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ABSTRACT: This research aims to explain the 

impact of Dutch colonialism on Indonesians before 

independence, as depicted in the novel Bumi 

Manusia by Pramoedya Ananta Toer. The 

postcolonial study focuses on the forms of 

hegemonic power that occurred among the 

characters in the novel. In addition, it will explain 

how it is relevant to the current reality in the 2020s. 

The method used is qualitative method with the 

technique of content analysis, which explains the 

impact of postcolonialism based on the texts in the 

novel. The results of the research are discussed in 

terms of the postcolonial impact, which is divided 

into three parts, namely differences in race and skin 

color, material possessions, and legal position, 

which are explained in detail in the discussion 

section. From the perspective of race and skin color, 

a negative impact is experienced by the native 

people, considered as a downgrade compared to the 

Dutch or Dutch descendants. In terms of material 

possessions, the native people are not fully 

recognized as having the rights to their property. 

Based on the legal position, the native people are 

considered as a group without legal status compared 

to the Dutch or their descendants. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  
Understanding the history of a novel is 

interesting because by reading it, the readers are 

invited to understand the society of the story’s time. 

The narrative of the novel enables the readers to 

understand the characters involved, the story plot, 

the situation that occurred, and the time when the 

story took place. Historical novels not only provide 

the story the story contained within them but also 

the history behind the story [1]. The reality 

presented in the novel is stories that can provide 

new inspiration to the reader [2]. This makes the 

readers gain knowledge about the history that is 

important to know. 

Reading about the colonial era in Indonesia 

means reopening the dramatic stories about the 

suffering of the nation, for example, forced labor, 

slavery, humiliation, subjugation, serfdom, taxation, 

and the forced collection of taxes [3]. As a subjected 

nation, the Indonesian people had to comply with 

any rules made by the colonizers (Netherlands). 

They had to endure inhumane treatment, suffer 

poverty, and fall into ignorance. [4] further states 

that the history of the early 20
th

 century was painted 

with the superiority of the European nation, the 

legitimacy of the Netherlands over colonialism in 

the East Indies, and the delegitimation of the rulers 

(Raja/Sultan) in the Archipelago.  

The history before independence or the 

colonial era is something difficult to imagine if 

compared to the era of modern life in the 21
st
 

century. By reading novels related to the fight for 

independence and during the colonial era, such as 

Bumi Manusia by Toer, the authors seem to observe 

and experience the conditions of the time, where 

everything that is Westernized is emphasized, and 

how far the Eastern culture is left behind. In other 

words, how high the people who have a relationship 

with the Nederlands (Western) whether of Dutch 

blood or mixed (Indo), and how insignificant the 

indigenous people (Eastern) who are considered 

uncivilized, uneducated, and of a lower class are. As 

Haritama (2007) revealed, the Dutch government 

created a hybrid form and encouraged the native 

(the nobleman) and Indo (mixed Dutch and native) 

characters to think and speak European. However, 

the noble native will always be considered 

uneducated and the lowest class community. The 

rile of the colonizers over the subjected people is 

revealed in this novel. This is what makes the 

authors interested in analyzing this novel to uncover 

the hegemony of the colonial era, ‘the age of 
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darkness,’ for this nation, which was formerly 

known as the people of India viewed from the 

hegemony of power. 

Hegemony can be interpreted as the 

influence of leadership, domination, power, and so 

on, of one country over another (Online Indonesian 

Dictionary). Hegemony related to power manfests in 

attitudes and behaviors exhibited by leaders, both 

within communities and in power regions. One 

example of power hegemony is carried out by 

Ustadz Hikmat Arif over one village in Serang [6], 

as someone who spreads his ideology, becoming a 

crucial part of the community through Islamic 

preaching. Ustadz Hikmat Arif’s power hegemony 

is passed down through generations as a community 

figure. Another researchers, Suryaningsih & 

Gunawan (2023), also describe religious-based 

hegemony. Power hegemony occurs due to 

significant influence from leaders and takes place 

over an extended period. 

The power hegemony to be explored in this 

article is the colonial power over its colonies as 

depicted in the novel Bumi Manusia [8]. Several 

studies on the power hegemony of colonizers during 

the pre-independence period have been conducted. 

One researcher (Irnawati, 2019) found that the 

Dutch Indies government’s hegemony over the 

indigenous population used educational and 

publishing institutions as tools for authoritarian 

power hegemony. The other ones [10] explain that 

the portrayal of power hegemony occurs in political 

society by Dutch and British colonizers who employ 

violence and civil society or intellectual figures 

implementing ideological hegemony by consensus. 

