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Abstract 

Despite a consensus about the main factors influencing economic mobility in Indonesia, such as 

labor-market opportunities and childhood circumstances, virtually nothing is known about how 

these factors increased economic standing in the colonial and postcolonial periods. The use of 

height data as a proxy for people’s economic situation, however, finds that whereas ethnicity was 

a strong predictor of economic status before Indonesia’s Independence, education assumed that 

role after 1946.  
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dramatic economic development.  But the story behind this growth—both economic and 

physical--is far from simple. A host of social factors enriches and complicates a close look at 

Indonesia’s economic evolution from the colonial era into the postcolonial twentieth century. 

Historical knowledge about the determinants of the change in economic stratification that 

occurred in twentieth-century Indonesia is limited. Notwithstanding the abundance of 

contemporary and later evidence concerning income inequality and poverty, as well as social 

structure, few systematic studies cover how different socioeconomic factors--such as ethnicity, 

religion, occupation, and education--affected economic mobility throughout the entire twentieth 

century. That these factors played a considerable role in economic mobility is beyond doubt. 

Even though some occupations, especially in government, were closed to Indonesians and 

Chinese before Independence (August 1945), the rich historical evidence about existing groups 

of rich Chinese and Indonesians is nonetheless substantial. It suggests that ethnicity alone is not a 

sufficient explanation for economic differences. Although “unity in diversity,” the national motto 

of Indonesia, suggests that ethnicity should not be decisive in labor-market outcomes, 

discrimination in the labor market remains even today. As Booth argues, “economic stratification 

along ethnic lines was pronounced in Indonesia by the early twentieth century, and in spite of the 

egalitarian rhetoric …, this stratification persisted into the post-1950 period.” But several factors, 

besides ethnicity, influenced people’s economic mobility both before and after Independence, 

but exactly how these factors changed over time remains unknown.1 

 This article, following a growing anthropometric literature, treats stature as an indicator 

of economic position (specifically, income). The link between stature and income has been 

shown in many studies, including some on Indonesia. Since stature correlates well with income, 

it is also useful in estimating economic inequality and analyzing the characteristics that 
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determine this inequality. Indeed, to quote the title of a book by Tanner, “[human] growth is a 

mirror for the conditions of society.” Unlike other data about economic position, heights are 

often readily available for periods that are lacking income figures; heights can create a consistent 

picture when direct evidence is scarce and/or unreliable. 2  

 This article employs a set of socioeconomic variables to explain economic status, using 

height as a proxy, in an attempt to gauge the effect of changing political and social structure on 

economic mobility in Indonesian society before and after Independence. Since a person’s height 

is determined by health during the first years after birth, it is fundamentally an indicator of 

parents’ welfare; as such, it is more a cause than a consequence of socioeconomic position. Yet, 

as we show below, height can also serve as a proxy for the welfare of sons, permitting our 

findings to be interpreted as socioeconomic factors affecting well-being. The upshot is that 

religion, birthplace, ethnicity, education, and occupation all affect height development, and thus 

human well-being.  

 

CONSTRUCTING MEASURES OF HEIGHT INEQUALITY      Recently, Földvári et al. used a height data 

set, constructed from Indonesian military data and Indonesia Family Life Surveys (IFLS), to 

generate a trend of heights in Java and the Outer Provinces throughout the twentieth century. 

This article adopts an updated and expanded version of their data set, but not without a few  

caveats. Földvári et al. addressed some of them, but for our purposes, others remain.3   

The most important shortcoming of the military height data is its inclusion of 

observations only for males. Hence, in order to arrive at comparable results, we restrict our 

observations to males alone in the IFLS. Second, in the military data, migration appears as the 

difference between birthplace and place of last residence. The same information is more difficult 
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to extract from the IFLS data, since many people migrated more than once and their reasons for 

doing so varied during their life course. According to the IFLS, about 75 percent of all persons 

migrated before the age of fifty, most of them between the ages of fifteen and thirty.  

The main reasons for migration from fifteen to fifty were employment opportunities, 

marriage, or the desire to live close to one’s family. People younger than fifteen usually migrated 

in the company of their parents, whereas people older than fifty were more apt to move because 

of sickness, the death of a spouse, and the need to live with remaining family. Since our data for 

the colonial period refer to the interval between birth and enlistment in military service, we 

decided to include only the last migration that a person undertook under age fifty from the IFLS 

surveys.  

