Havelaar, the intentions of Multatuli and his 

main character are still debated, as has been discussed above. I can say with certainty that Mul-

tatuli succeeded in his two aims stated at the end of his book: he left a legacy for his children, 

and his work has been read by many. From my own experience, I can say that Multatuli has ac-

quired a legendary status in the Netherlands. A bust of Multatuli is placed in Amsterdam, and his 

book became an all-time classic piece of literature in the Netherlands. The novel appears on 

nearly every booklist at Dutch high schools. Also in Indonesia the novel is still regarded as an 

important piece of literature (Crafton 2014). It has been translated in multiple languages and has 

been made into a movie. But apart from being read, did Multatuli’s message about the mistreat-

ment of the Indonesian people come across? Did the reader understand the severity of this abuse? 

He wanted people to realise that the precious coffee they drink in the Netherlands is not just bit-

ter by taste. According to a New York Times article, written by the famous Indonesian author 

Toer (Limanta and Wiranda 2004), the book “killed colonialism” (Toer 1999). His reasoning is 

that the novel brought mistreatment of the Indonesian people to light from a first-hand witness. 

This gave fuel to the fight of the liberal movement in the Netherlands against the colonial gov-

ernment (Toer 1999). Additionally, a number of Indonesian people were proficient in the Dutch 

language, and the book made them realise extent of the exploitation, which ultimately led to in-

dependency in the 1940s (idem). Toer (1999) claims that the Indonesian independency led to a 

worldwide decolonisation process. If that is true, I believe Multatuli achieved more with his 

work than he envisioned; but not according to his wishes. The fact that Multatuli was actually a 

supporter of a colonial, undemocratic regime, being most concerned with the corruptive practices 

                                                                 

 
5 I highlight the paper of Limanta and Wiranda (2004), since their Indonesian descent implies a much better grasp on Indonesian 

culture than I could ever have. However, I do not agree with every part of their criticism. Whether this comes down to cultural 

differences or literary disagreements, I cannot say with certainty. For example, I agree that Multatuli fails to mention the Indone-

sian social hierarchy. However, I think it is not necessarily the case that Max Havelaar did not understand it. I think he expects 

that the exploited Indonesians would follow him, despite the difference in social status, because he believes his purpose is inher-

ently and morally better, and he thinks that the exploited Indonesian lower classes would realise that as well. Moreover, I disa-

gree with the criticism that Max Havelaar was not willing to sacrifice his own sake for his cause. Limanta and Wiranda (2004) 

compare him with his predecessor, who did not surpass his direct supervisor in his accusation, after which he got suspiciously 

died. So, I think it is logical that Max Havelaar took caution when considering his actions. Furthermore, I think it was very un-

common within the Dutch administration at that time (nineteenth century) to accuse your supervisors at all. So in my opinion, 

carrying out an official accusation already testifies of Havelaar’s willingness to sacrifice his personal situation for his cause. 
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within the Dutch-Indies administration, is largely buried underneath the impact of the book (see 

Chapter 3:33; Shorto 2013:269). The main message of Multatuli in the book remains: “The Java-

nese are being abused!”. 

The second half of the twentieth century also marks a resurgence of the name Max Havelaar. In 

1988, the Max Havelaar Foundation (MHF) was established by the Dutch development agency 

Solidaridad (Ingenbleek and Reinders 2013). The use of the name Max Havelaar is no coinci-

dence: the name alludes to the organisation’s ideal of fighting for the rights and subsistence of 

small-scale coffee farmers (first in Mexico, but then globally). The name of the MHF then refers 

to the fictional character in the Max Havelaar novel, fighting for the rights of, among others, In-

donesian coffee farmers (Fraser and Rimas 2010:242; Ingenbleek and Reinders 2013; Jaffee 

2007:13; Lyon 2006). The MHF was part of the rising Alternative Trade Organisations (ATOs) 

in the second half of the twentieth century. The MHF came to expand its operations into the 

global Fairtrade brand. A crucial development, in the sense that it attempted to change the rela-

tionship between producers and consumers, first for coffee, and then other commodities. I will 

discuss the formation of the Max Havelaar Foundation and the Fairtrade brand in more detail in 

Chapter 5. 

3.4. Discussion: The Success of Multatuli 

Though Multatuli personally was never an opponent of the colonial system (Anderson 

2006:460), the novel he wrote became the embodiment of anti-colonialist movements (Limanta 

and Wiranda 2004, Toer 1999). Multatuli was, and still is, viewed as a hero among many people, 

based solely on that he was the author of the book that started the anti-colonialist movement 

which, according to Toer (1999), eventually ended colonial regimes worldwide. 

The emergence of ATOs and the Fairtrade brand relate to the Max Havelaar novel in several 

ways. The first and most obvious is that the predecessor of Fairtrade, the Max Havelaar Founda-

tion, draws on the novel to motivate and spur the organisation. Hence, to some extent Multatuli’s 

novel also lies at the core of the movement which led to ATOs. Describing the impact of the 

novel over the three time-frames, reveals clear similarities between the movement that emerged 

in the Netherlands and Western-Europe in the nineteenth century, and the movement that led to 

ATOs in the twentieth century. This statement does not imply that the ATO movement would 

not have emerged if not for the Max Havelaar novel, but I think that the status and meaning as-

cribed to the book was a useful reminder of the injustices in the past. Fraser and Rimas 

(2010:241) make the argument that the novel Max Havelaar was used by opponents of the Gen-

eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The GATT was established post-World War II, 

and promoted free trade among countries worldwide. Opponents of the GATT argued that the 

agreement would negatively impact farmers in low-income regions, who were already working 

under bad working conditions. Fraser and Rimas (2010:241) imply that these opponents referred 

to the Max Havelaar novel in recognising the contemporary problem, and in their arguments 

against the trade agreement. In this way, the Max Havelaar name also provides a bridging link 

for this thesis between the past and the present, and in the triangular drama between coffee, colo-

nialism, and the power relationship between Indonesia and the Netherlands.  
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4. Peering Back Through the Lens of Coffee 

The previous chapter described a formation of an anti-colonialist debate and its legacy, from the 

colonial era during the nineteenth century, to alternative trade organizations at the end of the 

twentieth century. The red thread in the development of this socio-political discussion was Max 

Havelaar. A novel that was used as a reference by the Indonesian independency movement, and 

a name that was reused for the Dutch foundation that later turned into Fairtrade. In this chapter, I 

will revisit the history of the relationship between Indonesia and the Netherlands in more detail, 

allowing coffee to become one of the leading actors.  

In the seventeenth century, the Dutch brought coffee to some of their colonies, including the 

Dutch-Indies (Rice 2003). The Dutch-Indies rapidly turned into the main supplier of coffee on a 

global scale (idem). The purpose of this chapter is then to explore the most significant economic, 

social, and political developments in Indonesia since the introduction of coffee, and to analyse 

how coffee production is entangled in the political struggles over power between Indonesia and 

the Netherlands. I reiterate the research questions from earlier, that I use as guidelines in writing 

this chapter: how has the production of coffee in Indonesia been shaped since its introduction to 

Indonesian soils by the Dutch merchants? And: how did economic, social, and political develop-

ments in Indonesia impact the coffee industry (and vice versa), and coffee trade with the Nether-

lands? This chapter provides a significant amount of background information and data for the 

analysis of power struggles between Indonesia and the Netherlands regarding coffee trade in 

Chapter 6.  

Still to this day you can find a great amount of evidence that the Dutch once resided in Indonesia 

(Charles 2016:61). This evidence ranges from Dutch texts on certain buildings (see fig. 1), to 

similar law and education systems, to the formation of landscapes, shaped by large coffee planta-

tions (see fig. 2). As revealed by Multatuli’s novel, the material, structural, and landscape evi-

dences of Dutch presence in Indonesia also conveys the (darker) backstory of colonialism and 

power struggles over land, labour, and coffee. During the Dutch reign, the Indonesian people 

were abused and exploited (Fraser and Rimas 2010:239). The indigenous people on Java were 

forced by the Dutch administration to turn as much land as possible into coffee plantations (and 

also other cash crops), even when it was not ideal for the land (Breman 2010:81; Pendergrast 

2010:21; Fraser and Rimas 2010:239). The harvests were then exclusively brought to the Dutch 

rulers, as other traders were denied access to the produce. In other words: the Dutch maintained a 

complete monopoly on the Indonesian coffee market (Breman 2010:81; Ukers 1935:343). As 

will become more clear later in this chapter, the isolation from the international market was not 

in favour of the Indonesian coffee farmers’ incomes, because the Dutch only paid them a fraction 

of the coffee world price (Breman 2010:81).  
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Figure 4. Nineteenth century coffee farm in Indonesia (Tropenmuseum c.1870). Shows clear imaging of deforesta-

tion and landscape transformation as a result of coffee cultivation in Indonesia. 

Figure 2. Department Store ‘de Vries’ in Java, Indonesia (Warenhuis de Vries 2014). De Vries is one of the most common surnames in 

the Netherlands. 
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4.1. The Early Journeys of Dutch Traders to the East-Indies 

In order to understand the context of how coffee, colonialism, and power shaped the relationship 

between Indonesia and the Netherlands, I need to give a brief historical background on the for-

mation of the Netherlands itself, and its maritime trade. The country that is now known as the 

Netherlands, was for a long time occupied by Spain, but at the end of the sixteenth century a 

movement for a Dutch republic arose, revolting against the Spanish overlords (Charles 2016:12; 

Price 1998:1). This revolt was part of the Eighty Years’ War that took place from 1568 till 1648, 

though this period also includes a twelve-year-long truce from 1609 till 1621 (Price 1998:22). 

The revolt of the Indonesian nationalist movement against the Dutch government approximately 

400 years later then echoes the struggle for independence of the Netherlands itself.  

The means by which the Dutch provinces could sustain their revolt in the sixteenth century for so 

long also explains how they would later become one of the largest global maritime trading coun-

tries: the Northern provinces were very active on the Baltic and North seas, mainly trading in 

grain and fish (Price 1998:8). The trade in grain freed up space for the agricultural sector to in-

vest time and effort into other products, such as meat, which led to a surplus in food supply and 

urbanisation; developments that allowed the continuation of revolt against Spain (Price 1998:9; 

Stearns 2013:47). The strong position of the Netherlands in commercial sea trade led to a strong 

economy, and development of maritime experience, that allowed for the expansion of maritime 

trade beyond European borders (Stearns 2013:43). Portuguese traders were famous with their es-

tablished trade routes to the Far East. I have mentioned before that the Dutchman Jan Huyghen 

van Linschoten managed to get on board with some oriental Portuguese trading missions, and 

wrote a detailed book on his experiences (see Chapter 2:18). The publication of the book led to 

several trading missions that were set up from the Netherlands, of which one trading mission, led 

by Cornelius de Houtman, ended up at the Indonesian island Sumatra (Laffan 2013:166; see fig. 

1 in Chapter 2:17). Shorto (2013:263) strikingly compares De Houtman’s earliest travel to the 

Far East with the first journey of Eduard Douwes Dekker (Multatuli) to the Dutch-Indies: De 

Houtman would start an era of exploitation that Eduard would ultimately put an end to.  

The early Dutch trading missions to the Indonesian archipelago at the end of the 16th century 

were not necessarily successful journeys, as there were multiple casualties on both sides, and the 

Dutch traders eventually only brought back some pepper to the Netherlands (Charles 2016:16-7). 

However, financially speaking, the trading mission was still profitable, and this profitability 

sparked many other Dutch merchants to set sails towards the Indonesian islands (idem). But, at 

the start of the seventeenth century continuation of the Dutch oriental trade was increasingly 

threatened by strong competition from Portuguese, Spanish and British merchants (Charles 

2016:20). As mentioned earlier (Chapter 2:18), the Dutch government responded to this threat by 

merging all regional trading initiatives into one large company: de Vereenigde Oost-Indische 

Compagnie (VOC), or, the Dutch East-India Company (Nierstrasz 2015:5). The VOC was estab-

lished in 1602 and became one of the cornerstones of the Dutch Golden Age, by ultimately ac-

quiring exclusive trading rights on spices (Charles 2016:5). Of all the East-India companies 

started in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Dutch VOC was the most successful in 

terms of profitability (Balk et al. 2007:13). Though, The VOC was in turmoil for a large part of 

the seventeenth century, due to conflicts (over trade agreements) with the British East-India 

Company, and local Asian authorities (Charles 2016:48). However, the VOC learned to deal 

with such conflicts, and the governmental monopolies on Asian commodities allowed them to 

collect immense profits, which ensured continuous growth of the company; despite the relative 

large amount of military expenses (Charles 2016:52). In 1619, the VOC took over control of the 

town Jaccatra (Jakarta), on the Indonesian island Java, from the indigenous people (Balk et al. 

2007:61; see Chapter 2:18). The Dutch merchants would soon after its occupation rename Jacca-

tra to Batavia (idem). For years to come, this settlement would house the headquarters of the 

Dutch colonial administration. But, the successes of the VOC would decline, approaching the 
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end of the seventeenth century (Nierstrasz 2015:57-58), while at the same time the coffee plant 

was on the rise. 

After its first discovery in Abyssinia, coffee had made its way to the Arabic world (Balk et al. 

2007:13; Pendergrast 2010:5). Yemen, part of Arabia, later became an important haven for 

Dutch merchants to load up on supplies, on their way towards Asia (Brouwer 1992). During their 

stops in the Yemen, around the year 1614, the Dutch traders got a smell and taste of coffee 

(Ukers 1935:39). In 1696, the Dutch merchants brought coffee, via Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), to 

the island of Java (Pendergrast 2010:7; Ricklefs 1981:83; Smith 1985:3). The first coffee from 

Java would reach the Dutch mainland in 1711; many shipments would follow in the years after 

(Wellman 1961:413). Thus, more than 300 years ago, coffee became acquainted with Indonesian 

soil and its hospitable (from coffee’s perspective) climate. Ecologically speaking, Indonesia pro-

vides a great ‘fit’ between plant and ecosystem, because the coffee plant thrives in a consistently 

warm climate with plenty precipitation (Daviron and Ponte 2006:70; Indonesia Investments 

2015; Mangal 2007:10); both these conditions are met in Indonesia (Schroth et al. 2015). Coffee 

production then came to reshape the physical landscapes and social relations in Indonesia. But, 

the ‘perfect fit’ between coffee and Indonesian ecological conditions was not mirrored in the so-

cio-economic relations between the Dutch traders and the locals, that would arise as a result from 

coffee production.  

One of the more well-known early conflicts between the VOC and several local Indonesian au-

thorities (who were also fighting internally) is the First Javanese War, in the first decade of the 

eighteenth century (Ricklefs 1981:82). The Dutch traders were mostly focused on acquiring 

high, long-term and stable profits: in a deal made with one of the indigenous leaders, Susuhunan 

Pakubuwana I, the VOC cancelled his debts in exchange for rights to expand outside of Batavia 

(Ricklefs 1981:83). Besides the approval for expansion, many other rights were granted to the 

VOC by local leaders, of which the most important for this study is the guaranteed delivery of 

coffee (idem). The importance of Indonesia for the VOC can perhaps be appreciated by the fact 

that, in 1725, ninety percent of all coffee sold in Europe was imported from Java (Seavoy 

2003:42). In the 1730s coffee had become a popular product among the Dutch elite, and the 

VOC was not able to bring back enough coffee to meet the demand (Ricklefs 1981:86). Fluctua-

tions in coffee exports can be found back in the supply of coffee to the VOC from the East-In-

dies (see Table 3). The measurements of coffee are depicted in ‘picul’, which literally means as 

much as you can carry with a stick over your shoulder; this translates to bags ranging from 133 

to 140 pounds of coffee (Ukers 1935:40; Van Hoëvell 1877:55); or 60 kilograms (Andrade 

2008:291). In the 1730s there are huge fluctuations in the amounts of coffee provided: from the 

year 1734 to 1735, 1738 to 1739, and 1740 to 1741, the supply is halved every next year. The 

highest ranks in the VOC had to pay the loss of income when they would not bring back enough 

coffee (Ricklefs 1981:87).  

Armed conflicts would continue in the eighteenth century, leading to losses in territory and in-

come for the VOC, while simultaneously the perceived ‘exoticness’ of Asian products in the Eu-

ropean consumer markets deteriorated, leading to decreasing demands for coffee and other com-

modities (Charles 2016:58). Table 3 clearly depicts that the supply of coffee from the VOC 

dropped immensely in the 1740s. Also, coffee reached South-America in the beginning of the 

eighteenth century (see Chapter 2:17), and the upcoming Brazilian coffee market meant severe 

market competition for the VOC, that almost had a global monopoly on coffee before this, as 

discussed above (Charles 2016:59; Pendergrast 2010:16). 

 

 

 

 



 

 
42 

Year Picul Year Picul Year Picul Year Picul 

1721 1,515 1741 21,086 1761 9,022 1781 31,110 

1722 3,882 1742 - 1762 11,228 1782 24,816 

1723 8,818 1743 - 1763 5,458 1783 20,170 

1724 15,465 1744 4,224 1764 15,000 1784 25,375 

1725 26,968 1745 6,539 1765 7,361 1785 17,796 

1726 26,198 1746 10,195 1766 28,207 1786 20,196 

1727 16,791 1747 8,413 1767 26,987 1787 23,501 

1728 15,748 1748 12,799 1768 35,724 1788 24,586 

1729 15,770 1749 15,330 1769 33,017 1789 50,779 

1730 13,026 1750 13,225 1770 28,484 1790 58,317 

1731 - 1751 9,022 1771 24,374 1791 49,562 

1732 - 1752 11,738 1772 15,258 1792 72,983 

1733 - 1753 18,063 1773 25,479 1793 86,686 

1734 45,096 1754 15,870 1774 22,301 1794 67,875 

1735 20,848 1755 14,068 1775 16,375 1795 65,866 

1736 29,827 1756 20,015 1776 30,275 1796 57,769 

1737 28,698 1757 20,922 1777 24,935 1797 81,986 

1738 43,480 1758 16,023 1778 22,444 1798 56,178 

1739 23,292 1759 14,468 1779 26,923 1799 44,062 

1740 40,925 1760 11,191 1780 32,409 1800 62,764 

Table 3. Coffee delivered to VOC from East-Indies 1721-1800 (Data taken from Breman 2010:83). 

 

Increased competition, and above all, rising military expenses, caused the VOC major financial 

losses. Directors were fired consecutively, reflecting also internal power struggles within the 

VOC. Eventually, the VOC drew its last breath, went bankrupt, and was taken over by the Dutch 

government in 1800 (Ricklefs 1981:102; Shorto 2013:266). During these times, the Netherlands 

itself was in a state of political unrest.6 The governmental power in nineteenth century Nether-

lands, that was subjected to many complex alterations, had at least one constant factor: it was 

leading one of the world’s most notorious colonial empires until far into the twentieth century. 

The change of political power is relevant to this story of coffee because it is related to the social 

organisation of coffee production in Indonesia. Initially, Dutch coffee merchants active in the 

East-Indies were traders from the VOC, and based their ideas on mercantilism, but from 1815 the 

colonies were officially led directly by the Dutch government, and also increasingly under the 

paradigm of colonialism. Around 1800, the Dutch administrators that were in the East-Indies 

were very uncertain of the future of both the Netherlands and its expansion in Indonesia, because 

of the political turmoil (Groot 2009:17). It seemed likely for a while that either England or 

France would take over the Dutch colonies, depending on who was going to claim political lead-

ership back in the Netherlands itself (idem).  

                                                                 

 
6 The Dutch political leader, Stadtholder Willem V, fled the country because of an invasion by the French revolutionary forces 

(Shorto 2013:264). A French king, the brother of Napoleon, was instated, who left the throne in 1813 because of France’s mili-

tary losses, which made way for the son of Willem V to step up as a new (Dutch) king (idem). The 1814 Treaty of Paris and 1815 

Congress of Vienna led to the proclamation of the United Republic of the Netherlands (Berkvens 2008; NPO-NOS 2015). In 

1830 the Belgium Revolution led to a separation of Dutch and Belgian provinces, and in 1848 the famous Dutch politican Johan 

Rudolph Thorbecke drafts the constitution (Groot 2009:340). The role of the monarchy is redefined and this is the same monar-

chical structure as now it in the Netherlands today. 
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4.2. The Dutch Colonial Kingdom 

4.2.1. Java War  

The Dutch colonial regime sporadically met with resistance from the local population. One ex-

ample is the Java War, which took place from 1825—1830 (Drakeley 2005:37; NPO-NOS 

2015). The motive for the Java War was for a large part grounded in religious convictions (De 

Jong 1984:197). The main actor on Indonesian side was Diponegoro, son of sultan Djokjakarta, 

who took on the mission to expel the Dutch-Christian infidels from his lands (De Jong 1984:50). 

However, Diponegoro was also critical to the financial exploitation that took place under the 

heading of ‘colonialism’. Coffee played a part in these power struggles, as Diponegoro voiced 

complaints that Indonesian farmers were paid ten times less for their products than the estab-

lished international market prices (NPO-NOS 2015). Besides his religious convictions, Dipone-

goro was overall supportive of Dutch presence in his country, on the condition that they would 

trade fairly with the local population (idem). From table 4, it is clear to see that coffee production 

dropped after 1825, similarly to how it dropped after 1810, when the Dutch administration was 

close to losing its territory to England or France. However, the Java War did not mean that cof-

fee production fell everywhere on Java. Table 5 shows for example that the region Bandung, a 

region on Java, even significantly increased their coffee production in 1827, while keeping cof-

fee production relatively stable during the other years of the Java War. 