This research is different from those articles since it 

explores the hegemony of power from the three 

perspectives: race and skin color, material 

possessions, and legal position of Indies nation 

portrayed in the novel.  

The results of this research are significant 

as they provide ab explanation of power hegemony 

during the postcolonial period, which is crucial for 

the current generation to understand. This insight 

helps paint a picture of how power hegemony is 

arbitrarily wielded by those in authority over the 

powerless, offering valuable lessons against 

engaging in harmful actions. 

This research aims to address the following 

questions: 1) As a consequence of colonization, 

what forms of power hegemony do characters in the 

novel Bumi Manusia by Pramoedya Ananta Toer 

experience? 2) How relevant is this to the current 

reality? 

 

II. METHODOLOGY 

This research employs a qualitative method 

with content analysis techniques, specifically 

delineating data and describing elements within 

texts containing power hegemony for analysis to 

obtain a more comprehensive understanding. The 

research is designed with a focus on determining 

data collection, and analyzing and interpreting data 

(Wiersma, 1991:81-82). The qualitative approach is 

deemed relevant for this study because its goal, 

processes, and data, including hegemony theory will 

be elaborated with qualitative content. 

 

1. Data Source 
The data source for this research is the 

novel Bumi Manusia by Pramoedya Ananta Toer, 

which is related to the power hegemony during the 

postcolonialism era experienced by the characters to 

reveal the power hegemony. Only The characters 

who experience the power hegemony that will be 

explained in this research. 

 

2. Data Collection and Analysis Procedure 

Data collection and analysis are conducted 

through the following steps: 1) Selecting data from 

is the novel Bumi Manusia by Pramoedya Ananta 

Toer related to the power hegemony experienced by 

its characters, 2) Determining the nature of the 

power hegemony experienced by the characters in 

the novel, 3) Explaining the relevance of power 

hegemony to the current reality, 4) Drawing 

conclusion based on these steps. 

 

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
In this discussion section, the impacts of 

Dutch colonialism depicted in Bumi Manusia are 

divided into three parts: racial and skin color 

differences, material possessions, and legal status. 

This discussion will be elaborated based on excerpts 

taken from conversations or quotations from the 

novel. 

 

1. Racial and Skin Color Differences 
One of the impacts of Dutch colonialism is 

the distinction in race and skin color, specifically the 

disparity in social status between the brown-skinned 

natives and the white-skinned Dutch colonizers. 
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“Hai, Rob!” 

“Oho, Rob!” sambut Suurhof. “Aku bawa 

temanku, Rob. Tak apa toh? Kau tak ada 

keberatan, kan?” 

Pemuda itu tidak menyambut aku – pemuda 

pribumi – lirikannya tajam menusuk. Aku mulai 

gelisah. Tahu sedang memasuki awal babak 

permainan. Kalau dia menolak Suurlof akan 

tertawa, dan dia akan tunggu aku merangkak ke 

jalan raya dalam halauan Darsam. Dia belum 

menolak, belum mengusir. Sekali saja bibirnya 

bergerak menghalau – God, ke mana mesti aku 

sembunyikan mukaku? (hal 11). 

“Hi, Rob!” 

“Oh, Rob!” Suurhof replied. “I brought my friend, 

Rob. No worries, right? You don’t have any 

objections, do you?”  

The young man did not respond to me – a native – 

his words sharp and piercing. I started to stammer. I 

knew I was entering the early stages of the game. If 

he rejected Suurhof, he would laugh, and he would 

wait for me to walk down the road in the Darsam’s 

repellant. He hadn’t rejected me, hadn’t kicked me 

out. Once his lips moved to repel – God, where 

should I hide my face? (page 11). 

A fragment of the conversation between Robert Millema and Robert Suurhof, a descendant of the 

Dutch 

 

From the excerpts, it is evident that natives 

were deemed highly insignificant compared to the 

Indo (Dutch-Indies descendants) and Dutch 

individuals. A native could be treated with complete 

disregard, lacking any form of respect. The colonial 

culture clearly reflects that the status of natives is 

beneath that of the Indo and Dutch. This aligns with 

a research asserting that the Dutch introduced a 

caste system that segregated Indonesian society 

based on race, religion, and social status [12]. Even 

in the novel Bumi Manusia, the caste difference 

between natives (very low) and non-natives (very 

high) is depicted as a vast gap, akin to the distance 

between heaven and earth. 