The third problem is shrinkage at older ages. Much of the literature maintains that people 

begin losing height at age forty or so.  Since the earliest IFLS survey is from 1993, people born in 

the 1930s were between age fifty-three and sixty-three years old in that survey. Based on the data 

from Morgan, Baten, et al. and from Földvári et al., shrinkage can effectively be set at 1 cm for 

everyone born in the 1930s. Supposedly, shrinkage does not vary with ethnicity, but this claim 

requires further proof. In addition, shrinkage may also depend on place of birth, education, or 

occupation. Since we use all of those variables to explain economic position, we must test 

whether shrinkage is indeed independent of them.4  

 We use the data from four IFLS surveys--1993, 1997, 2000, and 2007--to obtain a better 

sense of shrinkage, permitting the same person to be measured a maximum of four times (for 

example, someone aged forty in 1993 is  forty-four in 1997, forty-seven in 2000, and fifty-four in 

2007). Thus can we determine the magnitude of shrinkage and test for its independence from 
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other factors. Figure 1 illustrates our findings about the relationship between average height and 

age.  

 

 

Fig. 1      Development of Height by Age (Shrinkage) 

 

SOURCE       Indonesia Family Life Surveys (IFLS) 1993, 1997, 2000, 2007. 

 

As expected, people gain height until they reach the age of eighteen, after which their 

height remains relatively constant for years. Not until age sixty do they undergo a significant 

decline in stature. It may be surprising that shrinkage is limited prior to age sixty, but this finding 

is confirmed by a simple regression (Table 1). Following Morgan in his study of age-related 

height decline for Chinese, we regress height difference on age difference to test the effect of 

shrinkage over time, though contrary to Morgan, we use a fixed-effects panel specification. After 

age forty, people shrink, on average, 0.037 cm per year, that is, 1.11 cm between age forty and 

age seventy (equation 1). Since the magnitude of decline is not necessarily the same for each age 
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cohort, we repeated the regression for age groups forty to fifty, fifty to sixty, and sixty to seventy 

separately (equations 2-4). The evidence from formal tests points at the lack of shrinkage before 

age sixty. Only after age sixty do we find evidence for a shrinkage of 0.117 cm, on average 

(equation 4), per year.5 

 

Table 1      Shrinkage after Age Forty 

 DEPENDENT VARIABLE (HEIGHT)  
  (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Constant 160.02 160.43 158.67 160.6 

 (647.57) (859.30) (154.32) (141.09) 

Agediff (age-

40) -0.037 0.014 0.043 -0.117 

 (-1.81) (0.34) (0.61) (-2.53) 

     
Ages included 40-70 40-50 50-60 60-70 

Number of 

observations 14,804 7,387 5,054 3,356 

R2 0.013 0.002 0.001 0.004 

NOTE      Heteroscedasticity robust t-statistics in parentheses. 

 

 

 Shrinkage at old age is not a crucial issue in estimating a general trend in heights since 

time dummies pick it up in the regressions, but it becomes important when we analyze how 

variables of socioeconomic status like education, occupation, or ethnicity, affects height. If 

shrinkage changes according to these socioeconomic factors, we neglect it at the risk of a biased 

coefficient estimation. Table 2 shows that neither occupation, education, nor place of origin yield 

statistically significant coefficients. The only significant identifiable effect is that women shrink 

more with age than men do, but it does not affect our analysis, which pertains only to the height 

data of men.6 
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Table 2       Shrinkage at Old Age by Education, Marital Status, Ethnicity, Occupation, and Sex  

 DEPENDENT VARIABLE (HEIGHT IN CM)  

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Constant 160.04 160.63 160.34 160.09 154.49 

 (649.01) (144.87) (684.21) (653.56) (985.82) 