The Java War ended when the Dutch officials arrested Diponegoro, by cunningly inviting him to 

the Dutch headquarters to discuss the terms of a truce.7 The Java War claimed more than 

200.000 lives, and drove up the military expenses for the Dutch administration (De Jong 

1984:51; NPO-NOS 2015). These increased expenses for the Dutch government led to the devel-

opment of one of the most notorious labour systems in colonial history: Het Cultuurstelsel 

(Charles 2016:44). The labour system had significant impacts on the Indonesian people and its 

landscapes, and was entirely formative of the coffee production in the Dutch-Indies. I will dis-

cuss this in more detail in the following passages. At the end of the eighteenth century, around 

five and a half tonnes of coffee was produced on Java (Booth 1998:17). Coffee production (on 

Java) gradually increased during the start of the nineteenth century, surpassing 25,000 tonnes in 

1820 (idem). But, this growth in coffee production would reach its peak only after the cultuurst-

elsel was implemented (idem). Coffee production also put a strain on the available labour in In-

donesia: by 1840, nearly an eighth of the total Indonesian population was forced to work on the 

lands, cultivating cash crops for benefit of the Dutch state (Booth 1998:19). The focus on coffee 

of the Dutch colonial authorities had a good reason. Coffee provided a continuous, stable source 

of profits from Java for the Netherlands, which could not be matched by any other commodity 

(Ricklefs 1981:114).  

 

 

 

 

                                                                 

 
7 Diponegoro was captured under false pretences: the war was paused temporarily during a truce, and the Dutch generals invited 

Diponegoro to discuss the terms of war, when they arrested him and put him into exile (De Jong 1984:51). A quote from Ricklefs 

(1981:82) is very fitting here, which comments on the way the VOC operated:  

“The VOC, however, was better at fighting wars than keeping promises.”  

The treachery that led to the arrest of Diponegoro shows that the philosophy from the VOC was still present in the Dutch colonial 

regime. 
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4.2.2. Het Cultuurstelsel 

Het Cultuurstelsel, or, the Cultivation System (literally: Culture System), was set up by the 

Dutch in 1830 to make full ‘use of’, or rather, to fully control and exploit, the labour and re-

sources in the Dutch-Indies (Breman 2010:82; Shorto 2013:263). The cultuurstelsel was first and 

foremost centred around an increase of coffee cultivation, which meant that local Indonesians 

were forced to grow (more) coffee (De Jong 1984:53). The philosophy which sprouted the insti-

tution of the cultuurstelsel was the following, as described by De Jong (1984:52):  

“The colonies exist for the Motherland, and not the Motherland for 

the colonies.”8 

De Jong’s statement is supported by Breman (2010:82): 

“The company considered themselves as owner of the land and the 

people, and acted as such.”9 

The sense of ownership of land of labour, shaped the behaviour of the Dutch traders and the co-

lonial administration: the colonies, and everything in it, including the people, was a resource to 

make the Netherlands wealthier and more powerful. This self-proclaimed entitlement enabled the 

systematic exploitation that characterised the cultuurstelsel. As already mentioned, the cultuurst-

elsel was a response to the financial losses incurred by the Java War, and other military conflicts 

in the colonies. But, the Dutch colonial administration was also expected to cover the high mili-

tary costs back in the Netherlands itself, where, for example, the French revolutionaries invaded 

at the end of the 18th century (Limanta and Wiranda 2004). As I mentioned above, the cultuurst-

elsel was initially focused solely on coffee production: the total output of coffee increased by 

roughly 155 percent in six years (see table 6). From Java’s total exports in 1870, including all ag-

ricultural commodities, coffee made up two-fifths of total exports (Booth 1998:208).  

Ukers (1935:343-344) describes the forced coffee cultivation with more specific numbers:  

“Under Government control each native family was required to 

keep from six hundred to a thousand coffee trees in bearing, and to 

sell two-fifths of the crop to the Government.”  

The information given in this passage is staggering. Every family that was subjected to Dutch 

colonial control was forced to grow coffee, and the amount of trees required is large, considering 

that most Indonesians also needed to grow food crops to survive. Additionally — and this is not 

fully encompassed by the quote above — the amount of coffee the Indonesian farmers were 

forced to sell to the Dutch government, was sold for an incredibly low price (Ukers 1935:344). 

This was also one of the motivations of Diponegoro to start the Java War (as discussed above). 

The world price of coffee was, on average, four times higher than the price paid by the Dutch ad-

ministration to the Indonesian people, though Diponegoro himself claimed that the difference 

was even higher (Ukers 1935:344). It is then not difficult to imagine how the Dutch government 

were raking in huge profits from their colonial coffee monopoly in the Dutch-Indies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 

 
8 Original quote: ”De Coloniën bestaan voor het Moederland en niet het Moederland voor de Coloniën” (De Jong 1984:52) 
9 Original quote:”De Compagnie beschouwde zich als eigenaar van land en volk en gedroeg zich als zodanig.” (Breman 2010:82) 
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Year Picul Year Picul Year Picul Year Picul Year Picul 

1801 62,987 1815 60,186 1829 64,647 1843 171,803 1857 130,300 

1802 46,143 1816 62,563 1830 52,735 1844 152,123 1858 156,200 

1803 43,919 1817 68,578 1831 39,230 1845 57,150 1859 101,500 

1804 56,053 1818 88,788 1832 53,236 1846 123,690 1860 162,000 

1805 53,046 1819 65,303 1833 65,103 1847 126,707 1861 116,900 

1806 78,874 1820 46,534 1834 160,023 1848 92,136 1862 82,700 

1807 104,000 1821 81,352 1835 81,085 1849 39,647 1863 172,600 

1808 112,028 1822 68,361 1836 152,274 1850 103,132 1864 31,200 

1809 100,366 1823 52,123 1837 116,300 1851 217,363 1865 90,800 

1810 99,428 1824 54,094 1838 96,100 1852 147,006 1866 205,300 

1811 21,348 1825 105,684 1839 234,014 1853 130,127 1867 136,300 

1812 43,717 1826 77,838 1840 109,644 1854 243,554 1868 48,106 

1813 43,866 1827 53,962 1841 168,130 1855 272,300 1869 136,812 

1814 42,710 1828 46,306 1842 250,598 1856 199,900 1870 126,698 

Table 4. Coffee delivered to Dutch administration from East-Indies 1801-1870 (Breman 2010:83). 

 

Year Picul Year Picul Year Picul Year Picul 

1813 18,891 1821 26,525 1829 25,562 1837 65,977 

1814 17,586 1822 25,109 1830 22,084 1838 54,155 

1815 20,416 1823 24,781 1831 17,723 1839 113,595 

1816 18,132 1824 23,050 1832 22,328 1840 59,427 

1817 22,212 1825 22,138 1833 33,290 1841 49,583 

1818 19,993 1826 21,293 1834 74,428 1842 130,049 

1819 21,011 1827 30,448 1835 46,260 1843 92,413 

1820 18,468 1828 23,139 1836 76,278 1844 88,359 

Table 5. Coffee Production Bandung, Dutch-Indies 1813-1844 (Data taken from Breman 2010:232). 

 

 

 

 

The Dutch administration also demanded taxes in the form of other services, by claiming twenty 

percent land of every farmer, but also by forcing the locals to build roads and buildings (Breman 

2010:82; Shorto 2013:263). The Dutch administration could enforce this strict tax system with-

out much backlash, because of their claimed ownership of the respective lands (Breman 2010:82; 

De Jong 1984:52). Therefore, if the terms set by the Dutch administration were not met by the 

Indonesian farmers, the farmers would be denied access to the lands that were, amongst others, 

used for food harvest (Breman 2010:82). So, the local people in the Dutch-Indies would risk star-

vation if they did not comply with the Dutch rules.  

Years Total Amount (Picul) Yearly Average (Picul) 

1847-1849 258,490 86,163 

1850-1852 467,501 155,833 

1853-1855 658,451 219,483 

1856-1858 499,480 166,493 

1859-1861 389,706 129,902 

1862-1864 287,520 95,840 

Table 6. Coffee Production Dutch-Indies 1847-1864 (Breman 2010:248). 
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When the Dutch administration took control of Indonesian agricultural land, food crops were of-

ten transformed into coffee cultivations. In some cases, the Dutch administration handed control 

of the land back to the Indonesian farmers (Booth 1998:18). But, the Indonesians were not inter-

ested in continuing coffee cultivation, because it was not profitable for them. They could after all 

only sell it for a low price to the Dutch rulers. The lands that were now back in control of Indo-

nesian farmers, and filled with coffee crops, were therefore often deserted (Booth 1998:18). 

The Dutch traders also made use of the local Indonesian culture, which resembled a caste system 

in which it is considered virtuous to obey people that have a higher rank in society (Limanta and 

Wiranda 2004; Shorto 2013:264). By including the local aristocracy into the cultuurstelsel and 

promising a share of the income, local power hierarchies could be exploited whereby Indonesian 

farmers generally complied to regional authorities out of tradition (idem). Thus, local authorities 

would enforce the cultuurstelsel for the Dutch administration. As discussed in the previous chap-

ter, one of the strongest criticisms against the Max Havelaar novel was the lack of recognition of 

Indonesia’s social hierarchies (see Chapter 3:36). The character Max Havelaar failed to gain sup-

port from the Indonesian lower classes, in his endeavour for social equality in the Dutch-Indies. 

The reason that Indonesian lower classes did not identify with Max Havelaar’s cause, can be at-

tributed to Havelaar’s misunderstanding of the importance that is placed in the power hierarchy 

in Indonesia (Limanta and Wiranda 2004).  

Exploitation of the Indonesian people by the Dutch rulers, was then often a result of the local au-

thorities being co-opted by the colonial administration. The monetary reward that the Indonesian 

rulers received from the Dutch administration, was mostly not enough to support a whole family, 

thus the local authorities demanded even more from the already highly taxed lower classes (Li-

manta and Wiranda 2004). It is important to reiterate here that, while Multatuli described this as 

exploitation – which I, and probably a lot of others agree with – the indigenous people in the 

Dutch-Indies generally did not perceive this as exploitation, because their religious beliefs and 

cultural values propagated veneration and worship of higher classes; ultimately leading to wor-

ship of God (Limanta and Wiranda 2004). Essentially, the Dutch administration manipulated the 

Indonesian belief system to maintain control.  

The cultuurstelsel also brought some positive developments to the Indonesian people, for in-

stance, the Dutch invested in infrastructure, plus the Indonesian economy improved (De Jong 

1984:57). The big downside was – and that is an understatement – that the system was based on 

slave labour10 and famines (De Jong 1984:57; Van der Meulen 2002:363). The predominant fo-

cus on coffee (but also on other cash crops) meant decreased production of food crops, causing 

higher vulnerability in case of harvest failure (De Jong 1984:57). It also entirely reshaped the 

landscape: many forests in Indonesia were completely removed by the Dutch government to cre-

ate coffee plantations on the lands (Cramer 1957:8). Such forests were often important for the 

distribution of rainfall and water management (idem). As mentioned above, when the coffee 

plantations were eventually handed back to Indonesian farmers, they would often abandon the 

lands. This is how many areas in Indonesia now became grasslands, that used to be forests 

(Cramer 1957:8, Wellman 1961:251).  

The cultuurstelsel was finally losing support around the 1850s from the Dutch government, be-

cause of decreasing profitability (Booth 1998:140; Ricklefs 1981:118). Decreasing profitability 

of the cultuurstelsel had several reasons. Firstly, the two largest cash crops, the oldest coffee, but 

increasingly also sugar, were expensive to collect and distribute. An increase in the production of 

these crops led to an increase in expenses (Booth 1998:140; Ricklefs 1981:118). Secondly, the 

                                                                 

 

10 The forced labour that happened under the cultuurstelsel falls today under the definition of slavery according to the 1926 Geneva 

Slavery Convention, amended by the UN in 1953 (United Nations 1926). The Universal Declaration of Human Rights explicitly 

prohibits the use of slave labour in article 4 (United Nations 1948).   
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Dutch were expanding outside of Java which led to more military expenses (Ricklefs 1981:118), 

to enforce production and keep down revolts. Finally, all the income from the cultuurstelsel was 

funnelled to the Netherlands, which meant there was, besides some side-effects of the Dutch op-

erations, any reinvestment in agricultural production or economic development within Indonesia. 

Overall, social and economic development in Indonesia would have benefitted greatly from any 

such investments that did not take place (see similar discussion in Booth 1998:141).  

It took more than twenty years, and these years were also riddled with famines, before the Dutch 

government started to take a critical stand against the cultuurstelsel (Shorto 2013:266). However, 

the critical revision from the government was mainly aimed at the premium system, which was 

abolished in 1867, but, the revision did not directly affect the social issues of forced labour and 

forced cultivation of coffee (De Jong 1984:59). From 1870, it was decided that forced coffee cul-

tivation should slowly disappear; the last remnants of systematic ‘coffee-culture’ were abolished 

in 1916 (idem). 

4.2.3. The Ethical Policy 

As the twentieth century had just begun, the realisation that the Dutch government exploited In-

donesian people now prevailed in the Netherlands (the build-up of this awareness has been dis-

cussed in Chapter 3); it was at this time that changes were proposed in the colonial regime. In 

1901, Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands stated in her yearly speech that the colonial politics 

should take an ethical course, and recognised a moral duty towards the indigenous populations 

(NPO-NOS 2015). The so-called ‘Ethical Policy’ that followed, was implemented to reimburse 

the local populations in the Dutch colonies for the preceding exploitation (Firman 1991). The 

Dutch government decided that economic development in the colonies could not flourish without 

first developing the local population. Therefore, the Dutch government started for instance to en-

courage Indonesians to get an education (idem).  

By the turn of the twentieth century, coffee cultivation in the Dutch-Indies had greatly declined, 

largely because of the strong competition from South-America (Ukers 1935:343). The monopoly 

of the Netherlands on coffee in the Dutch-Indies also ended in the beginning of the twentieth 

century, which meant a reorganisation of coffee production in the Dutch-Indies. The change 

made way for smaller businesses to profit from coffee cultivation (Ukers 1935:344). Coffee still 

made its way to the Netherlands, even without the Dutch monopoly. Indonesian coffee was more 

often than not prepared for the Dutch consumers’ taste, and the producers would receive finan-

cial incentives for selling coffee in the Netherlands (idem).  

The forced production of coffee during the Dutch monopoly had long-term effects on the land-

scape and environment. When the monopoly on coffee ended — even in absence of the colonial 

regime forcing farmers into coffee production — it was financially and practically unfeasible to 

convert coffee crops into other agriculture (Ricklefs 1981:119). Coffee crops thus remained a 

long-term burden for the Indonesian farmers. The Indonesians, who by necessity were still 

forced to grow coffee11, received a slightly higher price for their coffee crops than before; but 

still less than half of the world price (Ukers 1935:344). In the United States, the coffee from Java 

had a revered status, which had mostly to do with the transportation. The journey was long from 

Java to the United States, and the ships were slow, so the coffee beans would become supposedly 

darker of colour, and acquire a more intensive taste (Ukers 1935:345). For the Dutch consumers, 

                                                                 

 
11 Some Indonesian farmers had no other option than to continue the coffee cultivation on lands that were previously used by the 

Dutch government. It was too costly to turn the coffee crops into a different type of agriculture considering the perennial nature of 

the coffee crop, which thus holds economic value for following crop years. Also, it would be time-consuming to remove coffee 

trees. Time which most Indonesian farmers could not afford next to their subsistence farming.  
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this quality had less of a novel appeal, as they had been drinking the Javanese coffee for almost 

200 years. 

The Dutch-Indies during the beginning of the twentieth century, was characterised by economic 

growth, also outside of Java (Booth 1998:35). A significant amount of this growth consisted out 

of local people setting up their own farm, and started growing, among other crops, coffee 

(idem).12 These smallholder farms were expanding a lot faster than the large farms that had ex-

isted previously (Booth 1998:249). The first smallholders started their operations around the 

1890s, and two decades later they would jointly make up for almost half of the agricultural ex-

ports outside of Java (Booth 1998:35). Coffee cultivation spread beyond the coasts of Java across 

the Indonesian archipelago (Ricklefs 1981:144). Besides the increasing coffee production outside 

of Java, the coffee production on Java itself was heavily declining since 1880 (Ricklefs 

1981:145). Java lost its status in the Dutch-Indies as the main provider of coffee in the last two 

decades of the nineteenth century to Sumatra. In 1919, the coffee cultivation by the Dutch gov-

ernment in the Dutch-Indies came to a complete end (Cramer 1957:7). Coffee plantations in the 

Dutch-Indies were from that point solely in the hands of private farmers and companies. The 

year 1920 thus marks an important transition in the Indonesian coffee industry: from forced cof-

fee growth under Dutch ruling to a liberalisation of coffee production (Ruf and Yoddang 

2001:201). Many Indonesian farmers started to grow coffee on new forest lands. Since that soil 

was never used for cultivation before, the coffee yields in the early years were very high (idem).  

The newly acquired freedom for Indonesian farmers in the coffee sector led to a surge of small-

scale coffee farms, especially after the 1950s (Ruf and Yoddang 2001:201). But before that, the 

situation for the Indonesian coffee farmers deteriorated, starting when Japan invaded Java during 

World War II.  

4.2.4. World War II, Indonesian Independence and Post-colonialism 

In December 1941, Japan, ally of Germany and Italy, officially declared war against the Allies 

(De Jong 1984:1143). One year later, Japan invades Indonesia starting at western shores of Java 

(De Jong 1984:1-3). The locals welcomed the Japanese invaders: Dutch reign in Indonesia 

seemed to have finally drawn its last breath (idem:19). Cultivation of coffee was significantly re-

duced, together with other cash crops, during the Japanese occupation (Booth 1998:49). In 1940, 

39,000 tonnes of coffee were produced on Java, but seven years later coffee production de-

creased to 3,000 tonnes (Booth 1998:51). The labour for coffee production during the war was 

funnelled towards things that were deemed more useful at the time, which meant a lot of coffee 

farmers inevitably switched to solely food cultivation (idem).  

At the end of World War II it was unclear who would take control of the areas that were previ-

ously occupied by Japan, including Indonesia. The choice was between either a native govern-

ment or the previous colonial power (De Jong 1984:119). The Indonesian nationalist movement 

took matter into their own hands, and on the seventeenth of August 1945, Sukarno and Hatta 

proclaimed independency by officially forming the Republic of Indonesia (De Jong 1984:1039; 

see Chapter 2:20). The red and white Indonesian flag is hoisted. But, as would soon become 

clear, the proclamation of the Indonesian Republic was not nearly as difficult as governing the 

Republic. Additionally, the battle for independency of the Indonesian people did not end alto-

gether with World War II. The Allied forces arrived at Indonesia after the war, to claim the land 

                                                                 

 
12 The Dutch presence in Indonesia led to both an increase and decrease in industrialisation. The Netherlands were one of the 

early strong trading countries, together with France and England (Stearns 2012:43). The industrial knowledge was transferred to 

Indonesia, thus local people were introduced to resources like oil and coal, but also machinery in for example sugar refineries 

(Booth 1998:36). However, the focus for the locals was always on exports and agricultural products, so urbanisation did not oc-

cur as it did in Western-Europe where there was a trade surplus and less dependency on inland agriculture (idem; Stearns 

2012:128). 
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that was taken by Japan. There was now an Indonesian cabinet, but it was also expected that the 

Allies would take the place of the Japanese rulers at any time (De Jong 1984:1043). Sukarno 

took his responsibility as first president of Indonesia, and proclaimer of the Republic, by speak-

ing directly to the Indonesian people via radio, and giving rise to do everything in their power to 

remain independent (idem).  

Meanwhile in the Netherlands, Indonesia’s independence was seen as a Japanese creation with 

Sukarno as their puppet (De Jong 1985:1046). The Dutch government was planning to take back 

administrative control of their colony (De Jong 1986:521). The majority of Dutch people sup-

ported the reclaiming of Indonesia, as they condemned the declaration of independency as an act 

of treason, because it was considered an aftershock of the Japanese occupation (Anderson 

1972:170). Additionally, the Republic of Indonesia sounded like a joke to them.13 But, there was 

also a part in Dutch society that showed sympathy towards the Indonesian people, i.e.: “What 

would you have done in their position?” (De Jong 1986:551). Looking at the general consensus 

in both Indonesia and the Netherlands, there was not much sympathy to be found for each other. 

A recipe for disaster: in 1945 starts a military battle between Indonesia and the Netherlands that 

would take approximately four years (Booth 1998:7). In the last days of 1949, sovereignty of the 

Indonesian state was recognised by the Netherlands, who were pressurised by the international 

community (Booth 1998:53). The newly appointed Indonesian government had the large task of 

recovering from huge financial debts (idem), while similarly creating a united country from the 

war-torn area.  

Roughly four hundred years of Dutch reign in Indonesia came to an end. The Netherlands expe-

rienced similar suppression in their own country during World War II, and after their economic 

and social situation recovered, a large part of the Dutch society started to reflect on their own 

country’s actions during the colonial period (Arens 2008, in: van Dam 2016:226). One result of 

such reflections were Alternative Trading Organisations (ATOs), that came into existence from 

desires for equal (economic) opportunities on a global level (idem). Examples of ATOs are Ten 

Thousand Villages, the Max Havelaar Foundation, and the Fairtrade brand. ATOs will be dis-

cussed in more detail, and in their relation to the coffee industry, in Chapter 5. 

As I noted earlier, the years following Indonesia’s independence (1950s) led to a huge increase 

of small-scale coffee farmers (Ruf and Yoddang 2001:200). However, those years were not great 

for the Indonesian coffee farmers. The cabinet of Sukarno was weary of everything foreign, 

which led to economic policies that discouraged exports (and imports), even though export prod-

ucts were the largest source of income pre-World War II for Indonesia (Booth 1998:236). Exam-

ples of such protective economic policies are the implementation of import tariffs and export 

taxes.14 The export taxes resulted in that Indonesian coffee farmers sold their products with a 

much lower profit margin than they could have without economic protection (Booth 1998:237). 

