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“I have observed that in the near future there will spring up one new
independent country, the Malay Peninsula, the Straits Settlements. The
masters of this new political division will certainly be Chinese ... Now is the
time for you students to build up your political ability, because the future

masters of the Malay Peninsula are you students of this College.

The above quote is an extract from Juin Li's lecture entitled
Chinese Emigrants and their Political Ability which was
delivered at Jinan College in Nanjing, China, on 8 February
1922. Jinan, established in 1906, was the first institution for
higher education that was especially opened for overseas
Chinese. Functioning under China’s central government, the
school aimed at integrating the Chinese from Southeast Asia
and trained Nanyang Chinese to become agents who would
then spread China’s political influence overseas. The school,
which was established after the educational movements in the
Dutch East Indies and British Malaya had been initiated, first
approached advocates of the educational movement in Java
for institutional integration. Soon thereafter, Jinan also started to
recruit students from British Malaya, particularly Singapore.

In this essay, | seek to understand how movements of people,
their thoughts and activities across Dutch-ruled Batavia (now
Jakarta), British-ruled Singapore and China were related to
one another. | analyse the circumstances under which these
triangular relations intensified, and the conditions under which
this process of integration weakened. More interestingly, |
attempt to understand how educational exchanges mutually
shaped the political visions of diasporic Chinese. This essay
concentrates on the case of Batavia and examines how the
educational movement of the Dutch East Indies Chinese was
connected to the educational movements in Singapore and China.

THE EDUCATIONAL MOVEMENT IN BATAVIA

“China is so much ... larger than Japan! How great could
we become if the great China reorganises! We could
become the most powerful nation in the world, but first we

need education to reach that goal.” 2

This quote is taken from the notes of L.H.W. van Sandick, an
inspector at the Domestic Governance Department of the Dutch
colonial government, who investigated essays that were written
by students of the Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan school in Batavia.
Dating back to 1909, this source reveals that during that period,
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Indies Chinese students felt that they were and wanted to be part
of China. They positioned the status of China and the Chinese,
including those residing overseas, and envisioned (by comparing
themselves with Japan as inspiration) China becoming the most
powerful entity in the world through education.

The movement for modern Chinese education in Batavia
started at the turn of the 20th century when Tiong Hoa Hwee
Koan (FEEEHE; hereafter THHK), the first pan-Chinese
association in the Indonesian archipelago was established in
1900 and opened its school named the “Tiong Hoa Hak Tong”
(FPEEZEE). Founding members included Lee Hin Lin, Tan
Kim Sun, Lie Kim Hok, and Phao Keng Hek.® The school was
funded with an annual support of 3,000 guilders from the
Chinese Council, and aimed to provide free education for all
children of Chinese descent.*

While some studies claim that THHK’s educational programme
was meant to reform outdated practices within the Chinese
community,® | believe that the educational movement should be
considered a public reaction of the local Chinese towards anti-
Chinese colonial policies of the time.® Under the new state policy,
the Dutch provided education and subsidies for indigenous
inhabitants but with the exception of a few Indies Peranakan
Chinese, they continued to
deny education to the Chinese
communities. Criticising the
Dutch government for not pro-
viding widespread education for
children of Chinese descent,
THHK made use of funds that
had been self-generated by the
local Chinese as a political tool
to fight for equal rights under the
Dutch colonial administration.

THHK was the first Chinese
educational institution in Java
that raised worries among the
Dutch. The association played
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an important role in stimulating the educational concerns and
political movement in Java.” In his pertinent essay What is a
Chinese Movement written in 1911, Dutch lawyer Fromberg
observed that local Chinese desired equal education, equal
treatment among races, and equal law in Java. Indies Chinese
took the case of Japan as an example to evaluate their own
position. It was believed that based on ethnic backgrounds,
the Japanese in the Indies should belong to the racial category
of “Foreign Orientals” (Vreemde Oosterlingen). However, in
the late 1890s, the Japanese, as the only Asiatic community
that was granted the same judicial status as Europeans, were
incorporated in the category of “Europeans” in the Dutch
census. It can, therefore, be inferred that “colour” was not the
most important parameter for defining “race”. Instead, it was
the “civilised status” that formed the criterion for racial catego-
risation. Looking at the Japanese as an example, Indies Chinese
believed that education would improve the political outlook for the
Chinese in Java in the long run. Hence, even without the support
of the Dutch government for education, the Chinese in Java
took the initiative to establish their own school which allowed all
Chinese children of various social classes to attend.