Agediff (age-40) 0.032 -0.174 -0.019 0.021 -0.097 

 (0.39) (-3.84) (-0.51) (0.29) (-5.94) 

agediff*Dprimary education -0.123     

 (-1.46)     
agediff*Dsecondary education 0.051     

 (0.53)     
agediff*Dhigher education -0.018     

 (-0.09)     
agediff*Dmarried 0.059    

  (0.90)    
agediff*Dsundanese -0.082   

   (-1.57)   
agediff*Dball  -0.1   

   (-2.36)   
agediff*Dbatak  -0.156   

   (-1.86)   
agediff*Dbugis  0.076   

   (0.49)   
agediff*Dchinese  0.216   

   (0.83)   
agediff*Dmadurese  -0.055   

   (-0.81)   
agediff*Dsasak  -0.176   

   (-1.57)   
agediff*Dadministrative/managerial worker -0.005  

    (-0.02)  
agediff*Dclerical and related worker -0.033  

    (-0.25)  
agediff*Dsales worker  -0.092  

    (-1.23)  
agediff*Dservice worker  -0.141  

    (-1.46)  
agediff*Dagricultural worker  -0.101  

    (-1.28)  
agediff*Dproduction worker  0.009  

    (0.10)  
agediff*Dmale    0.059 

     (2.26) 

      
Ages included 40-70 60-70 40-70 40-70 40-70 

Number of observations 14,720 3,356 11,743 12,566 14,271 
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R2 0.007 0.005 0.0012 0.013 0.122 

 

fixed 

effect 

fixed 

effect 

fixed 

effect 

fixed 

effect 

fixed 

effect 

NOTES      Equation 3=Javanese omitted. Dummies for other ethnicities are not reported because 

their sample size is too small. Equation 5=professional/technical workers omitted. 

Heteroscedasticity robust t-statistics in parentheses. 

       

 

 The fourth problem is the omission of Europeans from our dataset prior to Independence. 

Földvári et al. (2013) use unweighted data about Indonesians and Chinese under the assumption 

that they comprised the largest part of colonial society. In any case, Europeans were 

marginalized after Independence. Yet, even though Europeans were only c. 0.2 percent of the 

total population during the late colonial period, they were privileged in income, education, and/or 

occupation. Indeed, Polak and Maddison showed that per capita income of Europeans was about 

fifty to seventy times higher than that of the Indonesians. Since our aim is to look at the 

economic status of people within Indonesian society, we cannot exclude this group. Therefore, 

we include a sample of Europeans born in Indonesia who joined the Royal Dutch Indies Army 

(KNIL).7  

The fifth problem is that the data about Europeans before the 1920s are relatively 

abundant, but the observations of Indonesians decrease as we delve further into the past. 

Consequently, the relative share of Europeans in our data set increases the further back that we 

look. In the 1890s, this share in the data set is 40 percent, whereas the share in the total 

population was only around 0.3 percent. The same problem arises with the Chinese. Their share 

in the total population is around 1.5 percent, but their share by birth decade in our dataset 

fluctuates wildly. Therefore, we use Boomgaard and Gooszen’s population estimates to calculate 

the proportion of the Chinese, Europeans, and Indonesians in the total population by birth 

decade, divided by their respective number of observations by birth decade. This strategy creates 
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separate weights for each group per birth decade. After 1930, when the data are from the IFLS, all 

weights are set to 1.8   

The resulting data set contains information about education, ethnicity, occupation, height, 

place of birth, place of last residence, migration, and religion. Table 3 reports a summary of the 

unweighted distribution of these data within the sample. Hence, the results are not necessarily 

representative for the Indonesian population as a whole. Clearly, as outlined above, the shares of 

Europeans, Chinese, and Europeans change substantially before and after Independence, partly 

due to the oversampling of Europeans and Chinese prior to Independence and partly due to the 

emigration of many Europeans from Indonesia during the 1940s and 1950s. Place of birth does 

not deviate strongly when divided into core (Java and Madura) and periphery (Outer Provinces), 

indicating that recruits did not overwhelmingly come from Java, as is sometimes suggested for 

the Indonesian military data.9 

 

Table 3      Unweighted Distribution of Height Data (Percentage) 

    

MILITARY DATA (1890-

1929) IFLS (1930-1990) 

Ethnicity Europeans 10.5%    0.0% 

 Chinese   3.3%    0.9% 

 Indonesian 86.2%  99.1% 

     
Place of birth Java and Madura 59.2%  60.1% 

 Outer Provinces 40.8%  40.0% 

     
Religion Islam 52.8%  88.1% 

 Protestant 33.2%    4.3% 

 Catholic   9.7%    1.8% 

 Buddhism   2.4%    0.8% 

 Other   1.9%    5.0% 

     
Education no education   3.1%    2.9% 

 primary education 88.9%  52.4% 
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secondary 

education   8.0%  37.3% 

 higher education   0.0%    7.4% 

     
Occupation Agriculture 59.5%  39.2% 

 Industry 18.6%  35.1% 

 Trade  6.0%  15.7% 

 Other services 15.9%  10.0% 

NOTE      Percentage applies to available data. Since not all categories are 

included, the shares do not necessarily total 100%. 