The Dutch governmental monopoly on coffee was long gone, but the Indonesian coffee farmer 

was still in a disadvantageous position. Besides the economic protection that was imposed by the 

Indonesian government post-World War II, international coffee production quotas were also in-

troduced that would affect Indonesian coffee exporters (Booth 1998:226). I will discuss these 

quotas and their effects in more detail in the next chapter. At the same time of Sukarno’s protec-

tive economic policies, the world price of coffee sharply increased, because coffee supply had 

fallen during World War II, while demand for coffee increased (FAO 1955). Even though for-

eign trade in Indonesia was discouraged, domestic coffee production recovered rapidly due to the 

high world prices. An important note here is that the new small-scale coffee farms were mostly 

                                                                 

 
13 Indonesia was a colony of the Netherlands for longer than a century, while before that it was an exploited area by the VOC. This 

was so ingrained into the mind of some Dutch people that they could not even imagine Indonesia as an independent state. 

14 Ironically, the tariffs- and taxes-system were controlled under a Dutch-style bureaucratic administration. 
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created on unused forest lands (Ruf and Yoddang 2001:201). These lands did not belong to the 

farmers, and they simply just moved there to start new coffee plantations.  

Roughly a decade of Sukarno’s government passed, in which the relations with foreign countries 

slowly restored. But, the rising popularity of the Communist party in Indonesia, forced Sukarno 

to include this party into the government in 1960, which led to a deterioration of foreign relations 

again, plus a sharp downfall of the Indonesian economy (Gérard and Ruf 2001:10). In 1966, a 

successful military coup, led by Suharto, caused the downfall of Sukarno’s cabinet (idem). The 

following military, anti-Communist policies of Suharto’s regime, entailed horrible consequences 

for many Indonesian coffee farmers in southern Sumatra. Levang et al. (2001) and Ruf and 

Yuddang (2001) present a detailed description of the Indonesian coffee and agricultural sector 

during the 1980s and 90s. As I mentioned above, the majority of smallholders in the Indonesian 

coffee industry had started their plantations on patches of unused forest lands. In the 1980s, the 

government in Lampung, a region in southern Sumatra, started a program — supported by Su-

harto’s policies — that would reclaim these forest lands from the coffee farmers, while forcing 

the coffee farmers to relocate to northern Sumatra (Levang et al. 2001:335). The coffee farmers 

that were relocated to the north of the island, encountered there with soil that was incredibly un-

fit for agriculture (Levang et al. 2001:336).  

Suharto’s so-called ‘New Order’ regime also affected coffee production on a national level, as it 

aimed at denationalising coffee and other agricultural sectors. On paper this would give more 

power to small-scale coffee farmers in terms of resource and income management, but the reality 

was that agricultural unions developed which were used for political purposes rather than eco-

nomic development (Neilson 2008). These unions, or cooperatives, meant that income streams 

from a group of coffee farmers would be regulated and taxed on a regional level (Neilson 2008). 

In other words, there was an intermediary party that would charge fees to farmers, while not of-

fering any benefits in return. In the long run, however, Suharto’s policies also turned favourably 

for the Indonesian coffee farmers, which will be discussed in the next chapter. After that, I will 

give my analysis of the power struggles that has arisen of coffee trade between Indonesia and the 

Netherlands, which lies at the core of this thesis.  

Since Indonesia’s independence, the coffee crop has contributed to a growing Indonesian econ-

omy. Dutch influence in the Indonesian coffee branch slowly diminished since 1950. For exam-

ple, in 1957 the Indonesian government took ownership of coffee plantations that were previ-

ously held by Dutch traders (Neilson 2008). In more recent years, foreign accessibility to the In-

donesian coffee market increased, but exports to the Netherlands completely diminished since 

2002 (Central Bureau of Statistics Indonesia 2017; Van Hilten 2014); apart from some specialty 

coffees. That coffee trade between Indonesia and the Netherlands has been reduced to (nearly) 

zero, has most likely something to do with the growing consumer markets nearby Indonesia, but 

also within Indonesia (see Appendix A). Moreover, the largest part of coffee beans in the Nether-

lands nowadays come from Brazil and Vietnam, of which the majority is first transported to Bel-

gium, and then re-exported to the Netherlands (Central Bureau for Statistics Netherlands 2015). 

Specialty coffees from Indonesia are sold by shops in the Netherlands that specialise in coffee 

(see for example: Simon Lévelt 2017). However, the amount of specialty coffee is so low that it 

is not registered as a significant number by the Indonesian Bureau of Statistics. 
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5. The Modern Coffee Industry 

 

In order to properly analyse the coffee industry, it is important to know all the processes that take 

place, from planting coffee seeds, to pouring the black liquid into a cup. There are plenty of steps 

involved which add (economic) value to coffee. A clear overview of the coffee supply chain will 

help to understand the complexity of socio-ecological and socio-economic dimensions that re-

volve around the coffee industry, since many actors from many different countries are involved.  

In this chapter I will firstly describe the (modern) journey of coffee: from planting seeds into the 

ground, till discarding coffee grounds. Once I have sketched an overview of the coffee supply 

chain, I will delve into the history of coffee price fluctuations. Price volatility is an important 

subject in the coffee industry. Price fluctuations, and uncertainty that encompass the world price 

of coffee, lies at the core of power relations, which are the focus of this thesis. Finally, I will 

look at the coffee chain in relation to today’s global environmental issues. It is important to 

know the impact of the coffee supply chain in terms of environmental impacts, because environ-

mental factors will play an increasing role in global power relations and their justification. Envi-

ronmentally centred coffee certifications, for instance Rainforest Alliance and Organic, congre-

gate their practices and legitimacy around this topic of environmental sustainability.  

Understanding the price volatility and environmental impact of coffee production will give fur-

ther insight into the structure and formation of overarching power relations in the coffee indus-

try. In writing this chapter I have used the following questions as guidelines: 

• How do coffee farmers, roasters, and consumers respectively add to the coffee supply 

chain in terms of (economic) value and environmental impact? 

• Why is the price of coffee so heavily prone to fluctuations, and how do price fluctuations 

affect the Indonesian coffee farmers? 

• How did sustainability certifications become legitimate actors in the coffee industry, and 

how big is their role currently in the Indonesian coffee production? 

5.1. From Ground to Grounds 

Figure 4 displays 24 steps in coffee production, from bean to brew, as described by William 

Ukers (1935) more than eighty years ago. In the following part, I will describe the life cycle of 

coffee from more recent sources, which will show that very little has changed in the coffee pro-

duction process since the 80-year old description by Ukers. 
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5.1.1. Coffee Species and Coffee Cherry 

The Coffee plant (Coffea) is part of the Rubiaceae family (Rice 2003). Besides the most well-

known coffee species, Coffea arabica, many other coffee species exist, for example: C. robusta 

(also known as C. canephora), C. excelsa, and C. liberica.15 Together these are the four coffee 

species that are the most well-known, but there are plenty of other small or unknown types of 

coffee that are used locally (Wintgens 2004a:3). C. liberica (originating from Liberia) was culti-

vated extensively on Java, Indonesia, and was imported by Dutch merchants (Wellman 1961:78). 

This was before C. robusta became known, which not only proved to be more resilient than C. 

arabica and C. liberica, but it also required less specific climate conditions, and had a higher 

yield (Daviron and Ponte 2006:71; Eskes and Leroy 2004:59; Mangal 2007:3).16 Nowadays, C. 

                                                                 

 
15 C. excelsa and C. liberica are species of coffee which make up an insignificant part of world trade and is mainly grown and 

consumed in parts of West-Africa and Asia (Daviron and Ponte 2006:71;Wintgens 2004a:3). 

16 C. robusta and C. liberica entered the world market during the second half of the nineteenth century when the Arabica plants 

had many failed crops due to its vulnerability to diseases (Crowe 2004:421; Pendergrast 2010:42). C. robusta does not require a 

high altitude like C. arabica does (Charrier and Eskes 2004:38). The downside is that C. robusta quality does not match the balance 

of flavours and elegance that characterises a cup of C. arabica coffee (Charrier and Eskes 2004:38; Mangal 2007:3; Pendergrast 

2010:42). C. robusta beans are therefore often used for instant coffee production as this has lower requirements regarding quality-

standards (Mangal 2007:3). C. excelsa and C. liberica do not match either the quality or resilience of respectively C. arabica and 

C. robusta, that is the reason why they never became commercially viable alternatives (Mangal 2007:4). Apart from the differences 

among the coffee species in terms of resilience, quality and yield, the cherry seeds (beans) differ in size and weight (Wintgens 

2004a:5). From all the coffee species, C. arabica can be stored the longest assuming perfect conditions, up to 2-3 years (idem).  

Figure 4. Life Cycle of Coffee (Ukers 1935:xii). 
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arabica and C. robusta together make up nearly all globally traded coffee. C. arabica (from now 

on ‘Arabica)’ is the biggest on a global scale, covering approximately two thirds of the world 

market (Daviron and Ponte 2006:70). The majority share of the Indonesian coffee industry how-

ever consists of C. robusta (from now on ‘Robusta’), covering approximately four-fifths of total 

Indonesian coffee production, and nearly hundred percent of total Indonesian coffee exports (In-

donesia Investments 2015; Nugroho 2014).  

The modern Indonesian coffee industry takes place mostly on one island: Sumatra (see fig. 1 in 

Chapter 2:17). Arabica production is found in the highlands of northern Sumatra, while Robusta 

coffee production takes place in the southern Sumatran lowlands (Indonesia Investments 2015). 

Sumatra is by far the biggest coffee producing island in Indonesia, followed by Java and Sula-

wesi (AEKI 2014). All these islands have some Arabica coffee production, but the cheaper, more 

resilient Robusta coffee dominates everywhere in Indonesia (AEKI 2014; Indonesia Investments 

2015). This is a remnant from the large infection of coffee leaf pest (which I will discuss later) at 

the end of the nineteenth century, after which the majority of Arabica plants were destroyed and 

replaced with hardy Robusta crops (Wellman 1961:80). Around that time, more than a century 

ago, the Robusta crop was new to coffee farmers. A large part of the research about climate- and 

growing-conditions for Robusta coffee has been conducted in Indonesia (Wellman 1961:85-6).  

When the coffee plant is growing under the right conditions, it takes on average two years before 
the cherries can be picked, and another two or three years before the tree blossoms (Daviron and 
Ponte 2006:71). If the coffee tree is well taken care of, it can last up to 80 years, but when inten-
sively cultivated, most coffee crops last less than 40 years (Wintgens 2004a:4). When you even-
tually buy coffee in the supermarket, it is often grinded coffee, but you can also choose to buy 
whole coffee beans (Mangal 2007:19). The two seeds that are found in every cherry are, some-
what misleadingly, called ‘coffee beans’ (Mangal 2007:19; Wintgens 2004a:4).17 Since coffee 
beans are actually the seeds inside the cherries, an important step in the coffee chain is to remove 
the seeds from every cherry. Once the cherries are deseeded, there remains several stages which 
the seeds go through, before they end up in the supermarket. But first, I will briefly address the 
cultivation of coffee plants, the harvesting of coffee cherries, and what the most common coffee 
farming practices are in Indonesia. 

5.1.2. Coffee Farms 

Ecological Requirements for Coffee Farming 

Coffee farmers have to account for a wide array of climate conditions when cultivating coffee. 

The coffee plants should be given enough space (about 1.5—2 meter), the soil should not be too 

dry or too wet, and strong winds should be avoided (Mangal 2007:27). Coffee requires warm and 

consistent temperatures18, periodical rain, and should never be exposed to frost (Daviron and 

Ponte 2006:70; Mangal 2007:10). I have already mentioned that Indonesia is a perfect fit for cof-

fee production from an environmental perspective (Chapter 4:41), with both highland and low-

land environments that are respectively suitable for Arabica and Robusta coffee production.  

Shade is also important in coffee cultivation, for several reasons: it controls peaks in tempera-

ture, has ecological benefits, and reduces the chance on excessive water entry (Descroix and 

                                                                 

 
17 The term ‘coffee beans’ is rather confusing from a botanical perspective. Like all rooted plants, coffee grows flowers which 

produce fruits, i.e. cherries, after fertilization (Mangal 2007:15). The seeds in these cherries are then called beans, most probably 

because of their shape and size, which after all is fairly resembling of beans.  

18 The understanding of ‘warm temperatures’ is relative. For example, Mangal (2007:9) states: “Arabica coffee prefers a cool 

temperature”. So to avoid ambiguity, Arabica thrives at an average consistent temperature around 21-22 degrees Celsius, with a 

minimum average of 16 and maximum average of 26 degrees Celsius (Mangal 2007:9; Descroix and Snoeck 2004:164; Wintgens 

2004c:917). Robusta requires a slightly higher temperature, thriving around an average of 24-25 degrees Celsius, with a minimum 

average of 14 and maximum average of 30 degrees Celsius (Descroix and Snoeck 2004:165; Wintgens 2004c:917). 
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Snoeck 2004:167; Mangal 2007:165). When coffee was first brought to Indonesia by Dutch trad-

ers, coffee trees were planted in fields without any shading, since the Dutch merchants simply 

copied the coffee farming practices they had seen in Africa and in other parts of Asia (Wellman 

1961:332). Over the course of hundred years, the importance of shade for the quality and growth 

of coffee plants became known in the Dutch-Indies (idem). Shading was from then taken into ac-

count when deciding on locations for new coffee plantations. Also other vegetation was planted 

around coffee plantations, which provided shading to the existing coffee crops in the long-term. 

Rainfall, or water supply, is another important factor in coffee cultivation. Water should be dis-

tributed over approximately two thirds of coffee’s crop year, leaving a third of the crop year 

mostly dry (Mangal 2007:11; Willson 1985:98). Also, coffee requires a lot of periodic rainfall, 

since it does not grow well when the soil is soaked in water (Mangal 2007:12; Willson 

1985:102). This was a problem in Indonesia during the nineteenth century, when the Dutch gov-

ernment cut down large patches of forest to create coffee plantations. As mentioned before 

(Chapter 4:46), forests naturally manage access of water to the soil, but once forests are re-

moved, this natural water management system is terminated as well. In recent years, too much or 

too little rainfall in Indonesia has impacted coffee cultivation. For example, growth of Indone-

sian coffee production stammered in 2014, because there was abnormally high precipitation in 

what seasonally was the ‘dry period’ of 2013 (Wiyono and Wright 2014). In 2016, Indonesian 

coffee production again turned out lower than planned, because there was not enough rainfall in 

the 2015 seasonally wet period (Wright and Rahmanulloh 2016). Rainfall deficiency is a reoc-

curring problem in Indonesia, which can be compensated by irrigation systems (Mangal 

2007:11), but this also drives up economic and ecological costs. 19 With the establishment of cof-

fee certifications worldwide, reduction of ecological costs in production are becoming increas-

ingly important; I will come back to this later in this chapter. 

Another environmental aspect that is significant for coffee cultivation is the slope of a landscape 

(Descroix and Snoeck 2004:172). If the slope is perfect for coffee cultivation, excess water in the 

soil, which is harmful for coffee plants (see above), is naturally drained (idem). The slope should 

not be too steep, because then the coffee plants risk being eroded by water rapidly running down. 

Soil is another environmental aspect that should be considered in coffee farming, taking into ac-

count both depth and chemical composure (Descroix and Snoeck 2004:168; Willson 1985:102-

3).20  

A lifetime of the coffee plant (which, as established before, can last as long as an average human 

life) exhausts the soil (Wellman 1961:350). For other agricultural crops that have an annual life-

time, the solution to soil exhaustion lies in crop rotation. However, as coffee is a perennial plant 

(see footnote 11, Chapter 4:47), crop rotation is much more difficult to plan in coffee farming 

than in, for example, tea farming. In Indonesia, successful crop rotation on coffee plantations 

was invented by dividing the plantations into sections of coffee plants at different life stages 

(Wellman 1961:350). Thus, when one section on the plantation was at the end of its life, all the 

coffee plants were taken out and the soil in that section could recover (idem). On other sections 

of the plantation, coffee cultivation could then continue. 

Finally, all the ecological factors mentioned above, that are significant in coffee cultivation, are 

influenced by altitude (Mangal 2007:9; Willson 1985:106). Arabica coffee grows on average at a 

lower temperature than Robusta, which means that if both coffee species are grown in the same 

region, like Sumatra, Arabica will be cultivated at a higher altitude in northern Sumatra, and Ro-

busta at the lowlands in southern Sumatra, since at a higher altitude the temperatures are lower 

                                                                 

 
19 The ecological costs of irrigation systems refer to the usage of water and energy. Water resources are finite if not managed 

properly and non-green energy usage contributes to environmental degradation.  

20 Soil acidity for coffee growth preferably ranges from 5 to 6 pH (Willson 1985:104; Mangal 2007:11), within the general range 

of optimum crop production (CropNutrition 2017). 



 

 
55 

(Willson 1985:106). Moreover, a higher altitude can lead to a slow development of the coffee 

crop, which benefits the quality of the end product (Mangal 2007:9). All in all, there are a lot of 

factors to consider when growing coffee. And coffee farmers have to make the decision if they 

want to invest in systems that mimic (some of these) desired environmental factors if they are 

not naturally available or occurring (e.g. irrigation systems). 

Threats for Coffee Farms 

Major threats for coffee farmers include pests, animals, and plant diseases. For many coffee 

farmers in Indonesia that were relocated to Sumatra in the 1980s (see Chapter 4:50), the Suma-

tran elephants that roamed the lands posed a big threat for the coffee plantations (Levang et al. 

2001:336). An elephant walking over the soil would simply destroy the coffee plants (idem). Re-

garding pests, leaf rust is the most notorious, and will completely kill off the plant (Pendergrast 

2010:41). Other examples of coffee pests are coffee berry disease and nematodes (Déchamp et 

al. 2015:276). There are also different types of mammals, insects and fungi that all feast on parts 

of the coffee plant (Crowe 2004:422; Déchamp et al. 2015:276; Pendergrast 2010:41). But espe-

cially the aforementioned leaf rust (Hemileia vastatrix) is a large problem for coffee farmers 

worldwide (Crowe 2004:457; Pendergrast 2010:41).  

At the end of the nineteenth century, leaf rust became a problem for coffee farmers around the 

world, and also in Indonesia (Cramer 1957:7; Neilson 2008). The infected coffee crops resulted 

in experimentations of coffee farmers with mixing coffee species (Charrier and Eskes 2004:44; 

Van der Vossen 1985:84).21 There is still ongoing research about the cause of leaf rust and its 

remedy, but one large contributor seems to be monoculture of coffee (Crowe 2004:457; Pender-

grast 2010:41). In an unbalanced ecosystem, it is inevitable that certain organisms exploit the 

lack of competition (Crowe 2004:457). Nature adapts to the situation, for instance the caffeine in 

the coffee plant gives of a bitter taste, that is likely to serve as a defence mechanism against cer-

tain unwanted organisms (idem). The presence of all these pests and diseases, to which espe-

cially Arabica is more vulnerable than Robusta, necessitates an attentive strategy to prevent con-

tamination (Crowe 2004:421). Preventive strategies are even more important as coffee trees are a 

long-term investment; a perennial crop that stands for many years (Crowe 2004:421; Rice 2003). 

Therefore, contamination of coffee trees can mean disaster for many years, and many harvests. 

Coffee farmers, in order to prevent such disaster, often make use of pesticides and fertilisers. 

Pesticides prevent coffee diseases like leaf rust, while fertilisers improve the growth of coffee 

crops. The downside to the usage of these chemicals, is degradation of the soil and eutrophica-

tion (Mangal 2007:167). Eutrophication occurs when an excess of nutrients ends up in the water, 

which leads to an unbalanced ecosystem, a decrease of oxygen in the water and a decrease in bi-

odiversity (Fury 2015). The degree of environmental degradation resulting from pesticides and 

fertilisers is also addressed by (ecological) coffee certifications, which I will discuss later in this 

chapter. 

The text above makes clear why coffee farms are only found at certain regions in the world. The 

need for high temperatures, rainfall, and relatively steep areas, greatly limits the space for coffee 

cultivation. Another important observation to be made is that the environmental conditions re-

quired for a coffee farm are quite strict as well. If coffee farmers do not pay careful attention to 

their crops, an outbreak of leaf rust or excess water in the soil can suddenly ruin the harvest. As 

discussed above, leaf rust not only ruins the harvest for a crop year, but the harvests for all fol-

lowing years.  

                                                                 

 
21 Experimentation with coffee species led for example to the Arabusta crop, a mix between Arabica and Robusta coffee. It was a 

lot more resilient than Arabica but had the downside of low pollination rate and low yields (Charrier and Eskes 2004:44; Van der 

Vossen 1985:84). There is a lot of material available which delves deeper into the technical side of choosing the right coffee crops 

and how to grow them, please refer to: Charrier and Eskes (2004), Mangal (2007), Perfecto and Vandermeer (2015) and Van der 

Vossen (1985).  
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Coffee Farming Practices 

As mentioned earlier, it takes three to five years for a coffee plant to become fully grown (Ukers 

1935:136). When red cherries appear on the branches, the farmers can start harvesting. Mangal 

(2007:153-154) describes four methods of harvesting coffee cherries, of which two methods are 

carried out manually. The first method by hand strips all the cherries from the branches, includ-

ing unripe fruit and leaves, which is time-efficient, but not results in the highest quality coffee. 

The second method by hand is to pick cherries often, and only take the ripe ones, which is time-

consuming, but results in batches of perfectly ripe cherries. This second, time-consuming method 

is used on Arabica coffee farms in Indonesia (SCAI 2017). For a six-month period, the coffee 

farmers pick cherries every ten days (idem). So, in total, the coffee farmers that are focused on 

quality coffee find themselves picking cherries by hand about eighteen times per year. The other 

two non-manual harvesting methods are more time-efficient and use a range of tools, from 

smaller mechanical harvesting combs, to larger harvesting machines. Here again, the ratio of 

ripe-unripe cherries is the most important consideration for the coffee farmer regarding cost ver-

sus quality. On the Robusta farms in Indonesia, that are generally focused on quantity and cost-

efficiency, such tool-based harvesting methods are used.  