 

 

 

“Selamat petang, Tuan Mellema!” dalam 

Belanda dan dengan nada yang cukup sopan. 

Ia menggeram seperti seekor kucing. 

Pakaiannya yang tiada bersetrika itu longgar 

pada badannya. Rambutnya yang tak bersisir 

dan tipis itu menutup pelipis, kuping. 

“Siapa kasih kowé ijin datang kemari, 

monyet!” dengusnya dalam Melayu-pasar, kaku 

dan kasar, juga isinya. 

Di belakangku terdengar deham Robert 

Mellema. Kemudian terdengar olehku Annelies 

menarik nafas sedan. Robert Suurhof 

menggeserkan sepatu dan memberi tabik juga. 

Tapi raksasa di hadapanku itu tidak 

menggubris..... 

“Kowé kira, kalo sudah pake pakean Eropa, bersama 

orang Eropa, bisa sedikit bicara Belanda lantas jadi 

Eropa? Tetap monyet!” (hal. 37). 

“Good evening, Mr. Mellema!” in Dutch 

and with fairly polite tone. 

He growled like a cat. His unironed 

clothes hung loosely on his body. His 

uncombed and thin hair covered his forehead, 

ears. 

“Who gave you permission to come here, 

monkey!” he snarled in Market Malay, stiff 

and coarse, both in language and content. 

Behind me, I heard Robert Mellema sigh. 

Then I heard Annelies take a breath. Robert 

Suurhof shifted his shoes and nodded as well. 

But the giant in front of me paid no 

attention…. 

“Do you think that by wearing European clothes, 

being with Europeans, speaking a bit of Dutch you 

become European? Still a monkey” (page 37) 

Conversation excerpt between Minke (native) and Mr. Mellema (Dutch) 
  

From this excerpt, it is evident that even an 

educated native, a high school HBS students, has no 

influence solely because Minke is a native. Despite 

demonstrating that he is not just an ordinary native 

but educated, as seen in his polite manner of 

speaking, Minke, a native aligning his identity with 

the colonizers is still considered a native without 

any identity or value. 

Hegemony based on racial and skin color 

differences shows that someone with white 

European skin is far more valued than a colored-

skinned native. What is worse is that natives are 

equated with animals, specifically monkeys. The 

significance of a native is reduced to almost nothing, 
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and they are undeserving of any decent treatment. 

2. Material Possessions 
In the era of colonialism or 

postcolonialism, a native who possess a material 

will not be regarded as the owner, especially if 

she/he has no legal document to prove their 

ownership. 

 

Hidup sebagai nyai terlalu sulit. Dia Cuma 

seorang budak belian yang kewajibannya hanya 

memuaskan tuannya. Dalam segala hal! 

Sebaliknya setiap waktu orang harus bersiap-

siap terhadap kemungkinan tuannya sudah 

merasa bosan. Salah-salah bisa badan diusir 

dengan semua anak, anak sendiri, yang tidak 

dihargai oleh umum Pribumi karena dilahirkan 

tanpa perkawinan syah (hal. 80). 

Living as a Nyai is too difficult. She is just a slave 

whose duty is to satisfy her master in every way! 

On the contrary, she must always be prepared for 

the possibility that the master might get bored. 

One wrong move, her body could be expelled with 

all the children, children who are not esteemed by 

the native community because they were born 

without a legitimate marriage (page 80). 

Excerpt from Nyai Ontosoroh’s description

 

One problem during the colonial and 

postcolonial periods was the power of material 

possessions held by the colonizers, enabling them to 

treat the colonized as a poor and insignificant 

nation, devoid of any dignity. This is also expressed 

by a researcher who explained that natives could not 

enjoy the yield of their harvest properly as they had 

to submit it to the colonizers, even though it came 

from their own land.  

After being bought from her father with a 

few guilders, Nyai has no rights anymore, not even 

over herself. She is likened to an object that has 

been bought and can be treated however the buyer 

wishes. Similarly, Nyai Ontosoroh, despite 

seemingly living comfortably as the mistress of a 

Dutchman, owns nothing from the material 

possessions, not even her own children. A mistress 

is usually not married legitimately, serving only as a 

satisfaction for her master’s desires. 

 

3. Legal Status 

The problem of being a native who is 

considered uneducated will be regarded as no legal 

status due to the position of being colonized.