  

Concerning the other variables, Table 3 shows that Islam has always been dominant, but 

before Independence, the share of Protestants was much larger in our sample than in the actual 

population, largely because of the large presence of Europeans and Moluccans. Education clearly 

shows strong development over time. Before Independence, the vast majority of people had 

either no primary education or only primary education, whereas after Independence, secondary 

and higher education underwent considerable growth. Note, however, that before Independence, 

the share of people with no education is under-reported. Finally, the occupational structure turns 

out to be surprisingly representative. This finding is telling, since our data before Independence 

relate to military recruits who, because they were relatively young, might be expected to have 

had an occupational structure different from that of older persons. Hence, occupational mobility 

prior to Independence seems to have been limited.10 

 

THE CAUSAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN HEIGHT AND SOCIOECONOMIC FACTORS      In addition to the 

five problems outlined above that use of these data entails, this study faces a methodological 

challenge in calculating social mobility from a causal perspective. Our objective is to estimate 

whether childhood circumstances, such as religion or ethnicity, affect economic position, with 

height serving as a proxy. Likewise, we estimate the effect of labor-market opportunities like 
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education and occupation on economic position. However, because height is determined mainly 

during the first five years of life, it tends to be more indicative of parents’ economic position 

than that of their children. The obvious solution would be to assume that a person’s height can be 

used as a proxy for the height of the next generation and, hence, as a proxy of his own economic 

position--a reasonable assumption given the large literature about intergenerational persistency. 

The underlying data in our sample confirm as much. Data from the 1990s (IFLS 1-4) reveal a 

significantly positive statistical relationship between the height of sons and fathers.11 

Simple correlation thus already shows that we can treat height in two ways. We can also 

go one step further by showing that its role as a dependent variable for predicting social mobility 

is also versatile. On the basis of data from IFLS 1-4, we can regress the height of both fathers and 

sons on labor-market opportunities (that is, education and occupation) of fathers. From a 

methodological point of view, as outlined above, the regression with the height of sons as the 

dependent variable would be correct; the height of sons can represent their fathers’ economic 

status and labor-market opportunities because these heights are determined within the first five 

years after birth. The two regressions, however, should not significantly differ from one another. 

Accordingly, Table 4, which reports the results of a Hausman test comparing both regressions, 

shows that none of the coefficients differs substantially; the test clearly rejects any difference 

between the two regressions. Hence, the height of fathers is also a valid proxy for their incomes. 

This finding permits not only analysis of the post-1950 period, for which we can draw data from 

the IFLS surveys, but also for the pre-war period, for which such intergenerational data are 

unavailable.12 

 

Table 4      Hausman Test 

DEPENDENT      
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VARIABLE 

 b B  (b-B)  

 

HEIGHT 

OF SON 

(CM) 

HEIGHT OF 

FATHER (CM) DIFFERENCE STANDARD ERROR 

DprimEducation 0.904 0.730  0.175 0.872 

DsecEducation 2.124 1.829  0.285 0.951 

DhighEducation 2.996 3.726  -0.730 1.461 

Dindustry 1.085 0.835  0.249 0.507 

Dtrade 0.861 0.954  -0.093 0.727 

DotherServices 1.430 0.859  0.571 0.799 

      
NOTES      Test of the null hypothesis:  difference in coefficients not systematic;  

chi2(6)=1.34;  

p-stat=0.969 

 

 

It is important to stress that, also from a purely methodological perspective, treating 

someone’s height as a proxy for his wealth is not problematical for what follows. After all, even 

if the relationship between the stature of parents and children eventually weakened, the estimated 

parameters accrue no bias since we employ height as a dependent variable.13  

 

ECONOMIC MOBILITY IN A COLONIAL AND POSTCOLONIAL ECONOMY      As pointed out in the 

introduction, economic development in Indonesia in the twentieth century elevated the living 

standards among the majority of Indonesians. The number of people living in extreme poverty 

declined from 52 percent in 1925 to 21 percent in 1999, and per capita GDP increased from 991 to 