Once the coffee cherries are harvested, another important decision has to be made: what method 

will be used to deseed the cherries? The cherries often have to be sorted, to filter out the unripe 

fruits. The easiest way to filter out unripe coffee cherries is through a method called ‘flotation’, 

which involves adding the cherries to a large tank of water (Clarke 1985a:232). The cherries that 

float to the surface are not ripe, and will be removed prior to the drying process (idem). Flotation 

also has the beneficial side-effect of rinsing the cherries, which eventually leads to higher quality 

coffee (idem). After the sorting process, either the cherries are dried in the dry method, or pulped 

in the wet method (Clarke 1985a:230; Daviron and Ponte 2006:52). There is also a so-called 

‘balanced approach’, mixing the dry and wet method, also known as the ‘semi-dry method’. The 

semi-dry method was invented in Indonesia, and named ‘Giling Basah’, which is Indonesian for 

wet grinding, or wet hulling. Giling Basah is, and has been for a long time, a widely used de-

seeding method in Indonesia (Stewart 2016; Wintgens 2004b:799). Giling Basah was also devel-

oped in Indonesia because the drying of coffee cherries takes very long in Indonesia’s tropical 

climate (Stewart 2016). 

The dry method, as the term suggests, involves drying the cherries in the sun (Clarke 

1985a:232). This method is most often used at traditional coffee farms (it is the oldest way of 

processing cherries), or in places that do not have sufficient resources of water (Daviron and 

Ponte 2006:52; idem; SCAI 2017; Wintgens 2004b:799). There are still many small farms in In-

donesia that use the dry method (NCA USA 2017). The relatively newer wet method requires 

plenty of water, as the term already suggests. The wet method involves soaking and fermenting 

coffee cherries in water, which leads to a more thorough pulping22 (compared to the dry method) 

of the bitter substance covering the seeds (Clarke 1985a:235-6; Wintgens 2004b:799). The semi-

dry method, or Giling Basah, is most comparable to the wet method, but is more efficient in wa-

ter use (Wintgens 2004b:799). A machine is used that removes mucilage by shaking the cherries 

in water23, and thus skips the fermentation stage (which can ruin the quality of the coffee beans). 

However, when Indonesian coffee farmers are focusing on quality over cost-efficiency, they will 

                                                                 

 
22 Pulping is a process that detaches the fruit from the seeds by either fermentation or lightly shaking the cherries (Wintgens 

2004b:799). In some wet processes, what then follows is the tricky stage of removing the last pulp through fermentation (Clarke 

1985a:235-236; Wintgens 2004b:799). The fermentation stage lasts up to one or two days, but if the seeds ferment for too long it 

ruins their quality and flavour (Mangal 2007:159; Wellman 1961:381; Wintgens 2004b:799). 

23 The machine should not shake too heavily because lightly damaged seeds can have a huge impact on the eventual bean-quality 

(Wintgens 2004b:799). 
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almost always choose the dry method. The long process of drying adds a distinct taste and rich-

ness to the coffee beans, which is unique to Indonesia’s climate and a taste that cannot be copied 

anywhere else in the world, even with modern technology (NCA USA 2017). 

After hulling (removing the outer layers of parchment from the bean) and washing, the coffee 

beans are assessed in terms of quality and given a score (Daviron and Ponte 2006:52; Mangal 

2007:157). At this stage, the beans have a green colour, and this is when the farming processes 

are done. The coffee beans are ready for transportation to the coffee roasters. A final observation 

in the coffee processing stage is that the majority of the coffee cherry is not used; only the seeds. 

Everything else the cherry is simply discarded, which often ends up in the water (especially with 

the wet method), and leads to water pollution (Fury 2015). This entails a significant environmen-

tal impact caused by the coffee industry, more specifically the coffee farmers, to which I will re-

turn later.  

5.1.3. Coffee Roasters 

The majority of coffee roasting worldwide is done by large multinational organisations, located 

in high-income countries (Goodman 2008:7). Since Indonesia for a very long time mostly ex-

ported their coffee production, there was never much need for coffee roasters in Indonesia. The 

Indonesian coffee farmers often deliver their produce to an exporting middleman, who then sells 

it to the multinational organisations. In recent years however, domestic coffee consumption in 

Indonesia has been growing (AEKI 2014; see Appendix A and B). This has strengthened the po-

sition of domestic coffee roasters in Indonesia, although they still have a difficult time competing 

against the powerful clients of coffee exporters (Wiyono and Wright 2014). Since Indonesian do-

mestic coffee production predominantly ends up with Indonesian coffee exporters, the Indone-

sian roasters sometimes have no other choice than to import coffee from other countries (idem).24  

The first process for coffee roasters is generally to mix coffee beans. This can have several rea-

sons. Firstly, Arabica is generally more expensive than Robusta due to its higher quality. There-

fore, Robusta can be mixed in with Arabica to lower the final product price (Daviron and Ponte 

2006:53). Besides, Robusta often has to be mixed with Arabica in any case, because Robusta 

would have a too harsh flavour on its own (idem). Arabica beans are then mixed with Robusta 

blends to increase the taste, and price, of coffee (Mangal 2007:3). Finally, it does not always 

come down to only price and quality, since roasters also mix beans from different origins to cre-

ate their own, unique blends (Daviron and Ponte 2006:53). 

When the coffee roasters have mixed the green beans according to their own preferences, the 

beans will be roasted, which creates the brown, toasted beans that most people associate with 

when thinking of a coffee bean. Roasting is done for the same reason as a chef caramelises a 

piece of meat, roasting adds a more intense flavour to the coffee bean. The darker the roast, the 

stronger the flavour (Clarke 1985b:378). In most cases, the roasters also grind the coffee, so that 

the consumer can use the coffee straight from the package (Daviron and Ponte 2006:56).25  

The coffee is then packaged and distributed to supermarkets and shops. Packaging roasted cof-

fee, both in bean- and ground-form, withholds a challenge: roasted coffee slowly emits CO2, 

which can cause the package to explode (Clarke 1985b:390). Additionally, exposure to fresh air 

can make coffee go old, and lose its aroma very quickly. The solution to both is, to explain it 

simply, vacuum packaging, so that no oxygen and moisture are allowed to enter the coffee. The 

                                                                 

 
24 In some cases the Indonesian roasters also import coffee to meet domestic market demands (Wright and Rahmanulloh 2015), i.e. 

offer certain foreign coffee or create unique coffee blends. 

25 For instant coffee, ground coffee is used: the coffee particles that can be dissolved into water are extracted with hot water, cooled 

down and dried (Clarke 1985b:383-9). 
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actual technicalities for coffee packaging are very complex, and differ among coffee types26; see 

Clarke 1985b for a further discussion.  

5.1.4. Coffee Consumers 

When coffee became popular among the European population in the seventeenth century, new 

types of coffee were invented, such as the French invention café au lait: coffee with lots of milk 

or cream (Pendergrast 2010:9). Being a habitual, avid coffee drinker myself, I am sure this in-

vention caused some strong feelings for certain coffee-enthusiasts back then. For example, the 

Dutch term for café au lait is ‘koffie verkeerd’ which means ‘wrong coffee’. Besides the café au 

lait (invention or monstrosity, depending on your personal taste), the French adapted the process 

of preparing coffee. Whereas the Turks would boil coffee (as they still do today), the French on 

the other hand filtered their coffee through a cloth by pouring hot water over it (Pendergrast 

2010:9). 

Coffee can be prepared and consumed in many different ways. Filter coffee, or drip coffee, is 

most widely used in the Netherlands and Sweden, based on my experience. But, there are many 

different ways of brewing or drinking coffee which are widely used, for example: espressos are 

popular (also used to make cappuccinos), the French press is an easy way to prepare a brew at 

home, and in the supermarkets you can also buy a can of iced coffee. In the twentieth century, 

there have also been inventions that facilitate the process of making coffee. Probably the most 

famous example is instant coffee. Another example of ‘low-effort coffee’ is single-serve technol-

ogy, better known as coffee capsules. Retailers and brands sell specially designed machines that 

can produce one cup of coffee. Besides the machines, they designed small air-tight aluminium 

capsules that contain one portion of ground coffee. The machines, in combination with highly 

pressured, hot water, produce a single cup of coffee from these capsules (Datamonitor 2005). 

From an environmental perspective (which I will discuss in more detail later), the single-serve 

technology raises questions: is it really necessary to increase the amount of aluminium and/or 

plastics used for packaging, by sparing a couple of seconds in coffee preparation? (BBC News 

2016) 

Once the coffee is prepared, a residue is left behind in the coffeemaker: coffee grounds – a black, 

mud-like substance. Simply throwing away the coffee grounds is not where the chain of coffee 

stops, because coffee grounds have several useful characteristics. The term ‘coffee ground uses’ 

finds 19.4 million results on Google, ranging from household and garden advice, to health and 

beauty tips. But, there is also scientific research on the use of coffee grounds: Kondamudi et al. 

(2008), for example, found a way to extract biofuel from coffee grounds. Personally, I am unfor-

tunately not able to create fuel from my coffee grounds, so I use them either as a natural cleaner 

of the pipes when washing them away in the sink, or as an excellent composter. After this pro-

cess, the life cycle of coffee is fully completed: from a seed in the ground to composting coffee 

grounds.  

In Indonesia, there exist many local, traditional coffee cultures, that started developing when the 

Dutch traders first introduced coffee to the Indonesian soils (Remarkable Indonesian Coffee 

2017). Some traditional coffee recipes are unique in their preparing method, for example: coffee 

brewed from coffee leaves (Kopi Kahwa), or with charcoal (Kopi Joss). Then there are local 

preferences in taste, for example adding spices, ginger, or lemongrass (Remarkable Indonesian 

Coffee 2017). The most famous specialty coffee from Indonesia is named Kopi Luwak. The cof-

fee cherries that are used in Kopi Luwak are eaten and digested by the civet cat, which removes 

the mucilage from the fruit. The coffee beans remain unprocessed in the civet’s digestive system. 

                                                                 

 
26 For instant coffee there are much lower requirements on packaging, as long as air and oxygen entry is limited, the product will 

not go stale (Clarke 1985b:391). 
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Once the seeds have passed through the digestive system they are collected, processed, and sold 

as the most expensive coffee in the world: one pound of Kopi Luwak coffee ranges from 100 to 

600 U.S. dollars (Indonesia Investments 2015; Newage Consulting 2015; Pendergrast 2010:345). 

Though some people may have a problem using a coffee bean that has passed through a digestive 

system, the Kopi Luwak seeds are renowned for having the highest quality, since the civet cat 

only eats the perfectly ripe cherries (Indonesia Investments 2015). Kopi Luwak coffee got global 

attention with its bizarre background story, and has been branded as the ‘most expensive coffee 

in the world’. Since its rise to fame, many cheap rip-offs of Kopi Luwak have emerged (Newage 

Consulting 2015). Also, with the increasing reputation of Kopi Luwak, a trend in South-East Asia 

emerged of coffee farms that keep caged civet cats. But, as these animals are out of their natural 

habitat, and force-fed coffee cherries, there is no guarantee that only the ripest cherries are being 

processed (Kolbu 2014; Newage Consulting 2015). So, while these coffee farmers enable animal 

cruelty27, it does not even result in the high quality coffee that Kopi Luwak is famous for. Eco-

logical coffee certifications, which are discussed later in this chapter, then are able to guarantee 

the consumers that no civet cats have been harmed in the production of Kopi Luwak coffee 

(Newage Consulting 2015). 

In recent years, coffee consumption in Indonesia has been consistently rising (AEKI 2014; see 

Appendix A). Appendix B shows that the ratio of Coffee Exports/Exportable Production has 

been steadily declining since 1990. This declining ratio indicates that more coffee, which is eligi-

ble for exports, is kept in Indonesia on the domestic market. Indonesia’s economy is growing, 

with an increasing middle class that is adopting a ‘modern’ coffee culture, with international cof-

feehouses and coffee machines at work places (AEKI 2014; Indonesia Investments 2015; Wright 

and Rahmanulloh 2015,2016). The Indonesian coffee organisations have also launched market-

ing campaigns that aim to promote coffee consumption by the Indonesian people (Wright and 

Rahmanulloh 2015). But, while domestic coffee consumption in Indonesia is increasing, the In-

donesian coffee production is expected to decline because of a lack of rainfall; induced by el 

Niño (Rusmana and Listiyorini 2016; Wright and Rahmanulloh 2016). In other words, less cof-

fee will be supplied, while more coffee is demanded in Indonesia. So it is likely that Indonesia 

will either choose to export fewer coffee, or import more coffee; or both (Rusmana and Listiyo-

rini 2016; Wright and Rahmanulloh 2016). The statistics suggest that Indonesia will then in-

crease its coffee imports, since domestic coffee consumption in Indonesia has been increasing 

steadily since 2010, and apart from crop year 2012/201328, there has been no abnormal increases 

or decreases in Indonesian coffee exports (see Appendix A and B). 

5.1.5. End of the Chain? 

In Chapter 4 (p. 48), I mentioned that around the turn of the twentieth century, the supply-side of 

the Indonesian coffee industry was gradually changing from a few large, government-owned es-

tates into many privately owned small-scale farms. This trend has continued over the course of 

the twentieth century, as more than nine-tenths of all coffee producers in Indonesia are small-

holders as of today, each owning only an average of 1 hectare land or less (Haas 2016; Indonesia 

Investments 2015). In 2010, only two percent of total Indonesian coffee production was in the 

hands of large-scale coffee farms, and another two percent of coffee production was in the hands 

of the Indonesian government; the rest of the production is made up by smallholders (Royal Pa-

cific Industry 2017). The transition from government-owned estates to privately-owned planta-

                                                                 

 
27 It is worth noting that the caging of civet cats is actively fought by the NGO World Animal Protection (2017) and others (Newage 

Consulting 2015). 

28 In 2012/2013 total Indonesian coffee exports almost doubled (Appendix A), this has most likely to do with the large amount of 

coffee imports in that year, which were then re-exported (AEKI 2014).  
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tions had large implications for the Indonesian coffee farmers. Whereas before they were work-

ing in service of the Dutch administration, and had to farm for subsistence besides the work on 

coffee plantations, the farmers could now control themselves how much time they would want to 

invest in coffee cultivation next to food crop farming. The farmers also had a lot more control 

over their income from coffee trade, besides the newly acquired flexibility on their time- and la-

bour-investment, since the taxation system of the cultuurstelsel was now abolished (see Chapter 

4:46-7). On a micro-level (the level of coffee farmers themselves), the transition to many small-

scale coffee farms in Indonesia then entailed positive consequences for the coffee farmers with 

regard to freedom of choice.  

On a macro-level (the level of the Indonesian coffee industry), the transition to many small-scale 

coffee farms had less positive consequences in the long run. A recurring challenge that arose in 

Indonesia with having many smallholders is infrastructure: coffee needs to be transported from 

the farm, to the processor, to the exporter, to the consumer. But also, the coffee needs to be 

graded on quality (by an independent party), and technological innovation that is developed on a 

national level needs to trickle down to all the small-scale coffee farms. When such new and im-

proved farm practices are developed, it is more difficult to train a thousand smallholders, than it 

would be to train one hundred large farms (Booth 1998:284). The difficulty lies in controlling 

the change: managing and sustaining a transition process for so much small actors is time-con-

suming and costly (idem). To exemplify, coffee production in Indonesia has been continuously 

rising since 1950, but this has been almost solely through increased area of coffee farming, in-

stead of increased yield per hectare through technological development or improved coffee farm-

ing practices (Neilson 2008). Another disadvantage of Indonesia having a large majority of 

small-scale coffee farms is that it becomes very difficult to have a uniform standard of coffee 

quality (Haas 2016). Quality standards are important when competing in (international) commer-

cial markets, but it is hard to enforce quality standards with so many actors.  

Eko Purnomowidi, who works for a large coffee firm in Indonesia, comments that the difficulties 

in infrastructure and coffee transport in Indonesia, described above, have resulted in the adding 

of extra organisations to the coffee supply chain (Haas 2016). Also, in recent years sustainability 

certifications became more important in the Indonesian coffee industry, which on the one hand 

improved coffee farming practices, but on the other hand again increased the amount of actors in 

the coffee supply chain (Neilson 2008). I will return to the advantages and disadvantages of sus-

tainability certifications for Indonesian coffee farmers later in this chapter. The above-mentioned 

extra ‘cogs’ in the supply chain result in more value added to the coffee-product, which then in-

creases in price. Purnomowidi adds to this that the Indonesian coffee farmers often unfairly re-

ceive blame for such price increases, even though the farmers maintain relatively steady sales 

prices (Haas 2016). The Fairtrade organisation, that will be discussed later, attempts to reduce 

the amount of actors in the coffee supply chain (Weber 2006). However, a shortened supply 

chain does not always benefit the farmers either, because in some cases the farmers, or other ac-

tors in the coffee supply chain, have to substitute the work that was done before by the parties 

that were removed from the chain. Shortening of the supply chain can then result in decreased 

efficiency and increased costs (Weber 2006).   

The Association of Indonesian Coffee Exporters and Industries (AEKI29) presented in 2014 their 

intention to attempt and shift the attention of more coffee farmers in Indonesia towards Arabica 

coffee cultivation, instead of Robusta. The highlands in Indonesia offer the perfect climate for 

Arabica coffee to grow in, and the higher quality Arabica coffee will boost the image of Indone-

sian coffee worldwide. Also, AEKI (2014) presented an increasing focus on the environmental 

impact of coffee farming, and the efficiency of farming practices. The coffee yield per hectare of 

cultivated land is planned to go up by almost twofold, from 760 kg to 1500 kg coffee per hectare 

                                                                 

 
29 The Indonesian name for this association is Asosiasi Eksportir dan Industri Kopi Indonesia, hence, AEKI. 
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(AEKI 2014). This increase in production is seen as necessary to keep up with other large coffee 

producing countries, like Brazil and Vietnam, which are operating respectively on 2000 kg and 

1500 kg coffee per hectare (Indonesia Investments 2015). The reason that Indonesia lags behind 

on coffee farming efficiency has most likely to do with the previously mentioned problems that 

arise of many small-scale coffee farms, which make it difficult to implement new farming meth-

ods in Indonesia. The development of coffee farming practices has not started yet, as is sug-

gested by the statistics in Appendix A, which show that in the last five years there is no signifi-

cant change in the exportable coffee production of Indonesia. 

As was mentioned earlier, despite Indonesia being one of the largest coffee producing countries 

in the world, Indonesia also imports coffee. Coffee imports serve two purposes for the Indone-

sian market: one is to mix foreign coffee with home-grown coffee to create new, unique coffee 

blends, and the other purpose is that it is in some cases cheaper to import low-quality coffee, 

than to purchase home-grown coffee (AEKI 2014). The coffee produced in Indonesia is often 

meant for export. Therefore, it is more cost efficient to import, for example, instant coffee from 

other countries, than it is to purchase Robusta coffee domestically. The competition with coffee 

exporting organisations, indirectly means competing with clients from high-income countries 

(i.e. the multinational coffee roasters). The instant coffee imports in Indonesia are the only cate-

gory of coffee imports (next to green beans, extracts and roasted coffee) that has been increasing 

consistently over the past decade (AEKI 2014). The consumption of instant coffee in Indonesia 

is also promoted and increased over the past years (see Appendix A and B), and the coffee con-

sumption per capita is steadily rising every year in Indonesia (AEKI 2014).  

When looking at the coffee production chain description in fig. 4 (p. 52), presented by Ukers 

(1935:xii), more than eighty years after this description was published, no steps have been added 

or taken away from the cycle of coffee. Yet, a lot in the production chain has changed since then. 

This has everything to do with the decisions made by the coffee farmers, roasters, and consum-

ers. During the coffee production process, there is often a choice for the producer between qual-

ity or cost efficiency, as already discussed above. For farmers such quality-cost decisions are 

made for example in: environmental control, harvesting options, processing options, sorting op-

tions, and so on. For the roasters, the most significant choices are made when purchasing coffee 

beans (quality or cost efficiency?), and when mixing the purchased beans (Arabica-Robusta, dif-

ferent quality beans, or beans from different origin).  

In the remaining part of this chapter I will analyse the quality versus cost decisions that are being 

made in the coffee chain. More specifically, I will give a condensed history on price volatility in 

the world coffee market, and how this has affected local coffee farmers. The high competitive-

ness in the coffee industry has resulted in farmers barely being able to make a living from their 

produce, which resulted in a neglect of labour conditions for the producers. On a global level, the 

competitive character of the coffee industry, and also poor labour conditions, has led to interfer-

ence of both governmental institutions and independent, non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) in the coffee industry. Besides the socio-economic dimension, government organisations 

and NGOs often also address the environmental impacts in the coffee industry. Since the publi-

cation of Ukers in 1935, attention in the coffee industry has shifted from a solely economic per-

spective towards a more balanced economic-ecological perspective. The emerging environmen-

tal certifications aim to decrease the ecological footprint of the coffee sector. For coffee farmers 

this has increased the range of options when it comes to production, as decisions now must in-

clude joining a certification or not, and whether it is worth to join such a certification. Certifica-

tions for a coffee farmer mean regulations to adhere to, which are often controlled annually, at 

higher effort and cost. In a best case scenario, the coffee producer gets higher sales prices and 

better quality coffee in exchange for increased efforts. The decisions for a coffee farmer, in re-

gard to joining coffee certifications, are then again considerations between the value-added bene-

fit of quality in relation to cost. 
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5.2. Global Markets and Rise of Alternative Trade 

Fluctuations in price, demand, and market access are extremely common throughout the history 

of the coffee industry. An early example can be found at the end of the eighteenth century: San 

Domingo, under French control, was the largest coffee producer worldwide, but their production 

rapidly declined when the slaves rose up against their oppressors (Pendergrast 2010:18). At the 

same time as the San Domingo rebellion, the Diponegoro revolt (the Java War, 1825—1830) 

took place in the Dutch-Indies (see Chapter 4:43). The Dutch colonial administration (after de-

feating Diponegoro’s rebellion), took advantage of the gap in the coffee market and the rising 

coffee prices that resulted from the revolt in San Domingo. It was at this time that the cultuurst-

elsel was implemented in the Dutch-Indies (see Chapter 4:44-7).  