The first pan-Chinese association, Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan.
Image reproduced from Yindunixia Huaqiaoshi.
All rights reserved, Haiyang Chubanshe, 1985.

THE SINGAPORE CONNECTION

It was the educational movements in Singapore and China that
had an impact on the shaping of Java’s educational movement,
which was initiated by the Indies Chinese. Singapore, in par-
ticular, played an important role in framing the educational
system of THHK in its initial stages. Straits Chinese re-
presentatives visited schools in Java regularly and the Chinese
in Java declared that “they derived the germ of their ideas on
[education] from Singapore.” Lim Boon Keng, who started
promoting modern Chinese education during the Confucian
revival movement in the Straits Settlements at the end of the
19th century, played an important role in the initial stages of
the educational movement in Java.”® A report shows that Lim
Boon Keng appointed THHK's first principal.' He also appointed
a teacher for THHK."?

In 1902, on the occasion of celebrating the anniversary of the
THHK school, The Straits Chinese Magazine, edited by Lim Boon
Keng and Song Ong Siang, acknowledged THHK’s contribution
in awakening the Indies Chinese and praised the spirit of reform

in the Dutch East Indies.” Although not explicitly stated in
published matters, connections between pioneering leaders of
the educational movements in the Straits Settlements and the
Dutch East Indies proved that both movements were connected.
Soon after THHK’s foundation, the association extended its reach
to Batavia with the institutionalisation of the English school called
Yale Institute. Yale Institute was supervised by the THHK, but
founded by Lee Teng-Hwee, a Batavia-born Peranakan Chinese
who had started an English school in Penang with Lim Boon Keng
after his studies at the Anglo-Chinese School in Singapore.™

The Dutch colonial government suspected that their
subjects, through their connections with the Straits Chinese,
would become more supportive of British rule. They were
particularly threatened by THHK's influence in fostering the idea
that Dutch rule was less favourable than the governance of the
British, their imperial competitor. THHK’s curriculum was similar
to that in schools in the Straits Settlements. These schools
taught Chinese and “modern” subjects, e.g., mathematics,
physics and (when funding permitted) English." Initially,
THHK wanted students to learn Dutch, but it soon proved to
be impossible.'® Hiring Dutch instructors was too expensive,
and the Dutch government did not allow the Chinese to learn
and speak Dutch because they wanted the language to be
synonymous with the rulers and positions of authority.”” The
social stigma and lack of funding to learn Dutch caused THHK
to teach English as a European language instead.

INTEGRATING WITH CHINA: JINAN

Connections with political activists from China such as the
reformer Kang Youwei and the revolutionary Sun Yat-sen who
were active in Southeast Asia further intensified the integrative
process among Chinese in Singapore, Batavia and China.
Ideological integration with China sprouted in Nanyang through
contacts with these political exiles, but educational integration
with China officially only started in 1906 when the Qing Empire
established Jinan Xuetang (B2 &) in Nanjing. Jinan was the
first school for huagiao (overseas Chinese) in China, and was
intended to be the highest educational institution for all over-
seas Chinese. Its establishment could be considered a milestone
for educational integration by which the Chinese government
officially reached out to Nanyang. Jinan’s mission was to spread
Chinese culture beyond China’s territorial borders by nourishing
returning huagiao who would then further spread the spirit of
Chinese civilisation to other places.'®