3,147 Geary-Khamis (GK) dollars.14 The explanation for these developments may be subdivided 

into childhood circumstances and labor-market outcomes. Childhood circumstances--such as 

ethnicity, religion, and region of birth--may differ substantially. For example, Baten et al. (2010) 

found that people in Java and Sumatra were taller (height being a proxy for income) than those in 
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the remainder of the Outer Provinces before Independence. After Independence, even though 

people in Java remained taller, relative positions within the Outer Provinces changed as height in 

Sumatra began to lose ground. Földvári et al. (2013, footnote 3) reached a similar conclusion.  

This detection of a strong regional pattern in which Sumatra fell behind the remainder of the 

Outer Provinces after Independence suggests a birthplace effect on income and raises the same 

possibility for ethnicity, given that the Javanese and Sundanese constituted an overwhelming 

majority of the population in Java while a myriad of other ethnicities inhabited Sumatra and the 

remainder of the Outer Provinces.15  

Yet, childhood characteristics such as birthplace and ethnicity cannot be the sole 

explanation of economic status; profound inequality also marks certain ethnic or religious 

groups. For example, van Zanden estimates the income Gini coefficients for Indonesians, 

Europeans, and Chinese to be 0.32, 0.61, and 0.63, respectively, during the late nineteenth 

century. Booth showed that forty-five years later, the income inequalities were comparable to 

Gini coefficients of 0.37, 0.51, and 0.53, respectively. She also stated that the assessed income 

per capita of the 5 percent of the Indonesian population that paid income tax around 1930 was 

much higher than the average per capita income of Indonesians as calculated by Polak, 

suggesting a relatively wealthy upper class. Therefore, in addition to childhood circumstances, 

labor-market outcomes (education and occupation, to name two) are important for explaining 

economic differences.16  

Labor-market outcomes changed drastically during the twentieth century. For example, 

the number of persons employed in the service sector dramatically increased (Marks 2009, 72); 

the average years of education rose from 0.6 to 7.4 years; and life expectancy at birth improved 

from roughly twenty-five to sixty-two years.  An elevation in the average Indonesian’s standard 
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of living, however, did not necessarily mean that a large number of people were able to move 

into a better income bracket. Even within this new prosperous economy, such economic mobility 

was as limited as it had been a century ago. The factors that led to an increase in a person’s 

economic position (say, education) could well have remained highly segregated, raising average 

income but not economic mobility.17  

We can determine the effect of childhood circumstances (religion, ethnicity, and 

birthplace) and labor-market outcomes (migration, education, and occupation) on economic 

position through a logit regression that assesses the chances of a person reaching the highest-

income bracket. If the coefficients of these variables are significant, the chances of such 

economic success are good, indicating that these factors improve economic mobility. Figures 3 

and 4 illustrate the combined significance p-values by factor for the colonial and postcolonial 

period, respectively. When the p-value drops below 10 percent, the combined effects of the 

factor in question are probably significant.  

Starting with childhood circumstances, we find that both before and after Independence, 

religion does not yield statistically significant coefficients. Before Independence, ethnicity is 

significant only for the top incomes (people taller than 158 cm), and birthplace is significant only 

for the lowest incomes (people shorter than 158 cm). After Independence, however, both place of 

birth and ethnicity are significant only for the middle incomes. In other words, ethnicity was 

critical in determining economic success and mobility in colonial Indonesia. Its similar function 

for the middle-income height cohort in postcolonial Indonesia is possibly due to the continued 

commercial dominance of certain ethnic groups, but ethnicity lost its general capacity to predict 

social position for life.18 

 



16 
 

Fig. 3      Childhood Circumstances and Labor-Market Outcomes before Independence--p-Values 

of Combined Significance vs. Height (cm) 

 

 

Fig. 4      Childhood Circumstances and Labor-Market Outcomes after Independence--p-Values 

of Combined Significance vs. Height (cm) 

 

 

NOTE      The p-values of the education variables are hardly visible because they are close to zero. 
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Regarding labor-market outcomes, occupation is significant only for the higher economic 

classes in society during both periods. Education, however, is significant only for the bottom 

income groups during the colonial period. After Independence, education became significant for 

all incomes, constituting a channel of economic mobility.  A proper interpretation of these results 

requires that we calculate the percentage of the population that they affect. The first step is to 

estimate the distribution of heights during the colonial and postcolonial periods (see Figure 5). 