Since coffee became a global industry, there have been numerous occasions at which more cof-

fee was produced than there was demand, which resulted in decreasing coffee prices. For exam-

ple, during the beginning of the nineteenth century, the world price of coffee fell from $1.08 per 

pound to roughly $0.18 per pound (Pendergrast 2010:19-20,45). This huge decrease in value of 

coffee had enormous impacts on the financial situation of local coffee producers. Another reason 

for price fluctuations due to (sudden) change in supply is the previously mentioned threat of 

pests and diseases that can harm coffee crops. As mentioned earlier, in Indonesia there was a 

particularly severe outbreak of leaf rust at the end of the nineteenth century (see Chapter 5:55). 

When coffee crops get infected on a large scale, the supply of coffee globally will be lower than 

expected. Coffee thus becomes more scarce, which increases the global market price of coffee.  

Whether it is a slave rebellion, infected crops, or overproduction: the uncertainty in coffee’s 

world price makes coffee a risky product for farmers around the world. Evidence of price fluctu-

ations in the coffee industry can be traced back to at least the nineteenth century, when the world 

price of coffee was regularly under ten U.S. dollar cents per pound (see fig. 5; Pendergrast 

2010:45). As a result of these low coffee prices, the status of coffee as a luxury product slowly 

diminished. Coffee thus became available for low-income households as well (Pendergrast 

2010:45). Even though the coffee farmers experienced a huge decrease in profits per pound of 

coffee due to the low prices, for a long time this loss was countered by the increased demand in 

coffee. In the late 1890s the coffee industry, especially in the USA and Western-Europe, was 

booming (Pendergrast 2010:46,73). As discussed in Chapter 4, Java coffee was ranked as very 

high quality coffee on the expanding US market, so Indonesian coffee fared well in the competi-

tion.  

But, overproduction and coffee pests (and during colonial times also rebellions) are not the only 

factors that can impact coffee prices. For example, when coffee became available to the masses 

in the United States, coffee imports in the southern states were limited during the 1860s, due to 

the American civil war (Pendergrast 2010:46). The U.S. government imposed import tariffs and 

blockages on coffee for these states, which lowered the amount of coffee entering America, but 

increased the sales price for South-American coffee producers. When the civil war ended, the 

tariffs and blockages on coffee were lifted, and the coffee price decreased again (Pendergrast 

2010:46).  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
63 

 

Figure 5. Coffee import price and per capita consumption United States 1851-1934 (Ukers 1935:531). 

 

Price fluctuations are one of the biggest problems for coffee farmers around the world, which is 

amplified by the global character of the coffee industry. To exemplify, I have mentioned before 

that coffee is prone to failed harvests due to insufficient precipitation. If failed harvests happen 

on a large scale, for example in Brazil, then the Indonesian coffee farmers will notice increasing 

demand and prices for their produce. So, while failed coffee harvests in Brazil might seem at 

first like a national issue, its effects are felt across the ocean in Indonesia. This then also means 

when Indonesia’s coffee production was lower than expected in recent years (see Chapter 5:54), 

the large competitors in South-America and South-East Asia could profit from filling this gap in 

(global) coffee supply (under the assumption that those countries did not experience inconsistent 

precipitation as well).  

The price fluctuations described above are based on export prices, however, the domestic con-

sumption in Indonesia is also growing (see Chapter 5:59). It is important to make a distinction 

here, because the domestic coffee prices for the Indonesian market are not the same as the export 

prices. Domestic coffee prices in Indonesia are namely controlled by coffee distributors in Indo-

nesia (Rahayu et al. 2015). Consumption of coffee has been promoted in the Indonesian market, 

with the aim to increase domestic demand for coffee. A result of this promotion is low coffee 

prices for consumers, offered by the coffee distributors. The competition between domestic cof-

fee prices and export coffee prices drives down the average coffee price within Indonesia, which 

then negatively impacts the Indonesian coffee farmers (Rahayu et al. 2015). As was noted be-

fore, when coffee prices increase in Indonesia, coffee farmers often do not benefit, but do receive 

the blame (Haas 2012), and when coffee prices decrease, the Indonesian farmers often inadvert-

ently receive lower incomes (Rahayu et al. 2015).   

Furthermore, it is next to impossible to anticipate coffee price fluctuations. Unforeseen circum-

stances can cause a failed harvest in one year, which then increases the coffee price due to a 

lower supply than expected. A coffee farmer can then decide to plant more coffee trees, to bene-

fit from the increased coffee prices. However, it will take around three to five years before you 

will be able to harvest these ‘newly’ planted coffee trees (Ukers 1935:136), at which point the 

coffee prices might have plummeted again. This leads to a snowball effect, because at an already 
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low coffee price, even more coffee enters the market, resulting in a further price drop. A way to 

counteract a decrease in coffee prices is then to keep coffee off the consumer market. The stor-

age of coffee counteracts a price decrease, because it reduces the supply of coffee to consumers. 

When demand for coffee exceeds the supply, coffee’s exclusivity increases, and thereby its price. 

Three American business men in 1870 did exactly this, by purchasing a very large share of the 

global coffee production and keep the coffee locked away, instead of selling it on the market 

(Pendergrast 2010:62). Essentially, this manipulation of the market price, as displayed above by 

the three business men, works exactly the same as export, import, or production quotas. Similar 

quotas were also regularly affecting coffee trade in Indonesia (Wellman 1961:420), before offi-

cial production quotas in the coffee industry became more common in the twentieth century; 

which I will now discuss. 

At the first International Coffee Conference in 1902, there was an attempt to instate a coffee pro-

duction quota, however the attending parties could not agree on an implementation plan (Pender-

grast 2010:75). Brazil then took the initiative in the early twentieth century, by keeping large 

amounts of their coffee production off the consumer market, with the purpose to increase coffee 

prices; and with success (Pendergrast 2010:76-7,88; Rice 2003). This resulted in further attempts 

to increase the profitability of coffee production in Brazil, but other coffee producing countries, 

such as Indonesia, benefited from the artificial high prices, and increased their coffee production. 

Brazil then did not only lose global market share, but also received economic sanctions from the 

United States, which favoured other producing countries (Pendergrast 2010:88; Rice 2003). The 

example above shows again that coffee is clearly a global industry. World War II would strongly 

emphasise the fact that the world economy was becoming increasingly global, which resulted in 

international trade agreements that would also affect the coffee trade.  

The end of World War II marks a time of cooperation. Countries that used to fight each other 

over colonies, trade routes, and commodity prices, were now advocating free trade and invest-

ment in low- and middle-income countries (Seavoy 2003:182). However, the Indonesian govern-

ment and citizens did not share the sentiments of international cooperation after being occupied 

for centuries by the Netherlands (See Chapter 4:49). While coffee exports greatly contributed to 

the economic development of Indonesia in its first years of independence (1950s), the economic 

conditions for Indonesian coffee farmers were still very fragile due to Indonesia’s economic pro-

tective policies, which resulted from distrust towards anything foreign (Neilson 2008). But as I 

said before, many other countries (mostly high-income countries) came together during the post-

World War II era, to create international governmental organisations, of which some would soon 

after make an impact on the global coffee trade, and therefore also on the Indonesian coffee 

farmers. Some familiar examples of such trans-governmental organisations, that are still around 

today, are: the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the United Nations (UN), the World 

Trade Organization (WTO), the European Union (EU), the World Bank, and the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF). The NATO and the predecessor of the EU, the European Common Mar-

ket (ECC), were motivated by cooperation in (military) defence and economic development 

(Seavoy 2003:190-1). International trade agreements were established, intertwining with these 

organisations, that affected the coffee industry. The purpose of trade agreements was to boost 

global commodity trade, and redirect the attention away from warfare (Fraser and Rimas 

2010:241). A well-known agreement that arose after World War II was named GATT: General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (Fraser and Rimas 2010:241; Seavoy 2003:214). It was a result 

of the 1944 Bretton Woods Conference, where organisations like UN, IMF and the World Bank 

came together, with support of famous economist Keynes, to discuss the possibilities of flatten-

ing out the fluctuations in world commodity prices (Fraser and Rimas 2010:241; ICO 2013). The 

GATT also aimed to open up trade between countries, since international trade was often paired 

with import taxes and export subsidies (Seavoy 2003:214). Besides the obvious economic ad-

vantages of reducing costs for every country, another reason was to remove the bias and disfa-
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vour between some countries in trade agreements (idem). However, for coffee farmers world-

wide, the GATT did not solve or reduce the issues regarding price volatility in the coffee market; 

on the contrary.  

After the GATT was introduced, the economic protection from tariffs and subsidies was chal-

lenged, and gradually removed: by 1961, import and export taxes decreased by almost three-

fourths since World War II (Seavoy 2003:216). The consequence for coffee farmers was that the 

world price of coffee became less predictable than it already was. In Indonesia, the Japanese oc-

cupation and the independence war with the Netherlands had a huge impact on coffee produc-

tion: plantations were either destroyed or abandoned (FAO 1955; Wickizer 1951:33). An in-

crease in demand for coffee in the United States, and a decrease in supply to the consumer mar-

ket — partly because of Indonesia, and partly because of a Brazilian decrease in coffee produc-

tion — made coffee prices soar up post-World War II (FAO 1955). Indonesia’s coffee 

plantations gradually restored since the 1950s, and by 1960 Indonesia was again a top competitor 

in global coffee trade (Wellman 1961:425). For example, in 1956 Indonesia exported more than 

three times the amount of coffee than was exported the year before that (Wellman 1961:427). A 

large reason for the focus of Indonesia on the restoration of coffee production had to do with the 

increases in coffee prices after World War II, mentioned above. For example, U.S. coffee retail 

prices in 1954 were more than four times higher than the prices before World War II, and twice 

as high compared to 1949 (FAO 1955). But, Indonesia was not the only coffee producing coun-

try that responded to the high coffee prices. Increases in Brazilian coffee production and Robusta 

coffee production in Africa resulted in the world price of coffee declining rapidly again by 1960 

(FAO 1960,1961). A bad harvest in crop year 1960/61 in Brazil (FAO 1960), prevented that cof-

fee prices would fall even further. However, the price volatility in the coffee industry threatened 

the livelihoods of many farmers around the world in the early 1960s. In Indonesia, where many 

small-scale coffee farmers started up their coffee cultivation again, relatively soon after the war, 

now experienced a rapid decline in their income, resulting from the very competitive, global cof-

fee industry. The trans-governmental organisations (see above) became aware of the problems 

arising in the coffee industry, and realised that that intervention was necessary in order to make 

the coffee industry sustainable for the many small-scale coffee farmers.  

Aiming to stabilise the coffee market, negotiations within the UN resulted in the foundation of 

the International Coffee Organization (ICO), and the first International Coffee Agreement (ICA) 

in 1962 (ICO 2017A). The underlying strategy of this agreement revolved around quotas, similar 

to how Brazil affected the coffee price in the early twentieth century by keeping parts of their 

coffee production off the market, as discussed above. The motivation of the UN and the ICO was 

firstly to reduce price fluctuations in coffee trade, and secondly to support coffee producing 

countries, since inter-governmental agreements were, up till then, depriving coffee producers in 

low- and middle-income countries by holding coffee prices down (ICO 2017A).30 A large differ-

ence with previous inter-governmental agreements was that previously excluded low- and mid-

dle-income countries were now included in the negotiations (Ponte 2002). This new approach 

paid off, since ICA 1962, and its successor, ICA 1968, were mostly considered successful. While 

the ICAs did not reduce the world supply of coffee, the world price of coffee increased, creating 

new opportunities for coffee farmers in small coffee producing countries (Ponte 2002; Rice 

2003). Indonesia and the Netherlands were both, and still are, affiliated members of the ICAs 

since the first agreement in 1962 (ICO 2017b). In Indonesia, the first ICAs had a positive effect 

on the income of farmers, especially because the majority of Indonesian coffee farmers are 

smallholders, which were the target group of the UN and the ICO. To clarify how the ICA quotas 

prevented decreases in coffee prices: when there is more coffee on the market than there is ask 

                                                                 

 
30 This is rather ironic because the UN is a product of inter-governmental agreements, and a proclaimer of free trade – which partly 

led to the deprived state of coffee producing countries – and must now resort to market manipulation to counteract a result of free 

trade. 
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for, the coffee price decreases. A quota prevents such a surplus of coffee, and thus prevents a 

price drop. 

As can be seen in figure 6, after five years of ICA 1968, the world price of coffee increased, 

partly because of failed Brazilian crops due to frost (ICO 2017A). For this reason, the quota sys-

tem was not renewed until 1976, after coffee reached its highest price ($3.35 in April 1977), and 

then started plummeting (MacroTrends 2017). Also in 1983, a new ICA was agreed upon with 

more quota controls (ICA 2017). The new ICAs were more flexible, because they accounted for 

price fluctuations: when prices were high, the quotas could be ‘paused’, while at low prices the 

quotas would be operative (ICO 2017A). An example is given by ICO (2017A). Quotas were 

paused when the coffee price increased in 1985-6, but then quotas were back on the table during 

the Autumn of 1987, after the price decreased again; this fluctuation can be accurately followed 

in figure 6. The ICAs were not always effective, mainly because of disagreements among mem-

ber states about quota distributions, which resulted in a slow process of decision making and im-

plementation (Ponte 2002). Another distortion arose because of countries that traded in coffee, 

but were not part of the ICAs. The quotas and the artificial higher price of coffee did not affect 

non-member countries, so they could function as an intermediary: buying coffee for a low price, 

and selling for a higher price, but below the ICA price (idem). These disagreements and exploita-

tions of the quota system led to its abolishment in 1989 (FLO 2012; Rice 2003). So from 1989, 

the coffee market was unregulated again. The coffee supply increased, and prices dropped to an 

all-time low, similar to the pre-ICA era (FLO 2012; Rice 2003), as can be observed in figure 6.  

The free market reigns in the 1990s coffee industry, and the price continues to fluctuate. For ex-

ample in 1994, the largest global coffee supplier, Brazil, again experiences a failed harvest be-

cause of frost (FLO 2012). In Indonesia, average annual coffee production almost doubled after 

the quota system was abolished: from 240 million kg during the ICA-era, to 462 million kg after 

the ICA-era (ICO 2014, 2016b). The end of the 1990s were marked by a financial crisis in Asia 

(Dunlevy 2016), but for Indonesian coffee farmers these years of crisis were the beginning of 

something great. Foreign trade was largely encouraged under Suharto’s regime. The volume of 

total exports in Indonesia increased by more than threefold from 1982—1990, compared to the 

export volumes in the 1950s (Booth 1998:18). After the abolishment of the ICAs in 1989, the In-

donesian coffee sector was completely free of market manipulation (Ruf and Yoddang 2001:232-

3).  

The coffee price drop around the year 2000 (see figure 6) resulted from a huge increase in coffee 

production in Indonesia, Vietnam, and Brazil (FLO 2012). The 2000 coffee price drop is another 

example of how quickly the tides can turn in the coffee industry: the low coffee prices at the start 

of the twenty-first century threatened the operations of the small-scale coffee farmers in Indone-

sia (idem). But, the economic struggles of Indonesian coffee smallholders were a long-term fea-

ture of the twentieth century, so certainly not something unexpected. A new development would 

change this dynamic in the twentieth century, when the fragile conditions and hardships of small-

holders in the coffee industry became known and recognised amongst coffee consumers in high-

income countries. In the spirit of Max Havelaar, a movement emerged, of which the earliest ex-

ample can be found in 1946 (right after World War II). This movement is driven by, what we 

now call, Alternative Trading Organisations (ATOs).  
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5.2.1. Alternative Trading Organisations 

A millennium after its discovery, coffee has grown into a global industry. Nearly all coffee is 

produced in low- and middle-income countries, while the majority of consumers can be found in 

high-income countries (Daviron and Ponte 2006:69). The lists of coffee producing countries by 

the International Coffee Organization (ICO 2016b;2016d) show that all the coffee in the world is 

produced in either Central- and South-America, Africa, South-East Asia, and Oceania. Indonesia 

is the fourth biggest producer in the world, producing 12,317 tonnes of coffee (8.13% of global 

coffee production) in crop year 2015/16, of which approximately two-thirds is exported, and one 

third is domestically consumed (See Appendix A and B). The divide between producing and 

consuming countries, low-income and high-income countries, initially suggests economic rea-

sons. Namely, high-income countries have consumers that can afford coffee, and coffee distribu-

tors in high-income countries then look for the most cost-effective way to produce coffee, which 

is in the lower-income countries (because of lower wages, building costs, etc.). Though, an over-

simplified scenario, it serves as a sketch to show the economic relationship between the produc-

ers and consumers in the coffee industry.  

After World War II a movement emerged in high-income countries, that started to create aware-

ness for the coffee farmers (also other agricultural crops) in poor economic conditions. This 

group would set rise to Alternative Trading Organisations (ATOs), of which the earliest example 

dates from 1946, when an American woman named Edna Ruth Byler started buying up souvenirs 

from Puerto Rican families, and then sell them in the United States, in order to financially sup-

port the Puerto Rican families (Fraser and Rimas 2010:241; Lyon 2006). The organisation that 

grew from this initiative is named Ten Thousand Villages (mentioned earlier in Chapter 4:49), 

and is now a multi-million dollar operation (Fraser and Rimas 2010:241; Lyon 2006). Other ini-

tiatives similar to Ten Thousand Villages would emerge in the second half of the twentieth cen-

tury, including the aforementioned Max Havelaar Foundation (MHF). As discussed in Chapter 3, 

Max Havelaar creates an obvious red thread for this thesis, and I will therefore focus here specif-

ically on the MHF, which later became part of the Fairtrade organisation, as an example of the 

negotiation between coffee and power, brought up by ATOs.  

Figure 6.. World price of coffee since 1960 (World Bank in FLO 2012). 
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But before I go on and discuss the Fairtrade certification, I also want to shortly review the con-

text for other coffee labelling. The Fairtrade Labelling Organisation (FLO) is focused mainly on 

the socio-economic condition of coffee farmers, and only partly on environmental protection. 

But, there are also labelling organisations that look solely at the environmental aspects. Accord-

ing to Fraser and Rimas (2010:247), awareness of global ecological degradation grew since the 

1960s, which roughly ten years later resulted in the first organic food labelling. Different (inter-

)governmental organisations in the world decide for their home markets what is classified under 

‘organic farming’. In Europe, the classification for organic is decided by the EU-department of 

Agriculture and Rural Development (EU-ARD), and in America this is done by the United States 

Department of Agriculture (USDA)31. Organic farming encompasses the following: minimum in-

terference with ecological cycles, maintain and sustain biodiversity, minimum usage of fertilisers 

and pesticides, and creating a sustainable socio-economic environment (Mangal 2007:197; Sosa 

et al. 2004:339). For both the EU-ARD and USDA, strict regulations apply in acquiring an or-

ganic certification, which are controlled annually by the respective governmental bodies (Euro-

pean Commission 2017; United States Department of Agriculture 2017).  

Other ecological certifications, besides organic, that are relevant and well-known in the coffee 

industry are: Rainforest Alliance, Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center, UTZ Certified, and pri-

vate certifications (Daviron and Ponte 2006:164; Giovanucci and Ponte 2005). When a coffee 

farmer is certified, it means in general that they are more efficient in water and fertiliser usage32, 

care about biodiversity conservation, and take good care of their employees (IDH and True Price 

2016). While initially certifications requires an investment (both time and money) to adhere to 

extra regulations, in the long run it leads to cost-efficiency due to higher yields and lower costs 

(i.e. less use of water, fertilisers, and pesticides).  

In the Netherlands, coffee is recognised as ‘sustainable’ when it is certified by either Fairtrade, 

UTZ, Rainforest Alliance, Organic, or by a certification that makes use of standardised indica-

tors, for example conform the standards of the NGO ISEAL (Central Bureau of Statistics Nether-

lands 2014). The market share of sustainable coffee in the Netherlands has gradually increased 

over recent years, and stabilised in 2014 at around 50% of total coffee available on the Dutch 

market (Central Bureau of Statistics Netherlands 2017; KNVKT 2015). There is no information 

on the specific country origin of sustainable coffee in the Netherlands, probably because it is in 

many cases difficult to trace processed coffee back to the coffee farms (except for the UTZ certi-

fication, which will be clarified below). Coffee exports from Indonesia to the Netherlands have 

been nearly diminished, except for certain specialty coffees (see Chapter 4:50). 

The first coffee producer certification in Indonesia was an organic label, which was acquired by 

a state-owned farm (Neilson 2008). The first wave of sustainable development in the Indonesian 

coffee sector resulted from investments from development aid in 2004/5, in the aftereffects of the 

tsunami33 (idem). Development aid did not only focus on rebuilding destroyed coffee farms, but 

also on instating ‘good’ coffee farming practices, by implementing organic and Fairtrade certifi-

cations (idem). The second wave of certified coffee implementation in Indonesia was paired with 

UTZ, and came from a completely different direction than the development aid: multinational 

corporations (Neilson 2008). UTZ focuses mainly on accounting and traceability, which means 

that coffee, certified under UTZ, can be followed step-for-step from farmer to retailer; something 

which is otherwise difficult to do, as mentioned above (Giovannucci and Ponte 2005). When it 

comes to private coffee certifications, the Starbucks company has established itself as an im-

portant actor in the Indonesian specialty coffee sector (Neilson 2008). Similar to UTZ, which 

                                                                 

 
31 See European Commission (2017) and United States Department of Agriculture (2017). 

32 Pesticides are either completely banished (this is definitely the case with the organic certification) or used less also. 