 

Berdasarkan permohonan dari Ir. Maurits 

Mellema, anak mendiang Tuan Herman Mellema, 

melalui advokatnya Tuan Mr Hans Graeg, 

berkedudukan di Amsterdam, Pengadilan 

Amsterdam, berdasarkan surat-surat resmi dari 

Surabaya yang tidak dapat diragukan lagi 

kebenarannya, memutuskan menguasai seluruh harta 

benda mendiang Tuan Herman Mellema untuk 

kemudian karena tidak ada tali perkawinan syah 

antara Tuan Herman Mellema dengan Sanikem 

(Nyai Ontosoroh) membagi menjadi: Tuan Ir. 

Maurits Mellema sebagai anak syah mendapat 

bagian  4/6 harta peninggalan; Annelies dan Robert 

Mellema sebagai anak yang diakui masing-masing 

mendapat 1/6 harta peninggalan. Berhubung Robert 

Mellema dinyatakan belum ditemukan baik untuk 

sementara maupun untuk selama-lamanya, warisan 

yang jadi haknya akan dikelola oleh Ir. Maurits 

Mellema. 

 Pengadilan Amsterdam telah juga menunjuk 

Ir. Maurits Mellema menjadi wali bagi Annelies 

Mellema, karena yang belakangan ini dianggap 

masih berada di bawah umur, sedang haknya atas 

warisan , sementara ia dianggap belum dewasa, juga 

dikelola oleh Ir. Maurits Mellema. Dalam 

Based on a request from Ir. Maurits 

Mellema, the late Mr. Herman Mellema’s son, 

through his lawyer Mr. Hans Graeg, based in 

Amsterdam, the Amsterdam Court, relying on official 

letters from Surabaya that are undoubtedly true, 

decides to take control of all the late Mr. Herman 

Mellema’s assets. Later, because there is no 

legitimate marriage between Mr. Herman Mellema 

and Sanikem (Nyai Ontosoroh), it is divided as 

follows: Mr. Ir. Maurits Mellema, as the legitimate 

child, receives 4/6 of the inheritance; Annelies and 

Robert Mellema, as the acknowledged children, each 

receive 1/6 of the inheritance. As Robert Mellema 

has been declared not found for the time being or 

forefer, the inheritance rightfully his legitimate 

property will be managed by Ir. Maurits Mellema.  

 

The Amsterdam Court has also appointed 

Ir. Maurits Mellema as the guardian for Annelies 

Mellema, considering her still underage, while her 

rights to the inheritance, as she is considered not yet 

mature, are also managed by Ir. Maurits Mellema. In 

exercising his rights as a guardian, through his 

lawyer, Mr. Graeg has delegated power to his 

colleague, a lawyer in Surabaya, who filed a lawsuit 
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menggunakan haknya sebagai wali, melalui 

advokatnya, Mr. Graeg telah mensubstitusikan kuasa 

pada confrèrenya, seorang advokat di Surabaya, 

yang mengajukan gugatan terhadap Sanikem alias 

Nyai Ontosoroh dan Annelies Mellema kepada 

Pengadilan Putih di Surabaya tentang perwalian 

atas Annelies dan pengasuhannya di Nederland (hal 

321). 

against Sanikem alias Nyai Ontosoroh and Annelies 

and her upbringing in the Netherlands (page 321). 

Excerpt describing the legal power favoring the ruler 

 
 From the above description, it is proved 

how cruel the hegemony of power is, ruling 

without regard for its victims. A legitimate child 

from a Dutch marriage has full rights over all his 

father’s wealth. A mistress without a legitimate 

marriage certificate is considered nobody, not even 

entitled to defend her own biological child. Thus, 

there is an imposition of power by the colonizer on 

the colonized nation. All the possessions 

accumulated by Nyai Ontosoroh with her master 

are entirely taken away from her hands, which she 

has managed and strived for over the years. She 

must reluctantly lose her daughter because Maurits 

Mellema, the legitimate child, has become the 

guardian for Annelies. The most heartbreaking 

aspect is the fate of the character Minke in this 

novel, who must face the reality that his marriage 

to Annelies, performed accoding to Islamic 

customs, is not recognized at all. 

 
4. Relevance of Colonialism Today 

The practice of colonialism today also 

exists in different form and destiny. During the 

postcolonialism era, the Dutch or the Western are 

the colonizers. Nowadays, however, they are 

replaced by the leaders, bosses, government 

officers, or the area rulers. 