Pioneers from Java

The first batch of students at Jinan came from Java.” The Qing
Empire and THHK had existing educational exchanges prior to the
establishment of Jinan. By way of the Department of Education,
it allowed THHK to request qualified teachers with certification
from China to teach in Java.?? The THHK committee also select-
ed students who would be sent to China.?' In China, these stu-
dents received further education under the auspices of the Chi-
nese government. The purpose was to nourish ties of Indies born
Chinese towards “the motherland”, and to keep China’s national
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enterprises running. The press
reported that the Chinese in
the Indies were “stepchildren”
who were abandoned by the
Dutch Indies government but
who were awakened and rec-
ognised by their own father (i.e.,
China) who had been previously
“dormant”.? It would be incor-
rect, however, to assume that
the Nanyang Chinese enthusi-
astically embraced the Chinese
government. It was noted that
the Indies Chinese reacted
to Qing’s outreach to Java
with suspicion. One source reported “at first, our association
[THHK] did not think of sending our kids to China, because
we did not know if we could count on the Chinese state.”?
Questioning the accountability and reliability of the Qing state
was understandable, for until 1893 Chinese subjects who left
Qing territory without imperial approval were considered
traitors of the Chinese state.?

On 21 February 1907, the first 21 students went to
Nanjing.?®> The Chinese court expanded its educational
integration with other Chinese communities in maritime
Southeast Asia in the second round of student recruit-
ments. In 1908, Jinan recruited 38 students from Java and
54 students from Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and Penang.
From 1908 onwards, the Qing regime requested that
45 Straits Chinese be sent to Jinan annually.?® The first
students from Singapore include Lee Kong Chian, who
had studied at Jinan for two years before furthering his
studies at Qinghua Xuetang.?” Based on the curricula of
Jinan, it can be concluded that the school not only aimed
at nourishing national consciousness, but also training
students to become leaders in the fields of finance,
commerce and education — fields that were considered
crucial by both China and Nanyang Chinese in order to
compete with the Western imperial powers.
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Jinan: 1917-late 1920s

Jinan closed down after the fall of the Qing Empire
but reopened in 1917.%2 After its reopening, the school
increasingly modelled its curricula to meet the requirements
of both the Nanyang Chinese as well as “national needs”.
During its foundational years, Jinan focused on stimulating
nationalistic sentiments. Throughout this period, the school
concentrated on equipping students with skills that were
needed to prosper in commerce and trade. Although teaching
students professional skills was ostensibly a primary role,
there was a persistent aim of inculcilating in them a love for
“the motherland” (i.e. China). Besides professional skills,
Jinan incorporated the national ideology (Sun Yat-sen’s
Three Principles of the People) in courses concerning racial
issues in its curricula.®
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Despite the increasing integration with the Nanyang
Chinese, Jinan’s aim to become a centralising force for
all schools in Nanyang did not go smoothly. In 1930, Liu
Shimu, an administrator at Jinan and previous principal
of a Chinese school in Dutch-ruled Sumatra, felt that
huagiao education was not well-coordinated or unified.
Liu Shimu believed that self-government of schools in
Nanyang obstructed the integration of Nanyang with
China. Other factors that caused problems were lack of
facilities, insufficient financial means and the presence of
unqualified teachers.®

COLONIAL PARANOIA AND
COUNTER-INTEGRATIVE POLICIES
Although organisational problems and the increasing desire
for autonomy among overseas Chinese obstructed China’s
centralisation project, according to Chinese authorities,
integration was mainly hampered by colonial forces. Since the
establishment of Republican China, colonial forces had been
enforcing stricter measures on educational bodies located in
their territories. In the Straits Settlements, for instance, the
British Legislative Council launched an education bill for the
first time on 31 May 1920. The bill gave the British government
official control over Chinese schools. Schools were allowed
to continue functioning, but they were obliged to remove their
political ambitions and curricula that contained any Chinese
nationalistic content.®

The Dutch implemented counter-integrative measures
a decade earlier than the British. At the beginning of the
20th century, the Dutch were already aware of the political
indoctrination of the Indies Chinese through their connections
with the Straits Chinese and Jinan. In 1909, Van Sandick
reported that “[tlhe most pressing issue of this private education
[i.e., THHK] for Chinese children is not the instruction of the
mandarin-language, not history, nor geography, but ideas.
Ideas that indoctrinated into the mind of the Chinese youth.”*?
The spread of ideas was described as the “yellow peril”.
Borel, renowned specialist on Chinese matters in the Dutch
Indies, expressed the feeling
that the National Chinese
Reader used in Chinese
schools was completely filled
with modern ideas and evoked
nationalist consciousness.
Yellow peril, therefore, does
not refer to supremacy of
military power, but refers to
the threat of modern ideas.
He expressed concern, and
estimated that by the end of
the first decade approximately
5,000 students were
fluenced by these ideas.® It
was during this period that
the Dutch feared losing their
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authority over the Indies Chinese. The Dutch press expressed
concern that Chinese movements in the Indies would
endanger Dutch sovereignty in the Indies, mainly because
these movements were nurtured from outside forces,
particularly from China. Some Dutch authorities suggested
revising the laws to secure political legitimacy over the
Chinese. The Dutch were concerned with attracting the
loyalty of Chinese settlers because they were regarded as
the most industrious residents in the colony.®*