33 On December 26, 2004 one of the largest natural disasters in recent history took place: an earthquake with a magnitude over 9 

on the scale of Richter struck right next to Sumatra, resulting in a huge tsunami with devastating consequences (CNN 2016).  
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also started off as a private certification under the Dutch Ahold company (Arifin 2010; Giovan-

nucci and Ponte 2005), Starbucks’ sustainability regulations, called C.A.F.E. (Coffee And 

Farmer Equity), are focused on the whole coffee supply chain, so that they can guarantee that 

their coffee is grown responsibly from a socio-economic and environmental perspective (SCS 

Global 2017; Starbucks 2016).  

As discussed earlier, the majority of Indonesian coffee farmers cultivate Robusta crops, that is 

most often cultivated based on quantity and cost-efficient farming practices (see Chapter 5:56). 

The Arabica coffee farmers in Indonesia generally care a lot more about the quality of coffee (by 

for example handpicking the cherries and using the dry method for processing). The Arabica cul-

tivators in Indonesia then tend to be more aware of consumer demands. Indonesian Arabica cof-

fee farms therefore join sustainability certifications at a much larger rate than Robusta farms 

(Neilson 2008). Since the Association for Indonesian Coffee Exporters and Industries (AEKI) 

expressed their intention to motivate Robusta farmers to switch to Arabica farming (see Chapter 

5:61), the amount of sustainability certifications in Indonesia will probably increase if AEKI suc-

ceeds.  

5.2.2. The Fairtrade Movement 

The Max Havelaar Foundation (MHF) created the first ‘fair’-labelled coffee, which could be 

bought in Dutch supermarkets (Ingenbleek and Reinders 2013; Van Dam 2016). This was not the 

first sustainably produced coffee ever to reach the Netherlands, but the difference is that these 

earlier editions were not labelled as ‘fair’. The first coffee that reached the Dutch market through 

alternative trade was imported from Guatemala in 1973 (FLO 2016a). Also, the Mexican coffee 

farmers that requested aid (see Chapter 1:11), a request that was met by, and led to, the MHF, 

were already selling their coffee under alternative trading mechanisms (Fraser and Rimas 

2010:242). In the 1980s, sustainably produced coffee was namely only available in a small range 

of specialty boutiques, so this coffee did not reach the majority of consumers (idem). Even 

though the licensed Mexican coffee farmers received a ‘fair’ price for their produce, the low 

amount of sales of the final product threatened their subsistence (idem). From 1988 onwards, the 

MHF made it possible that every Dutch consumer was given the choice to buy coffee with the 

assurance that the coffee farmer on the other side of the supply chain made a fair living. Van 

Dam (2016) connects the development of the Fairtrade movement in the Netherlands to post-co-

lonial sentiments after 1950. What started with a small group of activists in the Netherlands that 

demanded more equal welfare distribution in the world, became an established and politically 

backed movement in the 1980s (Van Dam 2016).  

The MHF was followed by similar initiatives across Europe and the United States, for example 

Transfair in Germany, the Fairtrade Foundation in the United Kingdom and Rättvisemärkt in 

Sweden (FLO 2016b). In 1997, these initiatives merged into an overarching cooperative, called 

the Fairtrade Labelling Organisations International (FLO 2016b; Moore et al. 2006). The 

Fairtrade label is on the one hand about ensuring a certain quality standard of commodities, and 

on the other hand about safeguarding income safety of small-scale producers in low-income 

countries. The safeguarding of income is different than other ecological certifications mentioned 

earlier, since ecological certifications are mainly concerned with the production process, for ex-

ample usage of fertilisers, effects on local environment, effects on biodiversity, etc. (de Janvry et 

al. 2015:567). As can be seen from fig. 7, Fairtrade products are mostly produced in low- and 

lower middle-income countries (see Indonesia in the red circle) and consumed in high-income 

countries (see the Netherlands in the black circle). 
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The philosophy behind Fairtrade seems to work when assessing the spread of producers across 

the world (see figure 7). Also, the amount of Fairtrade producers worldwide has almost doubled 

in the last decade (FLO 2012:21). The Fairtrade mechanism works as follows: coffee farmers in 

low-income countries are given assistance in improving their working conditions and farming 

practices, and consumers in high-income countries pay for this training by a price premium on 

certified products.34 All other factors being equal, this concept would work as intended, since the 

producers improve their production processes and working conditions, while their products are 

sold for more money than before. However, while it works in theory does not mean that it holds 

up in practice. The disparities between theory and practice have become clear in the past decade, 

through a number of studies on Fairtrade. These studies have led to a considerable body of criti-

cism against Fairtrade.35  

Also, it does not mean that Fairtrade can always guarantee the coffee farmers a higher selling 

price for certified coffee than for non-certified coffee. For instance, after 2006, the world price of 

coffee exceeded the prices set by Fairtrade (Ruben 2008:28), however, this implies that the cof-

                                                                 

 
34 The global producer-consumer divide in the coffee market is only partly explained with an economic argument. Centuries ago 

the colonialists initially tried to produce coffee in Europe. In 1616 the first coffee plant was transported to the Netherlands from 

Mocha and in 1670 the first coffee plantation was set up in Dijon, France (Ukers 1935:2). However, this initiative failed misera-

bly (idem). The reasons for this failed attempt in 1670 Dijon are grounded in the botanical characteristics of the coffee plant. 

35 For criticism on Fairtrade, please refer to one of the following studies: Producers who receive the certification are not benefit-

ting as much in reality as is claimed (Weber 2006); Fairtrade established unfair competition with regards to other non-certified 

producers (Booth and Whetstone 2007); the money that is raised through price premiums is not invested into the low-income 

countries, but actually ends up with organisations in high-income countries (Griffiths 2012; Neilson 2008; Sylla 2014:147); and 

finally, Killian et al. (2006:330) has argued on the basis of Central American coffee producers that Fairtrade is not a long-term 

viable option, as it requires high investments over an extended period to maintain the required quality of production. 

Figure 7. Producers and consumers of Fairtrade products (Modified from: FLO 2017). 
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fee farmers received a ‘fair’ price for coffee on the free market at that time. Fairtrade is also con-

cerned with improving the farming practices in coffee cultivation. For example, by offering 

training to improve organisational skills, that can lead to expansion of the farm, or a better posi-

tion in the coffee market (Ruben 2008:21). Also, better organisational skills can lead to cutting 

out middlemen in the supply chain (Neilson 2008; Van Hilten 2014). The large amount of mid-

dlemen in the Indonesian coffee sector reduces the income for Indonesian coffee farmers (see 

Chapter 5:60), however, the removal of intermediaries can also lead to inefficiencies. The organ-

isational training offered by Fairtrade then focuses on alleviating the risks involved with reduced 

inefficiencies for coffee farmers when cutting out intermediaries from the supply chain (Van Hil-

ten 2014).  

Coffee supply chain restructuration by Fairtrade leads to another important point brought up by 

Neilson (2008). Namely, the poor organisation of farming cooperatives in Indonesia. As men-

tioned in Chapter 4 (p. 50), during the Suharto-era, coffee farmers were forced to join coopera-

tives. Some of these farming cooperatives still exist, which is beneficial regarding sustainability 

certifications, because the Fairtrade organisation, and most other sustainability certifications in 

coffee trade, require small-scale farmers to be organised in a cooperative (Arifin 2010; Neilson 

2008). Sustainability certifications often require the existence of such cooperatives to strengthen 

the local farming community as a whole, and effectively implement and control ‘good’ farming 

practices in a large area (Arifin 2010). In Indonesia however, a significant amount of these farm-

ing cooperatives were not created with the intention of improving social cohesiveness and eco-

nomic development, but only for political control and taxation (see Chapter 4:50). The lack of 

clear, uniform regulations among these “pseudo-cooperatives” in Indonesia then jeopardises the 

effectiveness of organisations like Fairtrade when working together with such cooperatives 

(Neilson 2008).  

It is difficult to find exact numbers on the size of the certified coffee sector in Indonesia, proba-

bly because the Indonesian coffee industry consists largely out of (relatively disorganised) small-

holders. The database of Flocert (2017) shows that there are a total of 46 cooperatives in Indone-

sia that are Fairtrade certified in coffee trade, of which the majority (40 cooperatives) is located 

in the northern region of Sumatra. The northern region of Sumatra is classified as providing the 

largest share of Arabica coffee (see Chapter 5:53). Arifin (2010) claims in his study that in Indo-

nesia there are fifteen coffee cooperatives UTZ-certified, two cooperatives Rainforest Alliance-

certified, and Fairtrade and Organic both have one certified cooperative in Indonesia. Consider-

ing that the database of Flocert has more recent numbers than Arifin (2010), the numbers imply 

that there has been a strong increase of certified coffee cooperatives in Indonesia over the last 

seven years.  

A report produced by the Sustainable Coffee Program (2014) estimated that around 7% of Indo-

nesian coffee exports are certified. However, as mentioned in the same report, the Indonesian 

coffee market is gradually increasing its coffee imports, as the domestic consumer demand 

grows. As discussed earlier (Chapter 5:59), This can be clearly observed as well in the ratio of 

Exportable Production/Total Exports in Appendix B. The demand for certified coffee comes 

from consumers in high-income countries, that are represented by multinational corporations. 

Therefore, a decrease in coffee exports, as a result of increasing domestic demand for coffee in 

Indonesia, would mean that the ratio Fairtrade coffee of total coffee production will probably sta-

bilise the coming years in Indonesia (Sustainable Coffee Program 2014). 

However, the predictions of Sustainable Coffee Program’s report (2014) on Indonesia’s certified 

coffee production are based on economic assumptions and projections of coffee exports and im-

ports in Indonesia. It does not factor in the ongoing development in the operations of coffee cer-

tifications. To explain this development in Fairtrade, I will first shortly describe the actual effects 

of Fairtrade in its early stages.  
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The coffee producers that acquired a Fairtrade certification could distinguish themselves in the 

market from others through this label (Van Hilten 2014). The label gave those producers a com-

petitive advantage, and some of the criticism on Fairtrade is also directed at this advantage, argu-

ing that it provided the basis of unfair competition (see Booth and Whetstone 2007 for a further 

discussion). At the same time, the coffee farmers that applied for a Fairtrade certification were 

taking a risk. Weber (2006), who carried out a study on the motivation for producers to join 

Fairtrade certifications, concluded that product labelling involved a lot of financial uncertainty 

for coffee producers. Joining a Fairtrade certification requires a significant (monetary and labori-

ous) investment, while the benefits of certification are often delayed; sometimes up till four years 

(Weber 2006).  

Now I can describe the development of Fairtrade, and other coffee certifications, that I alluded to 

above. Jeff Neilson, who did extensive research on sustainable coffee certifications in Indonesia, 

comments on the development in the Fairtrade coffee sector in Indonesia (Van Hilten 2014). 

Neilson claims that, whereas firstly the competitive advantage of Fairtrade was acquired purely 

in the distinction of labelled versus unlabelled coffee (see above), the rising popularity and pres-

ence of coffee certifications made this competitive advantage decrease in its effectiveness. Be-

fore, the certifications could demand of (Indonesian) coffee farmers to refrain from certain prac-

tices, for example the use of pesticide or child labour, in exchange for a price premium. Since 

sustainable farming practices have become more common, the distinction between certified and 

non-certified coffee has to be made by improved farming practices and ecological responsibility 

(Van Hilten 2014). The new, more cooperative, approaches of Fairtrade and other sustainability 

certifications towards coffee farmers, also changed the view of coffee farmers towards these cer-

tifications. A director of a farmers cooperative in Indonesia, who worked together with the 

abovementioned researcher Jeff Neilson, adds to this that the more direct cooperation and con-

tact with international certifications and organisations has largely improved the situation for cof-

fee farmers in Indonesia (Van Hilten 2014). I stress here that the direct contact between sustaina-

ble coffee organisations and coffee farms has increased and improved in recent years, because it 

affects the validity of the Fairtrade-critique mentioned earlier (i.e. that Fairtrade led to unfair 

competition and involved risks for coffee farmers). This critique developed during times when 

the relationship between sustainability certifications and coffee farmers was of a more distant na-

ture (see for example Weber 2006). It is also worth noting that it is not recommended to general-

ise relations between coffee certifications and coffee farmers, since the social and/or environ-

mental issues differ per country and area (KNVKT 2015).  

Next to the production side of Fairtrade coffee, it is also very important to address the consump-

tion side of the Fairtrade model. Especially since consumers are supposed to cover the extra 

costs of Fairtrade implementation. As discussed earlier, the vision of Fairtrade is to decrease in-

come equality in the world by funnelling money from high-income to low-income areas. In the 

Netherlands, the market for certified coffee has experienced continuous growth (Ingenbleek and 

Reinders 2013). But what motivates the average consumer to pay a higher price for Fairtrade 

coffee, instead of purchasing uncertified coffee? There are no such studies from the Netherlands 

itself, but De Pelsmacker et al. (2005) studied the motivation behind Fairtrade coffee consump-

tion in Belgium, and it turned out that the average consumer values the brand of coffee highest, 

then flavour, then the Fairtrade label. Arnot et al. (2006) conducted a similar study in Canada, 

focused on how a change in cost affects the consumption of Fairtrade coffee. The research 

showed that an increase in costs of certified coffee led to no significant change in purchases of 

certified coffee (Arnot et al. 2006). The studies of De Pelsmacker et al. (2005) and Arnot et al. 

(2006) then suggest that consumption of certified coffee is mostly decided by brand recognition 

and brand loyalty. Furthermore it can be assumed that, regarding the study of De Pelsmacker et 

al. 2005, if more coffee brands adopt product certifications, a greater part of the population will 

buy, or at least consider, buying certified coffee. Especially when the world price of coffee in-

creases, and the disparity between certified and non-certified coffee price decreases.  
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The studies shown above (Arnot et al. 2006; De Pelsmacker et al. 2005) also suggest that indica-

tors on what drives demand for certified coffee can differ significantly in higher- or lower-in-

come countries, or even in different income-areas within the same country. To give an example 

from own observations: certified coffee is widely available in supermarkets in Sweden and the 

Netherlands, however, in a Turkish supermarket the Fairtrade brand, or any other certification 

for that matter, is nowhere to be found. When asking individual Turkish citizens about it, many 

will tell you that they have never heard of Fairtrade, while in Sweden and the Netherlands, every 

individual I asked knew of Fairtrade. This suggests, albeit based on a quick and improvised mini-

survey, that consumers of Fairtrade products can be found in high-income countries. Also, I have 

seen many Starbucks affiliates in Turkey, but there was nowhere a mention of their sustainability 

program, while Starbucks is widely promoting their usage of Fairtrade beans and C.A.F.E. prac-

tices in the USA, UK, and Ireland (Fraser and Rimas 2010:248-249). This is of course not only 

driven by income, but also based on demand from the consumers. Multinational corporations like 

Starbucks conduct detailed market research to assess customer demands per country.  

In Chapter 6, I will continue to discuss the debates underlying the Fairtrade organisation, which, 

as I will argue, also reflect contemporary power struggles in the coffee industry (the central point 

of this thesis).  

5.2.3. The Environmental Impact of Coffee 

Sustainability certifications are not the only motivation of Indonesian coffee farmers to take into 

account the ecological conditions on their plantations. In a small village on the western part of 

Java in 2002, a group of local farmers planted coffee crops and other vegetation on the empty 

hills surrounding their village, since the inhabitants were victims of regular floods, which re-

sulted from earlier deforestation on those hills (Dunlevy 2016). All the newly planted vegetation, 

including the coffee crops, were placed on the empty hills to restore ecological balance in the 

area. Some years later, when the first coffee cherries were ready for harvesting, the coffee re-

ceived international praise for its taste and quality (Dunlevy 2016). Vegetation that can be 

planted next to coffee crops have multiple uses: it provides shading for the coffee plants which 

eventually benefits the growth and quality of coffee cherries. The benefits of shading for the 

quality of coffee has been explained earlier (see Chapter 5:54). Vegetation also offers extra pro-

tection against soil erosion on hillsides, and the intercropping allows for growing other crops 

than coffee, which can also be sold or eaten by the farmers (Food Empowerment Project 2017). 

The natural and organic cultivation process in the West-Javanese village, in a biodiverse envi-

ronment, have resulted in coffee beans that can compete with the highest quality coffee on a 

global level (Dunlevy 2016). This short story about coffee farmers in West-Java goes to show 

that a balance of ecology on a coffee plantation benefits the overall quality of coffee. While these 

Javanese coffee farmers started cultivating coffee in a biodiverse environment to battle ecologi-

cal degradation, the contrary is also possible, i.e.: coffee cultivation causing soil erosion, defor-

estation, and soil degradation. Hence, I will now discuss the environmental impacts that result 

from coffee cultivation in Indonesia.  

Analysis of the environmental impact is important for this thesis, because unsustainable coffee 

farming practices have given legitimacy to (ecological) coffee certifications in the twenty-first 

century; a time in which awareness for environmental destruction is increasing (Fraser and Ri-

mas 2010:247). The importance placed in the environment makes such coffee certifications an 

increasingly significant actor in the struggles for power revolving the Indonesian coffee industry, 

and these power struggles are central to the purpose of this thesis. Additionally, climate change 

has been repeatedly linked to a global decline of coffee production, because increasing tempera-

tures and changing rainfall patterns can make coffee farming very difficult; or even impossible 

(Agerholm 2016; Staufenberg 2016; UCS 2017) . For coffee enthusiasts like me this is alarming 

news, and a call for action.  
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Sustainability certifications in the coffee industry are often concerned with the ecological impact 

of coffee producers. For example, organic labels discourage the use of pesticides because it leads 

to soil degradation and eutrophication (see Chapter 5:55). Another example is the use of shade in 

coffee cultivation. Coffee crops that grow under shading produce the second best results (after 

crops growing in natural forests) in terms of natural pest control, pollination, yields, soil conser-

vation and biodiversity conservation (Rice and Bedoya 2010). In order to assess the ecological 

footprint of the coffee supply chain, I have compiled several studies that research the environ-

mental and social aspects in the coffee supply chain. Very few studies are available from Indone-

sia itself, but studies from other parts of the world are also relevant here. I will shortly describe 

the scope and results of every research, after which some general conclusions can be drawn. 

Deforestation was already linked several times to a growing coffee industry in Indonesia (see for 

example fig. 3, in Chapter 4:39). Forest area serves as ecosystems for many organisms, so re-

moval of forests implies destruction of such ecosystems. Moreover, the story just now about 

farmers in West-Java, showed that deforestation on hillsides can lead to erosion and floods, espe-

cially in the tropical Indonesian climate with periods of heavy rainfall. Regarding coffee farming 

itself, forests can play an important role in coffee harvest yields. A study on the Indonesian is-

land Sulawesi found that yield and pollination rates on coffee plantations were significantly de-

creasing when these plantations were further removed from forested areas (Priess et al. 2008 in: 

Turner and Gardner 2015:367).  

IDH and True Price developed a report (2016) that assigns costs to social and environmental as-

pects in the coffee supply chain of smallholders in Vietnam, a study that is also relevant for In-

donesia since more than 90% of Indonesian coffee farms are smallholders (see Chapter 5:59). 

Transportation, roasting, and consumption phases were included, but the main focus of this re-

port was on cultivation (IDH and True Price 2016). Within the category of coffee farming, water 

usage was found to have the highest share of external costs, followed by water pollution, energy 

use, and air pollution. Vietnamese farmers on average use too much water and fertilisers, fertilis-

ers pollute the water (eutrophication) and the production of fertilisers, plus use of irrigation sys-

tems, costs energy. Air pollution is caused through coffee cherry processing and also by fertiliser 

production. Environmental costs make up nearly all external costs of the Vietnamese coffee sup-

ply chain, since the socio-economic situation has improved significantly. From all external costs 

in the coffee chain, more than three-fifths is attributed to farming, a quarter to transportation, and 

a tenth to processing and roasting (IDH and True Price 2016).  

Viere et al. (2011) also focus on the ecological impacts of the Vietnamese coffee industry, more 

specifically, of a coffee refining and exporting company. The results of this study regarding the 

cultivation process are in line with the report of IDH and True Price: inefficiencies in water and 

fertiliser usage are the biggest concern from an ecological perspective (Viere et al. 2011). A dif-

ference between this report and the one of IDH and True Price, is the focus on consumption in 

the coffee chain. At this phase, Viere et al. (2011) argue, a lot of energy and water is lost, be-

cause either coffee machines are left on longer than necessary, or more coffee is brewed than 

necessary, which then goes to waste. Salomone (2003) supports Viere et al. (2011) on the waste-

fulness of coffee consumers, in her assessment of the environmental impact of a coffee roaster in 

Sicily, Italy. The largest ecological impacts in the coffee supply chain were in the areas of air 

pollution, energy consumption, and waste management, found in the processes of roasting, distri-

bution, and consumption (Salomone 2003).  

The existence of the coffee industry is threatened by climate change, but at the same time the 

coffee industry contributes to environmental degradation itself. Apart from the obvious contribu-

tion to CO2 emissions through global transportation, or the energy usage of coffee roasters, the 

coffee chain is also very wasteful (Salomone 2003). When coffee is mass-produced, like it often 

is on the Robusta plantations in Indonesia, a large amount of water is used and polluted (Fury 

2015). The water pollution is then a result from processing coffee cherries, because the majority 
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of the coffee fruit is not used, just the seeds (see Chapter 5:57). Studies are looking into ways for 

coffee farmers to utilise the, otherwise discarded, parts of the coffee fruit, for example by using it 

as compost or animal feed (Fury 2015). The consumption of coffee also leads to a lot of waste, 

which ends up in landfills. For example, the use of plastic coffee cups, or the single-serve coffee 

pods (see Chapter 5:58). Despite there being efforts to collect and recycle such pods (see for ex-

ample Nespresso 2017), many are still thrown away (Smithers 2017).  