For the postcolonial period, the calculation is straightforward, since we have all of the data from 

the IFLS 1-4. However, for the colonial period, our sample is weighted and truncated by height. 

Hence, we use the weights to calculate the population share by height. If we assume that the 

population follows a normal distribution, the truncated part (below 155 cm) is mirrored with the 

top shares. For the postcolonial period, there is a shift to the right (people, on average, grew 

taller).  From Figure 5, we can calculate the share of the population affected by the 

socioeconomic factors. For example, a factor that is significant only for the population above 160 

cm affected 45.7 percent of the population in the colonial period and 64.7 percent of the 

population in the postcolonial period. 19 

 

Fig. 5      Height Distribution for Males in the Colonial and Postcolonial Periods 
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Migration, our starting point for labor-market outcomes, is not reported in Figure 3 or 4 

because its inclusion would cut our sample by half. However, we ran the logit regressions that 

include migration separately. For the colonial period, the coefficient of migration from Java to 

the Outer Province is positive for the lower economic classes (but not significant at 10 percent). 

For the wealthier classes, it is negative and statistically significant, implying that only the 

wealthier Javanese migrated but that migration negatively affected their economic situation. For 

the lower classes, the coefficient of migration from the Outer Provinces to Java is negative and 

significant, suggesting that those few who migrated from the Outer Provinces to urban Java 

reduced their chances of increasing their economic standing. This finding is reinforced when 

distance of migration is included as an additional explanatory variable, yielding a negative and 

significant coefficient that indicates distance to have been a strong limiting factor for the poor—

an observation confirmed by the work of Van Lottum and Marks.  For the higher classes, 

however, the coefficient is positive and significant, suggesting that distance did not damage the 

fortunes of the rich.20  
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Regarding education, the key channel of socioeconomic mobility, Figures 3 and 4 show 

that before Independence only the bottom 86.6 percent benefited from it, possibly because some 

of the higher-class jobs that required it were reserved for certain ethnic groups. Everyone, 

however, profited from schooling after Independence. In the 1920s, more higher-education 

facilities began to emerge in Indonesia, and from the 1950s through the 1980s, enrolments in 

secondary education escalated so rapidly that the labor-market benefits showed signs of eroding, 

and the demand for tertiary-educated workers increased.21  

As expected, because of the ethnic fragmentation during the colonial period, increased 

education did not permit members of the lower classes to enter into the top 13.4 percent of wage 

earners. The removal of the Europeans (and to a limited extent the Chinese) from these higher 

(government) positions after Independence meant that education became more relevant 

economically at all levels. Indeed, “the increase in expenditure on education prior to 1960 was 

mainly caused by government expenditure. It was only after 1960 that private expenditure also 

started to contribute to a larger extent to the increase in overall expenditure. As private spending 

is a better reflection of the population’s attitude towards education, this suggests … that the 

economic benefits increased because lower class persons had access to higher skilled jobs, a 

situation that was less likely to occur under colonial rule where most jobs requiring high skills 

were filled by Europeans.” Education indeed became a vehicle for economic mobility after 

Independence.22   

The effect of occupation changed little over time; only 50 percent of the population 

improved their economic position through occupation, largely because, as mentioned above, 

various occupations were ethnically locked. A look at the occupational distribution by ethnicity 

in the 1930 census of the Netherlands Indies (see Table 7) finds that on the island of Java, 50 
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percent of the Europeans were working in “other services,” primarily government service. In the 

Outer provinces, the figure was lower, since many Europeans there worked on estates and, 

hence, in agriculture. The percentages of Chinese and Indonesians in government service are 

much lower, with considerable effects on the education of their children. Roughly 70 percent of 

the Indonesian children who received a Western education had parents in government service. 