Dutch paranoia of losing its political authority over its
subjects made the colonial government modify its policies. In
order for the Dutch to maintain political support of the Indies
Chinese settlers, the colonial government competed with the
Chinese government to provide state-sponsored education.
In 1908, just about one year after pioneering students from
Java sailed off to Jinan, the Dutch government established
the “Hollandsche Chineesche School” (HCS, Dutch Chinese
School) so as to create a setback for the Indies Chinese
integrative tendencies towards aligning itself with China. Dutch
motives for opening HCS were to compete with THHK and the
Chinese government on controlling education. HCS’s curriculum
aimed at “dutchifying” the Indies Chinese while THHK’s
curricula promoted sinification.

HCS'’s foundation helped roll back the integrative process
with China but was never successful in completely erasing the
impact of Chinese schools on the political orientation of the
Indies Chinese. A report on detained and expelled instructors
reveals that Dutch paranoia of the threat of Chinese schools
still persisted two decades after the establishment of HCS. The
document Huagiao xuexiao jiaozhiyuan chujing ji beibubiao
reveals that in 1929 the Dutch punished 33 instructors.%
The list of names included mostly teachers from Java. All
instructors were punished for political reasons, including
teaching political ideologies (such as Sun Yat-sen’s Three
Principles of the People) and using political tutorials.
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List of names, dates, and reasons of teachers that received
colonial punishments.

Source: huagiao xuexiao zhiyuan chujing ji beibubiao in
Nanyang huaqiao xuexiao zhi diaocha yu tongji, ed. Qian He.
All rights reserved, Shanghai Dahua yinshua gongsi, 1930.

Instructors were mostly expelled from the Indies. In a few
cases instructors were detained. Others were forced to stop
teaching for unclear reasons. Students were investigated as
well, and in one case a teacher was forced to leave his post
after it was discovered that a student wrote an essay about
judicial equality.’® These cases show that, even after two
decades, the Dutch still struggled with the threat of Chinese
schools in the Indies.

AMBIGUOUS MISSIONS

What caused this colonial paranoia to emerge? What visions did
institutional exchanges create? In 1927, Jinan released a public
announcement, which sta-
ted that it wanted to prevent
any misunderstanding with
the imperial powers. The
school stated that its mi-
ssion followed Sun Yat-sen’s
political framework  that
aimed at nourishing genera-
tions of Nanyang Chinese
with  good personalities,
knowledge, interest and the
capacity to survive. Jinan
claimed that its task was to
ensure that Chinese set-
tlers and sojourners who
were subject to colonial rule
would obtain equal political status and economic treat-
ment. Jinan stated: “We want to prevent misunderstanding of
colonial governments, that is: we do not want them to think that
Jinan’s national establishment is aimed at constituting a
type of statism or imperialism. We do not want colonial po-
wers to think that we instil students with thoughts of invading
territories of others. We do not want them to think that once our
students graduate and return to Nanyang, they will disrupt the
authority of colonial rule and stir revolutions against colonial
governments with indigenous inhabitants.””

Chanese Schoals in Brimsh Malsys

Policies and Politics

All rights reserved, South Seas
Society, 2006.