In conclusion, in the scenario that climate change makes coffee production impossible in the fu-

ture (as mentioned above), the coffee industry has been contributing to its own demise for a long 

time. Hopefully the coming years will see increasing developments and efforts that will reduce 

the ecological impact of the coffee industry, and increase its lifespan. 
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6. Discussion: Colonialism, Resistance, and the Power of 
Coffee 

The final chapter in my thesis provides a ‘meta-analysis’, covering the role of the coffee industry 

in the history of power struggles between Indonesia and the Netherlands. Labour is one of the 

most important indicators in the analysis of power exertion and its justification, in relation to an 

economic industry. An obvious example is the use of forced labour on coffee farms in Indonesia 

by the Dutch colonial administration, that stands as a seemingly sharp contrast to the free labour 

on twenty-first century Indonesian coffee farms. However, if one delves deeper into this rather 

categorical comparison, one finds a lot of significant details and implications that change a sim-

ple example into a complex network of interdependent relationships. The aim of this chapter is to 

discuss the web of relationships, underlying the Dutch-Indonesian power structures within the 

coffee industry. 

Maybe against his will, Multatuli inspired many liberal movements all over the world, among 

which were the Max Havelaar Foundation and Fairtrade. I have frequently used the term ‘fair’ 

when referring to licensed coffee, but what does ‘fair’ actually mean? How can we say when 

something is fair and something is unfair? It is a fundamental question to this thesis, because 

when assessing the power relationship between Indonesia and the Netherlands throughout his-

tory, the meaning of fairness gives insight into the contemporary mindsets of the time, and the 

justifications of power exertion. A question of fairness is a question of morality, since both terms 

refer to doing what is ‘right’. The meaning of morality is flexible: it depends on period, culture, 

and context (Bolt et al. 2010). In other words, morality has been a crucial question of all times, 

but its definition has constantly changed throughout time. 

This chapter explores the morality of three time-frames on the basis of power struggles in the 

Dutch-Indonesian history of coffee: the Colonial-era (Netherlands-Indies), the Indonesian inde-

pendence-era, and the Fairtrade-era.  

6.1. Colonial Power Struggles 

Merchants from the Netherlands first arrived on the Indonesian islands over 400 years ago to 

trade for spices (see Chapter 4:40). The Dutch traders were not particularly welcomed by the In-

donesian people, and many armed conflicts ensued. Yet, the Dutch traders were persistent, cun-

ning, and had superior weaponry. Mostly, they were driven by the prospects of profits they 

would potentially make back in the Netherlands. Hundred years after this initial contact, the 

Dutch traders brought along an agricultural crop that the Indonesian farmers had never seen be-

fore: coffee. Coffee grew well on Indonesian soil, but the harvests were funnelled away from the 

Indonesian shores towards Western-Europe. Local farmers were then coerced into cultivating 

coffee, in replacement of other cash or food crops, but Indonesian farmers barely got their hands 

on the final product. The bankruptcy of the Dutch East-India trading company in 1799 (Ricklefs 

1981:102) only exacerbated the situation for Indonesian farmers. The implementation of cultiva-

tion systems, or the cultuurstelsel, by the Dutch government, forced many farmers in Indonesia 

to cultivate coffee against their will (see Chapter 4:44). The Dutch made use of traditional power 

structures within the Indonesian society by paying local rulers, which allowed subjects to be co-

erced into the cultuurstelsel (see Chapter 4:46). The Indonesian hierarchical structure provided 

the Dutch with a dominant position, to establish themselves as a legitimate governing actor, and 
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control the available labour in the Dutch-Indies. In other words, the social class system offered 

leverage to the Dutch administration in employing the Indonesian lower- and middle-classes, and 

make them work on, among others, Dutch-owned coffee farms. 

But, the Indonesian people did not simply concede to the Dutch powers. The rebellion on Java 

(see Chapter 4:43), led by Diponegoro, son of a local sultan, arose right before the implementa-

tion of the cultuurstelsel. The rebellion, which is also referred to as ‘the Java War’, includes 

many relevant observations regarding the perception of Indonesian people of their Dutch rulers. 

Diponegoro received widespread support of the Indonesian people during the rebellion, so I will 

assume that Diponegoro’s motivations and values echo with the general contemporary percep-

tion of the Indonesian people. Diponegoro’s driving force was religion. The Dutch were Chris-

tians and the Indonesians were Muslims. These religious differences caused both sides to per-

ceive themselves as superior to one another (De Jong 1984:197). Religion is in this case a very 

straightforward factor in the power struggles between Indonesia and the Netherlands. Another 

indicator in the dynamics of power was the economic component. Many Indonesians had ac-

cepted, even embraced, the Dutch infiltration, because it led to much welcomed economic devel-

opment (NPO-NOS 2015). However, the Indonesian rebels also recognised the financial exploi-

tation of the Dutch, since they were grossly underpaid for their labour. 

It might be obvious to assume that the Indonesian farmers would have rather seen the Dutch ad-

ministration leave than stay in Indonesia in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, but in reality it 

was a much more delicate situation. Indigenous people in the Dutch-Indies recognised the poten-

tial for socio-economic development that could arise from cooperation with the Dutch admin-

istration. However, the Dutch government never invested more than necessary into the Indone-

sian region in the nineteenth century. The necessities were development of infrastructure and 

buildings, which stimulated Dutch commerce (see Chapter 4:46). The potential for a fruitful co-

operation between Indonesia and the Netherlands was definitely present. However, the delusion 

of superiority from the Dutch side, based on religious, military, and socio-economic status, never 

allowed for a mutual beneficial relationship to flourish.  

The comparison between Indonesian perceptions of the Dutch rulers and vice versa, can be ob-

served very well from two paintings that display the arrest of Diponegoro36; one from Dutch side 

and one from Indonesian side (see figures 8 and 9). On the Dutch painting (fig. 8), painted 

around the beginning of the cultuurstelsel in 1830 by the Dutch painter Nicolaas Pieneman 

(Carey 1982), the Dutch generals are depicted as victors, with the Dutch flag prominently wav-

ing in the centre-top of the frame. On the Indonesian painting (fig. 9), painted in 1857 by the In-

donesian painter Raden Saleh (Carey 1982), the Dutch generals are painted with abnormally big 

heads, which implies the Dutch administration were perceived as being non-humans, and treach-

erous intruders (NPO-NOS 2015). The paintings themselves tell a story to me of the nineteenth 

century power relationship between the Dutch colonial regime and the Indonesian people. Seem-

ingly, the Dutch leadership did not regard their deceit of Diponegoro (see footnote 35) as a con-

demnable act, but rather as strategic warfare that led to victory. On the other hand, the Indone-

sian people were appalled by the Dutch falsehoods, to such an extent that they were portrayed as 

alien creatures. Finally, the Dutch painting suggests that the colonisers showed no empathy to-

wards the Indonesian people: the Indonesians are displayed as subjects instead of civilians, liter-

ally standing or crouching ‘beneath' the Dutch rulers (see discussion in NPO-NOS 2015).  

 

 

                                                                 

 
36 Diponegoro, leader of the Indonesian revolt during the Java War (1825-1830), was invited by the Dutch generals to negotiate 

peace during a truce. When Diponegoro arrived he was immediately arrested and thus the Java War was “won” by the Dutch 

administration (Carey 1982; Het Koninkrijk 2015). 
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Figure 8. The Submission of Diepo Negoro to Lt. Gen. H.M. de Kock, 28 March 1830, painted by Nicolaas Pieneman c.1830 (Budi 

2016). 
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To sum up, the sentiments of the Indonesians towards the Dutch overrule led to resistance and 

the Java War. In the aftermath of the Java War, the cultuurstelsel was implemented, which en-

tailed a very significant time in the history of coffee trade between Indonesia and the Nether-

lands; especially regarding the power struggles between the Dutch administration and the Indo-

nesian farmers in the nineteenth century. The cultuurstelsel turned Indonesian farmers into colo-

nial subjects of the Dutch rulers in terms of coffee trade. This power relationship of forced coffee 

cultivation and taxation, that characterised the cultuurstelsel, was justified by military oppression 

and financial inclusion of the local Indonesian elite. 

The exertion of power by the Netherlands became very concrete when the Dutch traders for the 

first time confiscated Indonesian land in 1619, by capturing Jakarta (see Chapter 4:40). The dis-

tinction between Christianity and Islam gave, according to Said (1978:100), the Netherlands 

enough reason to occupy and rule over the Indonesian people. Vice versa, I imagine that it was 

for many Indonesian Muslims unbearable to be conquered by Christians. As mentioned earlier, 

deputies from the Netherlands in Dutch-Indies utilised the friction between the two religious 

sides, by bribing local Indonesian (Islamic) leaders. Indonesian lower- and middle-classes were 

more inclined to protest against an expansion of power by the Netherlands when orders would 

come directly from Dutch-Christian administrators, therefore using an intermediary Indonesian-

Muslim authority gave the Dutch government a stronger position of power. At the same time, re-

sistance from Muslim leadership was muted through either financial compensation (e.g. the cul-

tuurstelsel) or warfare (e.g. Diponegoro in the Java war). If the Indonesian coffee farmers knew 

that their indigenous rulers were in effect being bribed by the Dutch government, it might have 

Figure 59. Prince Diponegoro's Arrest, painted by Raden Saleh 1857 (Budi 2016). 
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made them distrust their leaders. But, the Indonesian class system would mostly ensure that or-

ders coming from higher social classes were obeyed without criticism. The Dutch administration, 

as has already been discussed above, exploited the Indonesian class system to their gain.  

Another thing I want to reiterate is the longevity of the Dutch presence in Indonesia. The cultu-

urstelsel was implemented in 1830, which was almost a quarter millennium after the first Dutch 

merchants set foot on the Indonesian isles (see Chapter 4:40, 44). I am stressing the length of this 

period, because in my view it is one of the biggest underlying explanations for the Dutch justifi-

cation of power in forced coffee cultivation under the cultuurstelsel. The long time that was 

spent in Indonesia by the Dutch merchants gave them insight into the Indonesian class system, 

which proved (as shown above) to be important knowledge in coercing Indonesian labour in the 

nineteenth century. The cultural sensitivity by the Dutch administration towards class and hierar-

chy in the Indonesian social system made farmers less inclined to protest against the colonial re-

gime. Thus, the Dutch colonial regime came to replace, or complement, the upper social strata 

and power hierarchies in the Indonesian society.  

Around the turn of the twentieth century, ownership of the land was often returned to Indonesian 

farmers by the Dutch administration, as a result of the Ethical Policy (see Chapter 4:47). In many 

cases, returned land had completely intact coffee plantations on them from the times of Dutch 

ownership. As I mentioned in Chapter 4 (footnote 11, p. 47), turning these plantations into an-

other cultivation would have been costly and laborious. It was costly since the coffee trees were 

still good for multiple years of harvests, which implied that the crops held economic value that 

most Indonesian farmers could not afford to, or did not want to, go to waste. In addition, it would 

have required a large amount of labour to transition the coffee plantations into another cultiva-

tion, because all the coffee trees would have to be removed. Indonesian farmers in the early 

twentieth century did not have that amount of labour and time besides farming for subsistence. In 

other cases, the lands that held coffee plantations were simply abandoned, and are now turned 

into barren lands (see Chapter 5:65).  

The analysis above shows that power struggles in coffee trade between Indonesia and the Neth-

erlands during colonial times were largely determined by the long period that the Dutch resided 

in Indonesia, military force, and coercion of the Indonesian elite into cooperating with the Dutch 

through financial incentives. When revolts were organised, often by a local Islamic lower clas-

ses, the Dutch-Indies army forcefully maintained control in the area (Drakeley 2005:52). The In-

donesian protestors could generally not match the strength of the further developed Dutch arms. 

In the Java War, led by Diponegoro, the revolt seemed to succeed until the Dutch generals con-

sciously deceived and tricked Diponegoro, leading to the end of the revolt. I think that the Java 

War then showed an example of how the Netherlands were not afraid to appear ‘dishonourable’, 

and did whatever was needed to keep the political and economic power in the Dutch-Indies, in 

which coffee cultivation played a large part.  

For the Indonesians who were forced to farm coffee during colonial times, there were a couple of 

scenarios regarding the struggle for power. One option was to not farm coffee, which for the 

farmer meant to resist orders that were given by the local authority (but indirectly came from the 

Dutch government). If farmers would decline, it could lead to exclusion from provisioning of 

food crops, and starvation. Also, concerning the aforementioned social class system in Indonesia, 

rejection of an order by a higher social class in Indonesia was socially frowned upon by society 

members. There was a high chance that rebellion or resistance would have led to becoming an 

outcast in local society. A safer option was to accept the orders and cultivate coffee and pay 

taxes. This meant more work for very little to no income, but farmers would at least be able to 

continue growing food crops for subsistence. Even though to the farmer the injustice was appar-

ent, most would follow orders because the consequences were much worse if they refused to 

obey. In addition, Indonesians that were born into this scheme of exploitation by the Dutch gov-

ernment, followed their peers, as they had never experienced an alternative. Many Indonesian 
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farmers who were most devastatingly affected by the Dutch colonial system, genuinely believed 

that the white Christian man ruled over the brown Muslim man (De Jong 1984:197). The local 

Indonesian leaders were, as mentioned before, financially invested: The enforcement of the cul-

tuurstelsel benefitted them similarly to how it benefitted the Dutch government. Lastly, the 

Dutch government justified their policies in the Dutch-Indies by religious beliefs, economic prof-

its, and the impression that they were developing an underdeveloped region (see Chapter 3:33).  

The lack of self-reflection of the Dutch government regarding their policies in the Dutch-Indies 

gradually improved during the nineteenth century, especially since the publication of Max 

Havelaar in 1860 (see Chapter 3:34-5). For Indonesian coffee farmers the situation got slightly 

better when the cultuurstelsel was abolished in 1870 (De Jong 1984:59), since it meant that the 

cultuurstelsel’s taxation system was now terminated. However, as discussed above, many Indo-

nesians continued coffee farming on their own independent farming land, either because there 

was no alternative, or out of habit. Meanwhile, the coffee trade in the Dutch-Indies was still be-

ing monopolised by the Netherlands, so while the situation slightly improved for Indonesian cof-

fee farmers, the Dutch government still established themselves as the dominant party in the 

struggle for power in the coffee trade. Since the Dutch government was now at least investing 

something back into the Dutch-Indies through the Ethical Policy, their ‘moral’ justification of the 

ruling position in the Dutch-Indies was probably even stronger than before (see Chapter 4:47). 

From 1920, the Indonesian coffee production was completely in hands of private organisations, 

when all the Dutch-owned coffee plantations closed (see Chapter 4:48). But, when the Japanese 

army invaded Java in 1942, the conditions for coffee farmers in Indonesia would again change 

drastically (De Jong 1984:1-3).  

6.2. Indonesian Independence and Post-colonial Power Struggles 

During the Japanese occupation in World War II, and the independence war that followed after, 

Indonesian coffee production was basically non-existent (see Chapter 4:48). Japanese occupiers 

were first welcomed by the Indonesian people, but soon after became evident that, compared to 

the Dutch administration, the new Japanese rulers did not allow for much freedom either. When 

the Japanese army was defeated, the Netherlands felt that Indonesia still belonged to them, and 

that the newly proclaimed Indonesian republic was a creation of the Japanese government (Ander-

son 1972:170). The independence war with the Netherlands delayed the economic recovery of 

Indonesia with roughly four more years. It was only after the Netherlands recognised the Republic 

of Indonesia, that the Indonesian coffee farmers could slowly start rebuilding their plantations. 

The Dutch occupiers finally left Indonesia in 1949, after being the dominant party in the power 

struggles revolving the Indonesian coffee industry for more than two centuries (Booth 1998:53). 

The Indonesian people then could start building up a country and economy that was truly their 

own from 1950 onwards (idem). The rebuilding also included economic recovery, which intro-

duced a whole new structuration of the power relations in the Indonesian coffee industry, and trade 

with the Netherlands. 

A significantly large group of farmers in Indonesia that grew coffee during colonial times, contin-

ued growing coffee when the independent era started, because, as mentioned before: they got used 

to it, it provided them with income, and in some cases they could not afford changing their lands 

to a different agricultural crop. There were also Indonesian coffee farmers that continued produc-

ing coffee for the necessity of an income. One could say that the remnants of the cultuurstelsel 

still determined the path for some Indonesian farmers 120 years after its implementation, even 

when the Dutch administration completely left Indonesia. Other farmers that had the luxury of 

choosing what crops to grow, chose consciously to cultivate coffee because of the rising world 

price of coffee in the 1950s. But no matter whether they were producing coffee by necessity or 

willingly, the large amount of small-scale coffee farmers in Indonesia barely received any support 

from their national government. Sukarno’s cabinet focused mainly on food crops in their policies, 
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so the only subsidy coffee farmers could collect spilled over from the food sectors (Neilson 2008). 

Furthermore, coffee exports were heavily taxed, so the Indonesian government took a huge share 

of income that would have otherwise ended up at the coffee farmers (idem).  

A considerable amount had changed in the first half of the twentieth century from the perspective 

of Indonesian coffee farmers. First, the Dutch-owned coffee estates had vanished. Then, World 

War II and the independence war temporarily halted nearly all coffee production, which was fol-

lowed by the end of the Dutch colonial regime in Indonesia (see Chapter 4:49). Finally, the 

farmer’s coffee production became regulated under the economic policies of their very own Indo-

nesian government. Considering that the general public in Indonesia initially welcomed the Japa-

nese occupation in World War II, because it implied the end of the Dutch regime (De Jong 

1984:19), I assume that during independency in the 1950s the Indonesian majority felt euphoric 

that they were finally free from all occupation by other countries.  

Yet, the coffee farmers in Indonesia probably felt at times that they were still not completely free, 

because of the export taxes that the government implemented (see Chapter 4:49). While there are 

clear differences between the Dutch coffee monopoly and the Indonesian export taxes, the effect 

for the Indonesian coffee farmers was essentially the same: they received less income for their 

coffee than the income they would have received when they sold their produce on the free market. 

So, if one would purely look at how the Indonesian coffee farmer’s income was manipulated by 

the effective government at the time, not much had changed prior to Indonesian independency. 

However, a large, positive difference compared to colonial times was that Indonesian farmers now 

privately owned their coffee plantations (see Chapter 5:59-60), instead of merely working in ser-

vice of the Dutch rulers. Freedom for Indonesian coffee farmers increased significantly from 1950 

onwards, despite that the income from coffee farming was still taxed under Sukarno’s regime. But, 

the situation for coffee farmers would change again in 1966, when the rising influence of Com-

munism on Sukarno’s policies and a declining economy in Indonesia, led to a military coup of 

Suharto (see Chapter 4:50). 

When Suharto’s ‘New Order’ regime took over from Sukarno in 1966, it had disastrous conse-

quences for the coffee farms on southern Sumatra (see Chapter 4:50). They were forced to leave 

their lands, which housed mostly highly successful coffee farms, and were moved to new lands in 

the North of Sumatra, which turned out to be barely eligible for any form of agriculture (Levang 

et al. 2001:336). Also, Suharto’s national agricultural policies were mostly aimed at food crops, 

and thus did not affect the coffee sector, just as with Sukarno’s cabinet (Neilson 2008). Indonesian 

coffee farmers were classified into unions, but these unions were used on the one hand as puppets 

for political goals, and on the other hand to seize parts of the income of coffee exports (idem). 

Compared to the situation of Indonesian coffee farmers in the nineteenth century, it would be 

wrong to say that their situation had not improved by 1990 (maybe except the farmers that were 

relocated). But, the Indonesian governments up till that point did not seem to work in the favour 

of coffee farmers either.  

The justification of the strong power by the Indonesian government is a schoolbook example of 

burgeoning nationalism: Sukarno was considered a national hero, and he was the embodiment of 

the independent Indonesian Republic (Gérard and Ruf 2001:10). These sentiments were most 

probably shared by the Indonesian coffee farmers as well. The hegemony of Sukarno lay in the 

nationalist feelings that ruled after the proclaimed independency, and his degree of suspicion to-

wards everything foreign was understandably shared by the general public in Indonesia. Addition-

ally, Sukarno’s policy-focus on food agriculture for the domestic market, rather than an export 

commodity like coffee, is logical considering that the Indonesian country was in a state of resto-

ration after the long period of wars in their country. Suharto forced its way into the government, 

and his legitimacy stemmed from both military power and Sukarno’s failures to govern the country 

successfully, which had resulted in a declining economy. Foucault (2008:85) argues that the state 

of the economy plays an important role in the justification of power, which can be confirmed in 
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the case of Sukarno’s downfall as Indonesia’s political leader. The Indonesian coffee farmers did 

not have much leverage in these national power struggles. Despite being numerous, the farmers 

were not organised enough to become an independent force that could pursue their interests polit-

ically. Apart from the relocated farmers in southern Sumatra, Suharto opened the opportunities for 

coffee farmers by allowing free trade with foreign countries. However, at the same time the Inter-

national Coffee Agreements (ICAs) were implemented by the United Nations’ International Cof-

fee Organization, which again limited the Indonesian coffee farmer at times because of quota sys-

tems (see Chapter 5:65-6). 