 

Racial and Skin Color Differences 

Post-colonial hegemony in the period 

following colonial times up to independence 

extends beyond the historical colonial era. In the 

post-independence era, hegemony manifests 

differently, not as a result of colonization but due 

to contemporary racial and ethnic differences. 

Certain ethnic groups consider themselves 

‘superior’ to others, leading to a reluctance to be 

associated with non-members of their group. For 

instance, the reinforcement of the political identity 

of local figures in various regions reflects the 

diminishing cosmopolitan values in society [13]. 

Regarding racial differences, the terms majority 

and minority contribute to discrimination against 

minority communities, impacting political power in 

Indonesia [14]. Another example is the dominance 

perceived by the Javanese ethnic group, influencing 

the tendency to elect leaders from the Javanese 

community in regional elections, as leaders from 

other ethnicities are deemed unfit.  

 

Hegemony of Material Possessions 

Hegemony based on material possessions 

doesn’t solely belong to the colonial era but 

persists across different times and places. The 

adage “those who have money have power over 

those who don’t holds true. Nyai Ontosoroh’s 

experiences during the colonial period, as depicted 

in the aforementioned novel, echo the realities 

faced by modern mistresses today. Many 

contemporary mistresses, whether categorized as 

mistresses, secret wives, or those in unofficial 

marriages, exist to fulfill the desires and whims of 

their masters. In the current era, these masters are 

not colonizers but rather business tycoons, 

entrepreneurs, and even government officials. 

Correspondingly, a researcher reveals that 

indigenous Indonesian women, particularly face 

oppression and become subalterns in their own 

country due to the colonial mentality of fellow 

natives [15]. 

If during colonial times the primary 

motivation was the lack of material wealth, leading 

to the willingness to become a mistress for 

financial gain, or as seen with Nyai Ontosoroh, 

who was sold by her father to attain a higher social 

standing, similar circumstances persist today. From 

the perspective of women, gaining status and 

financial support is sought; from the perspective of 

the masters, they need women as solace and to 

satisfy their desires. In other words, the 

characterization of Nyai in the novel mirrors the 

real-world situation. 

 

Hegemony of Legal Status 

Hegemony through the legal system 

represents absolute power that is non-negotiable. 

The legal system should exist to protect the 

righteous and punish the wrongdoers, establish 

truth rather than falsehood and seek justice instead 
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of oppression. Unfortunately, this is not always the 

case. Hegemony in legal power occurs not only in 

colonial times but also in post-colonial and post-

independence periods. During colonial and post-

colonial times, those benefiting and prevailing were 

often the colonizers. In the post-independence era 

and up to the present, those who typically prevail 

are individuals with wealth, power, and the 

audacity to bribe legal practitioners (not all, of 

course). The reality often involves the manipulation 

of truth. Numerous cases reported in broadcast, 

news, and social media showcase this phenomenon. 

This is true as stated from research claimed that not 

all working woman gain their rights based on the 

legal system, as for working hours protection, 

pregnancy period protection, etc [16]. 

 
IV. CONCLUSION 

The discussions lead to several 

conclusions. Firstly, during the Dutch colonial 

period, natives were devalued because they did not 

belong to the ‘European Nation’ category. Natives 

were considered inferior due to racial differences 

between the Dutch East Indies and Europe. The 

second conclusion pertains to material possessions, 

where those with significant wealth held power 

over those without. This observation also applied to 

modern mistresses, indicating that the mistreatment 

of women by powerful figures persists in 

contemporary society. The third conclusion 

revolves around legal status hegemony, with the 

colonial legal system favoring the colonizers and 

the post-independence era witnessing a 

continuation of legal power disparities. The final 

conclusion highlights the relevance of power 

hegemony today. 

Despite Indonesia’s independence and 

over two third century of enjoying freedom, power 

hegemony remains prevalent. Racial and skin color 

differences persist, with certain ethnic groups 

feeling superior, leading to demeaning treatment of 

perceived ‘lower’ groups. Material possession 

hegemony persists, where the wealthy exert power 

over the less fortunate. Legal status hegemony 

continues, reflecting the disturbing reality that 

justice can be manipulated. In essence, the power 

hegemony experienced during the colonial era 

persists in post-independence Indonesia, only the 

manifestations have changed – from the strong 

oppressing the weak to the wealthy dominating the 

less affluent and from rulers to ordinary citizens. 
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