This figure was much lower, 8 percent, for the Chinese. However, many self-employed Chinese, 

possibly small shop owners, were able to educate their children in European schools. A large 

percentage of Chinese and other Asians worked in trade; the Chinese were also well represented 

in industry. Indonesians, for their part, dominated agriculture. In sum, occupation corresponded 

significantly with ethnicity, affecting opportunities for education. 23  

 

Table 7     Male Occupations by Ethnicity and Region, 1930 

 

 

JAVA AND 

MADURA    OUTER PROVINCES   

  INDONESIANS 

EUROPE

ANS 
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SE 

OTHER 

ASIANS 

INDONESI

ANS 

EUROPE

ANS 

CHINE

SE 

OTHER 

ASIANS 

Agricultur

e 67.3% 20.2% 

    

9.2%   2.3% 83.3% 40.8% 

44.9

% 29.5% 

Industry 11.2%   6.1% 

20.8

%   8.2%   6.8%   4.3% 

19.5

% 14.4% 

Trade   6.3% 14.3% 

57.4

% 75.6%   3.0% 10.8% 

23.1

% 42.0% 

Other 

services   5.4% 50.3%  5.9%   8.4%   4.2% 41.3% 

  

4.5%   9.0% 

Unspecifi

ed   9.8%   9.0% 6.7%   5.6%   2.6%   2.9% 

  

8.0%   5.1% 

SOURCE      Departement van Landbouw, Nijverheid en Handel, Volkstelling 1930 (Census of 

1930), Vol. VIII, Table 18 

 

Since the more important and lucrative job opportunities require either capital (for 

example, trading) or education (for example, entering government service), occupation is more 
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likely to be a barrier to economic mobility for high-income groups than for low-income 

agricultural laborers. A reduction in agricultural employment probably increased the share of 

people who can achieve economic mobility by changing jobs. Yet, after Independence, the share 

of agriculture in the total of value-added occupations hardly declined, while industry lost ground 

to services (Jones 1966, 53-54).  This trend is visible both in Java and the Outer Islands. Only 

between 1961 and 1990 did employment shares in both industry and services increase versus 

agriculture. Whereas agriculture comprised 76.3 percent in 1930 and 74.2 percent in 1961, it 

declined to 50.5 percent in 1990. However, this drop does not seem to have made much 

difference for the ethnic composition of the high value-added occupations: Even though 

Europeans lost their positions after Independence, Chinese still work overwhelmingly in trade 

and industry; Indonesians remain heavily employed in agriculture on Java (34 percent) and in the 

Outer Islands (54 percent). Given the persistent ethnic composition, the effect of occupation on 

heights and material welfare can be due only to changes in the economic structure—that is, the 

reduction in the share of low value-added agricultural employment. Accordingly, van der Eng 

discovered that many people working in agriculture had nonrural employment besides their main 

work in agriculture.24  

 

This discussion of economic mobility in Indonesia before and after Independence finds that 

before Independence, ethnicity was a significant factor in moving upward toward the top (not the 

bottom) of the income ladder. Apparently, common laborers were ethnically diverse, whereas 

those who entered the higher occupations tended to belong to certain ethnic groups (European or 

Chinese).  A related variable, birthplace, however, shows an opposite pattern, serving as a 

significant explanation for the lack of mobility among the lowest economic classes but not 
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affecting the highest classes. Those on the lower reaches of the economic scale remained bound 

to their region of origin.  Similarly, only the upper class could easily migrate; for everyone else, 

distance remained a nearly insurmountable obstacle. After Independence, however, both 

birthplace and ethnicity became significant only for the middle classes, possibly because they 

were often self-employed in family enterprises, with close ties to both birthplace and ethnicity.  

  The barriers to economic mobility, such as ethnicity, were thus clearly reduced (but not 

totally removed) after Independence. However, the changing labor-market structure of the 

postcolonial period offered other ways to improve economic status. Whereas before 

Independence, increasing levels of education improved access only to the lower 84 percent of 

economic positions, after Independence, education also opened access to the higher positions.  

Furthermore, working in industry or services increased a person’s chance to land a lucrative 

economic position both before and after Independence. Yet, after Independence, mean income 

from different occupations converged, largely because the share of people in agriculture 

decreased strongly while by-employment for agricultural workers in industry and services 

increased. The result was a loosening of economic status by occupational stratification.   

 These results fit in two ways in the broader anthropometric literature on the relation 

between height and socio-economic indicators. First, by quantifying the anthropometric 

development of Indonesia, we add a non-European country to the wide array of existing studies 

finding that it also behaves in much the same way as did height in Europe half a century earlier. 

Second, and more importantly, we find that, contrary to Europe, even though socio-economic 

equality increased, Indonesia still runs strongly behind most Western countries.25 
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