The period between 1965 and the early 1990s is for the coffee farmers in Indonesia a time of 

decreasing interference from the national government. But, when the global coffee market opened 

up, the ICAs, that were supported by many foreign governments including Indonesia, limited the 

income of coffee farmers through quotas (see above). On the one hand, the ICAs were imple-

mented to protect the coffee farmers from large price fluctuations, but on the other hand the ICAs 

disrupted the global coffee market as well. As I discussed in Chapter 5 (p. 66), the countries that 

were not affiliated with ICAs could exploit the artificial high prices of coffee, by buying coffee at 

unregulated low prices and selling at high prices. So, while there was a good intention by many 

countries worldwide to stabilise the coffee market, the strategy of the ICAs did not work in prac-

tice, because of conflicting interests. The Indonesian coffee farmers did not have the position to 

influence the power struggles revolving the international agreements at the time. For example, the 

first debates on quota systems were held at the UN, among national governments (ICO 2017a). 

While the Indonesian representatives in these debates would have had the best interest of the coun-

try’s coffee farmers in mind, the farmers could not directly influence any of the outcomes of such 

debates; yet they were affected by the resulting production quotas.  

When the quota system of ICO was abolished in the early 1990s (see Chapter 5:66), the Indonesian 

coffee farmer seemed finally free of governmental and trans-governmental regulations. In the lit-

erature about power justification, one quote springs to mind from Foucault, that fits very well in 

this context:  

“Economic freedom is jointly produced through growth, well-be-

ing, the state, and the forgetting of history.” (Foucault 2010:86).  

I think especially the last part in the quote above, “forgetting of history”, rings true for Indonesia. 

Sukarno’s government was very protective of the economy, and suspicious of foreign trade, be-

cause of the country’s history. It took a military coup and a period of economic development before 

history was set aside in favour of economic freedom in governmental policies.  

But, the hardships for Indonesian coffee farmers did not end once economic freedom was acquired. 

Recently, the problems of labour conditions in the coffee industry was raised on a global level. 

The largest coffee multinationals in the world could not guarantee that the coffee they processed 

did was coming from farms using slave-free labour (Hodal 2016). A general problem of assessing 

or monitoring labour conditions on Indonesian coffee farms is that inspection is difficult since the 

majority of the Indonesian coffee industry is made up by smallholders (see Chapter 5:60). Addi-

tionally, while large-scale colonialism ended, it is still very common that low-income countries 

are victims of economic exploitation by high-income countries. A widely known example is sweat-

shops in the apparel industry.37 Similar cases have been observed in the coffee industry (Hodal 

2016). Especially the harvesting process on coffee farms is labour-intensive, and prone to bad 

working conditions, which results in an income for coffee farmers that does not accurately reflect 

the amount of labour invested at times of low coffee prices (see Chapter 5:66). For the many small-

                                                                 

 
37 From the late 1990s the majority share of apparel manufacturing moved to low-income countries such as Bangladesh and Indo-

nesia (Ross 2010:105). This shift was initiated by large companies to increase cost-effectiveness. Wages dropped so low for em-

ployees in the apparel manufacturing industry that workers had to work unreasonable hours to make ends meet (Ross 2010:107). 

This led to an emergence of the notorious sweatshops. 
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scale coffee farmers in Indonesia, which are often family-owned businesses, it can be necessary to 

make children work on the coffee farm as well (World Vision 2014). Child labour is a sensitive 

and complex issue, which should be judged based on its context. For example, a large coffee farm 

that hires children for barely any income to work on the plantation is very different to a small 

family-owned farm where the family’s children sporadically assist their parents.  

Senior advisor of the Specialty Coffee Association of America, Ted Lingle, wrote in 2005 a state-

ment on child labour in the coffee industry. Lingle wrote that coffee consumers have indirectly 

contributed to bad conditions for coffee farmers, by always showing preference for the lowest cost 

options (SCAA 2005). I think Lingle brought up a very good point, although I also think that the 

consumers, predominantly found in high-income areas and far removed from coffee plantations, 

were not aware of the conditions of coffee farmers, and even if they were, they had no guarantee 

that buying a more expensive coffee would benefit the farmer instead of the roaster or exporter. 

The Alternative Trade movement, starting after World War II, contributed not only to increasing 

awareness for the poor working conditions of coffee farmers, but also took initiative in selling 

coffee that guaranteed improved income for the farmer (see Chapter 5:67). The Max Havelaar 

Foundation, which later became a part of Fairtrade Labelling Organization (FLO), created world-

wide awareness of poor conditions for coffee farmers, and inspired many similar sustainability 

initiatives (see Chapter 5:68). Fairtrade introduced a new era, and reorganisation, of power strug-

gles in the Indonesian coffee industry. 

6.3. Fairtrade Power Struggles 

Van der Meulen (2002:336) states that after World War II, eurocentrism diminished. Eurocen-

trism refers here to the predominant European worldview in, for example, history writing and in-

ternational policy making. Van der Meulen (2002:336) claims that an increasing importance was 

placed on the view of, and empathy towards, non-Westerners after World War II. However, ac-

cording to Fraser and Rimas (2010:241), the opposite is also true. Fraser and Rimas (2010:241) 

argue that, because of the Great Depression and World War II, European countries were too busy 

focusing on restoring their economies and countries, so they had no time to empathise with other 

countries (Fraser and Rimas 2010:241).  

The instatement of the trading agreement GATT after World War II was at first sight for a noble 

purpose, but in reality the economic politics were essentially not much different than the policies 

in colonial regimes (see Chapter 3:37). Consumers in high-income regions like Western-Europe 

received commodities for a good price, while farmers in low-income regions like Indonesia re-

ceived sub-par financial compensations for their produce. However, there was still a group of 

people that did not forget about Max Havelaar, and recognised this trade agreement as a modern 

form of financial exploitation (Fraser and Rimas 2010:241). This group of people would set rise 

to the Alternative Trade movement, which, among others, led to the Fairtrade organisation that 

we know today.  

I reiterate from Chapter 5 (p. 70) that the Fairtrade mechanism was developed to alleviate the 

skewed welfare distribution in the world, by funnelling money from high-income areas to low-

income areas. Criticisms on Fairtrade question the success and sustainability of the Fairtrade 

model (see Chapter 5:72). Examples of Fairtrade critique are that producers who receive the cer-

tification are not benefitting as much in reality as is claimed (Weber 2006) and unfair competi-

tion is established with regards to other non-certified producers (Booth and Whetstone 2007). In 

some cases, the money that is raised through Fairtrade price premiums is not invested into the 

coffee farms in low-income countries, but actually ends up with organisations in high-income 

countries (Griffiths 2012; Neilson 2008; Sylla 2014:147). Finally, another practice of Fairtrade is 

to reduce the amount of actors in the supply chain to save costs, for example exporters, which 

can then benefit the income of farmers (Weber 2006). However, if an exporter is removed from 
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the supply chain, then another party has to fill-in the exporting operations. If the new exporting 

actor, for example the coffee farms themselves, operate a lot less efficient than the exporter did, 

it will only lead to increased costs; and thus decreased profitability (Weber 2006).  

However, one should be careful with generalising Fairtrade criticism (see Chapter 5:72). 

Fairtrade is a global movement that operates in many different countries, and these countries all 

have a unique balance of political and socio-economic factors that influence the degree of effec-

tiveness of Fairtrade (KNVKT 2015). Additionally, the purpose of Fairtrade, which is to allevi-

ate the disparity in global welfare distribution, can hardly be criticised on itself, since it only pro-

motes increased equality on a global level. But, the manner in which Fairtrade operates, to 

achieve a more equal welfare distribution, can be debated. The discussions and criticisms on 

Fairtrade also relate back to the discussion on morality at the beginning of this chapter. For ex-

ample: who decides what is ‘fair’ for coffee farmers in Indonesia? The obvious answer to this 

question would be: the Indonesian coffee farmers themselves. However, as I have shown above, 

coffee farmers have a seemingly low impact on deciding what their ‘fair’ share in coffee trade 

will be; whether it is because of Fairtrade, the free market (i.e. consumers), or the government. 

Therefore, I will now take a closer look at what the impact of Fairtrade was for coffee farmers in 

Indonesia, in relation to power struggles, to assess the role of Fairtrade within the context of this 

thesis.  

Compared to other coffee producing countries, Indonesian coffee farmers have very low yields 

on their coffee crops (see Chapter 5:60). These low yields have two implications. One implica-

tion is that other coffee producing countries with higher average yields than Indonesia have bet-

ter coffee farming practices. The other implication is that there is a lot of room for improvement 

in the Indonesian coffee sector. Coffee certifications, like Fairtrade, are helping Indonesian farm-

ers to improve the farming practices.  

The first wave of coffee certifications entered Indonesia along with development aid, after the 

tsunami in 2004, and the second wave of coffee certifications resulted mainly from private in-

vestments (see Chapter 5:68-9). A report in 2014 by the Sustainable Coffee Program, shows that 

Indonesia is behind the global average of certified coffee producers; 7% of Indonesian coffee ex-

ports is labelled as sustainable (Sustainable Coffee Program 2014). This statistic indicates that 

the large majority of Indonesian farmers are not affiliated with sustainability certifications at all. 

At the same time, a director of a farmer’s cooperative in Indonesia stated that the (apparently 

few) relationships between coffee farmers and sustainability certification have improved (see 

Chapter 5:72).  

The explanation for a relative low number of Indonesian coffee farmers joining sustainability 

certifications should, according to Neilson (2008), be found in the history of Indonesia. Neilson 

(2008) alludes here to the export taxes of Sukarno’s government after World War II (see Chapter 

4:49), and the coffee monopoly of the Dutch colonial administration in the nineteenth century 

(see Chapter 4:38). Until fairly recent times, Indonesian coffee farmers were not allowed to oper-

ate according to liberal market standards. Now the farmers are finally free of regulations, it is 

logical that they are sceptical of organisations that want to interfere in their supply chain 

(Neilson 2008; Van Hilten 2014). This might be a reason why the coffee certifications have not 

grown as quickly in Indonesia as elsewhere.  

Additionally, as discussed in Chapter 4 (p. 50) and 5 (p. 71), disorganised Indonesian farming 

cooperatives, which were remnants of the Suharto-era, were only collecting taxes from coffee 

trade, while not giving any benefits to coffee farmers in return (Neilson 2008). Since most sus-

tainability certifications require farmers to be a member of a farming cooperative, this resulted in 

an ineffective relationship between sustainability certifications and the coffee farmers in Indone-

sia (idem).  

A significant recent change in sustainability certifications, also mentioned above, is that certifi-

cations developed a more direct and progressive approach towards coffee farmers. Around the 
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turn of the twenty-first century, when certifications were fairly new, the Fairtrade organisation 

could justify its price premium to consumers by only its differentiation in brand. In other words, 

the label of Fairtrade was enough to validate a higher consumer price than non-certified brands, 

which implied that the Fairtrade organisation held a fairly powerful position in the coffee market 

(Booth and Whetstone 2007; Van Hilten 2014). However, today it is very common for coffee to 

have a sustainability label. So, whereas before the Fairtrade brand would differentiate its coffee 

purely by the label, that competitive advantage has now largely diminished (Van Hilten 2014). 

Hence, Fairtrade has to find other ways to differentiate itself from the, now certified, competi-

tors.  

This need for differentiation of Fairtrade has resulted in an increased focus on developing coffee 

farming practices. Before, the sustainability certifications were mainly encouraging the farmers 

to refrain from certain practices, like the use of pesticides (Van Hilten 2014). Now that coffee 

labels have become more common, the sustainability certifications have to differentiate them-

selves by ensuring high quality coffee, efficient farming practices, and high yields, in order to 

justify the price premium on their products (idem). Considering that the Indonesian coffee pro-

duction is operating on a relatively low degree of efficiency (as discussed above), the Indonesian 

coffee farmers would benefit greatly from cooperation with contemporary sustainability certifi-

cations. As time goes on, the Indonesian coffee farmers become further removed from the his-

tory in which they were exploited by cooperatives (discussed by Neilson 2008), and, as Foucault 

suggests, the forgetting of history will be accompanied with growth and increased well-being 

(see quote Chapter 6:83).   

According to Van Dam (2016), anti-colonial sentiments have been gradually replaced in the 

twenty-first century by sentiments of global citizenship. This means that citizens and companies 

in high-income countries, like the Netherlands, are increasingly feeling that the world is becom-

ing one “global village”, which thus brings along a sense of responsibility for the welfare of low-

income countries. The history of colonialism is sinking further in the past, which leads to a grad-

ual fading of post-colonialist activism. However, I think that the global citizenship Van Dam 

(2016) addresses, is unquestionably a direct result of the twentieth century reflections on cultural 

bias in existing literature. The purpose of post-colonial activism is, from my point of view, to 

change the status quo, for example referring to eurocentrism mentioned earlier. I argue therefore 

that post-colonial activism seemingly ended, but the purpose of post-colonial activism has been 

largely fulfilled. The increasing number of ‘global citizens’ in high-income countries imply that 

eurocentrism is indeed fading, and I attribute that for a significant part to post-colonial activism, 

such as the Alternative Trade movement that emerged post-World War II.  

6.4. Final Reflections 

My inspiration for writing this narrative about coffee, Indonesia, the Netherlands, and power, 

stems ultimately from the connection between the Max Havelaar novel and the Max Havelaar 

Foundation. The link from past to present is intrinsically symbolised by naming a modern organ-

isation to a nineteenth century novel. This connection between past and present implies that, 

throughout time, recurrent conflicts and struggles for power appear in human societies that are 

essentially identical. My purpose with this thesis is to reveal such power struggles at different 

points in time, and show the similarities among these conflicts. The connection between the Max 

Havelaar novel and the Max Havelaar Foundation, in combination with the long history between 

Indonesia and the Netherlands, proved to be an excellent scope in exposing the resemblances in 

power struggles over time. Coffee was added to this scope for several reasons. For one, the Max 

Havelaar Foundation was founded to support coffee farmers (see Chapter 1:11). Also, coffee 

plantations in Indonesia are irreversibly linked to the Dutch traders that brought coffee crops to 
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the Indonesian soil. This eventually led to a Dutch colonial administration that forced coffee cul-

tivation during the time of the cultuurstelsel (see Chapter 4:44). Finally, coffee was added because 

I am a self-proclaimed coffee enthusiast.  

Some prime examples of recurring themes in the power struggles revolving the Dutch-Indone-

sian relationship and coffee are: (financial) exploitation, activism (or creating awareness), and 

social change. The nineteenth century cultuurstelsel and the coffee industry post-World War II 

both include cases in which Indonesian coffee farmers did not receive a sufficient income to pro-

vide for their families. Once awareness for these cases was raised at the consumers in the Nether-

lands, it sparked the development of activist movements, that eventually managed to positively 

impact the existing socio-economic status quo in the coffee industry. Awareness was raised for 

example by the Max Havelaar novel in the nineteenth century (see Chapter 3:32), and the Alter-

native Trade Movement in the twentieth century (see Chapter 5:67). During the times of the 

Dutch-Indies, a positive impact of activist movements entailed the acquired freedom of Indone-

sian farmers to set-up privately-owned coffee plantations (see Chapter 4:48). For coffee farmers 

post-World War II, the activist movement led to organisations that offered coffee farmers oppor-

tunities to acquire income security by joining a coffee certification. 

The recurring themes discussed above suggest another similarity at both points in time (colonial 

times and post-World War II): the power of actual change starts with the consumers. Consumer 

power was mentioned earlier in relation to child labour, by Ted Lingle, Senior advisor of the 

Specialty Coffee Association of America (see Chapter 6:84). However, the influence of con-

sumer groups also has two important implications regarding the power struggles that revolve 

around the coffee trade between Indonesia and the Netherlands. The first implication is that eco-

nomic development and business organisations largely determine socio-economic policies. The 

cultuurstelsel, and the low incomes of 20th century coffee farmers, not only resulted from the de-

mand for high profit margins by the Dutch colonial administration and the coffee multinationals, 

but also from consumers demanding low coffee prices. In both time-frames, socio-economic im-

provement for coffee farmers began with awareness of consumers and the demand for change. 

Also, socio-economic improvement followed only after the consumers demanded it, which sug-

gests that power to instigate socio-economic improvement was available for governmental insti-

tutions and multinational business organisations all along. But, if a business organisation would 

start selling coffee that was ‘socially certified’ before the consumers would be aware of the de-

prived economic situation of coffee farmers, the business organisation would not be able to sell 

this certified coffee, since the consumers would simply choose to buy the less expensive product.  

The second implication is that, from the examples of the coffee industry, a significant share of 

the coffee consumers in the Netherlands will demand socio-economic improvements for coffee 

farmers, once the consumers become aware of the bad working conditions of the farmers. I think 

that in a world that is becoming increasingly connected, through inventions like the internet and 

high-speed transportation, the realisation that the majority of consumers will demand ‘fairness’, 

entails a positive prospect of the future. Coffee farmers in Indonesia have unfortunately suffered 

from exploitations, first by the Dutch colonial regime, then by their own government, and finally 

by multinational organisations. Considering the upwards socio-economic trend among Indone-

sian coffee farmers since the nineteenth century, the future is looking bright. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Coffee Statistics Indonesia 1990-2016 

 

Coffee Consumption, Production and Exports Indonesia 

Source: International Coffee Organization (ICO 2016d,e,f,g) 

Crop year Consumption 

(In thousand 

60kg bags) 

Production 

(In thousand 

60kg bags) 

Exportable 

Production (In 

thousand 60kg 

bags) 

Total Exports 

(In thousand 

60kg bags) 

1990/91 1,242 7,441 6,199 6,720 

1991/92 1,280 8,493 7,213 5,584 

1992/93 1,319 5,569 4,250 5,115 

1993/94 1,359 6,743 5,384 5,302 

1994/95 1,400 5,368 3,968 4,226 

1995/96 1,443 4,573 3,130 4,350 

1996/97 1,486 8,221 6,735 6,772 

1997/98 1,532 7,621 6,089 5,509 

1998/99 1,578 7,296 5,718 5,719 

1999/00 1,626 6,557 4,931 4,846 

2000/01 1,676 6,987 5,311 5,614 

2001/02 2,000 6,833 4,833 5,173 

2002/03 1,779 6,731 4,952 4,280 

2003/04 1,833 6,404 4,571 4,821 

2004/05 2,000 7,536 5,536 5,822 

2005/06 2,500 9,159 6,659 6,795 

2006/07 2,833 7,483 4,650 4,770 

2007/08 3,333 7,777 4,444 4,418 

2008/09 3,333 9,612 6,279 5,667 

2009/10 3,333 11,380 8,047 7,990 

2010/11 3,333 9,129 5,796 5,948 

2011/12 3,667 10,644 6,977 6,186 

2012/13 3,900 11,519 7,619 11,258 

2013/14 4,167 11,265 7,098 9,954 

2014/15 4,333 11,418 7,085 6,679 

2015/16 4,500 12,317 7,817 7,985 

2016/17* 4,600 10,000 5,400 6,720 

*At the time of writing this thesis, crop year 2016/17 is not completed yet. 
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Appendix B. Coffee Trade Ratios Indonesia 

 

 

Coffee Production and Exportable Production Ratios Indonesia 

Source: International Coffee Organization (ICO 2016d,f)  

Crop year Production / Global Pro-

duction** 

Exportable Production / 

Production 

 

1990/91 7.99% 83.31% 

1991/92 8.40% 84.93% 

1992/93 5.64% 76.32% 

1993/94 7.44% 79.85% 

1994/95 5.76% 73.92% 

1995/96 5.25% 68.45% 

1996/97 7.96% 81.92% 

1997/98 7.65% 79.89% 

1998/99 6.69% 78.37% 

1999/00 4.98% 75.20% 

2000/01 6.15% 76.02% 

2001/02 6.32% 70.74% 

2002/03 5.48% 73.58% 

2003/04 6.09% 71.38% 

2004/05 6.48% 73.47% 

2005/06 8.22% 72.70% 

2006/07 5.79% 62.14% 

2007/08 6.33% 57.14% 

2008/09 7.17% 65.33% 

2009/10 8.91% 70.71% 

2010/11 6.54% 63.49% 

2011/12 7.20% 65.54% 

2012/13 7.69% 66.14% 

2013/14 7.40% 63.01% 

2014/15 7.68% 62.05% 

2015/16 8.13% 63.47% 

2016/17* 6.60% 54.00% 

*At the time of writing this thesis, crop year 2016/17 is not completed yet. 

**Indonesia coffee production, exports and exportable production are taken from the first table in Appendix 

A. The numbers for total world coffee production are taken from the International Coffee Organization 

(ICO 2016d) 
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Appendix C. Coffee Statistics the Netherlands 

 

 

Coffee Imports & Re-exports the Netherlands (In thousand 60kg bags)  

Source: International Coffee Organization (ICO 2016h,i) 

Calendar years  Total imports* of coffee by 

the Netherlands  

Total re-exports of coffee by 

the Netherlands 

1990 3,128 585 

1991 3,121 633 

1992 3,205 648 

1993 2,804 425 

1994 2,800 678 

1995 2,910 617 

1996 3,084 575 

1997 2,924 557 

1998 2,862 901 

1999 2,566 1,094 

2000 2,966 1,106 

2001 2,794 1,117 

2002 2,760 1,186 

2003 3,176 1,433 

2004 3,159 1,181 

2005 2,988 1,061 

2006 3,293 1,164 

2007 3,531 1,239 

2008 2,304 981 

2009 2,502 1,604 

2010 2,583 1,236 

2011 2,678 1,769 

2012 2,730 1,347 

2013 3,407 1,781 

*These numbers reflect all coffee imports from the Netherlands, not just the amount that is imported from 

Indonesia. There are unfortunately no specific numbers on coffee trade between the two countries. The 

numbers displayed by the Central Bureau of Statistics in Indonesia suggest that coffee in bulk is not traded 

between the two countries anymore, so probably only specialty coffees from Indonesia are available for 

purchase in the Netherlands.  