This document, written in Chinese, was presumably mainly
targeted at Chinese communities in Southeast Asia. Instead of
employing nationalistic terms that Jinan used in its foundational
years, Jinan now used imperialistic vocabulary and attempted
to distort its imperialistic tendencies by differentiating the
Chinese government from Western imperialist powers. Instead
of having imperialist and nationalist ambitions, Jinan claimed
that the Guomindang’'s goal was simply to achieve freedom
and equality of China and have its huagiao enjoy freedom in
international settings. They urged the colonial powers to allow
Chinese in Southeast Asia to manage Nanyang society in an
autonomous manner.*®

Despite attempts by the Chinese authorities to invalidate
Jinan’s imperialist and nationalist tendencies, British intelligence
reports revealed that Jinan did stir up anti-colonialist sentiments
among its students. The institution was particularly against
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Britain, which was considered the greatest colonial power at
the time. The British government confiscated correspondence
between Nanyang and China. Secret letters from a teacher at
Jinan, who previously taught in Batavia, complained that “school
registration in Malaya and the ‘cruel rules’ of the Dutch in Java
are examples of foreign oppression which will destroy the foun-
dation of China.”® Intelligence reports also revealed that Jinan
nurtured students with visions of a future government that
would be ruled by the Nanyang Chinese. On 8 February 1922,
Juin Li, lecturer at Jinan University, expressed the following:

“Look at the map of Asia; I have observed that in the near
future there will spring up one new independent country, the
Malay Peninsula, the Straits Settlements. The masters of this
new political division will certainly be Chinese. The British
power in Egypt and India is crumbling, so the tide of revolt
will spread to the East, and the Malay Peninsula will be the
first to catch its new influence.... I do not advise you to revolt
against the British authority at once, because first you must
be prepared yourself to organise a government and conduct
political affairs, otherwise even if the British authority should
be overthrown, you will be helpless. Now is the time for
you students to build up your political ability, because the
future masters of the Malay Peninsula are you students of

this college.” 4°

This shows that educators at Jinan encouraged and
prepared its students to become pioneers of anti-colonialism
in Southeast Asia. Contrary to its public claim that it did not
encourage overseas Chinese to challenge colonial rule, it
is evident that Jinan did stimulate anti-colonialism. By the
1920s, this institution intensified its anti-British attitudes and
claimed that the Chinese were the first people that developed
Malaya before the British took over. Jinan stated that “the
Chinese were better off in Malaya before the English came....
We Chinese opened Malaya — it ought to be ours.”

In short, even though Jinan publicly claimed that unlike
Western colonial powers, China did not aim at encroaching
on non-Chinese territory, confidential reports show that it did
hope to expand its power by integrating with the Nanyang
Chinese whom they stimulated to take over the power of the
colonial rulers. China’s non-imperialist claim was therefore
contradictory, for it hoped to gain control over territories
which were not under China’s sovereignty through the

therefore, sought ways to counter integration with Jinan, the
primary institution that aimed at training students to play key
roles in a Southeast Asian society that would not be ruled by
the colonial powers.

CONCLUSION

This essay attempts to map out the interconnectivity among
educational movements in Dutch Batavia, British Singapore and
coastal China. By looking at institutional movements of people,
their thoughts and activities across colonial and imperial
port cities, the article offers an analysis of how educational
exchanges shaped political visions. Singapore played an
important role in guiding the initial stages of the movement in
the Dutch Indies. Educational movements in Batavia and
Singapore also helped shape the educational system for
overseas Chinese in China. Jinan, the first post-primary school
for overseas Chinese, was opened after the educational
movements in the Dutch Indies and British Malaya had started.
Jinan launched institutional integration with the Nanyang
Chinese and nourished its students with visions of a greater
China, anti-colonialism and a future Malaya that was ruled by
people of Chinese descent. On the other hand, by attracting
the support of the Nanyang Chinese, China continually
changed its mission and curricula according to the needs
of the Nanyang Chinese that seemed to be more concerned
with obtaining more favourable professional benefits than to
support China unconditionally.

This study reacts to two dominant approaches in present
scholarship on the subject. It distorts the conventional perspective
that the Nanyang Chinese uncritically and unconditionally
supported the Chinese state. This romanticised view has
been questioned by more recent studies that emphasise the
autonomy of the Nanyang Chinese ambitions that were separate
from China’s. Moreover, it illustrates weaknesses of both
unidirectional approaches mentioned above. By using Chinese,
Dutch, English and Malay sources, this essay concludes that
visions of diasporic Chinese were continuously shaped by the
dynamic relationship between educational movements in the
Dutch Indies, Straits Settlements and China. ®
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