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AGRICULTURAL EVCLUTION /

IN JAVA:

THE DECLINEI?y/
SHARED POVERTY AND INVOLUTION

William L. chlier



During the past two decades many scholars have sought resource in the
concept of agricul+ural involution tO explain Java's seemingly unending
capacity for absorbing larger numbers of labors within its already densely
populated rural economy. The concept of involution had its beginnings in the
i252-1954 '"Modjokuto Project"” where Clifford Geertz and a team of several other
sucial scientists undertook an interdisciplinary study of certain institutional,
zconomic, and cultural features of rural society within a small village area in
¥ast Java. Applying the concept teo modns of agrizultural production and distri-
bution in rural society, Geertz went on to refine his ideas about involution in

a number of publicaticns. and finally authored a hook bearing the title of

Agricultural Involution. Thereafter, the concept of involution gained widesproad

vieognition in the discourse of scholarly work on Indonesia. Mevertheless, the
ciegance and consuming attractiveness of the involution thcory has frequently
fiven rise to its acceptance under conditions whore there should have been morc
on-going questioning of its validity in not only ~xplaining events as observed
in the 1960's, but also in trying to determin: tho relevance of the theory in
utlerstanding events in the 1970's. The following cesay addresses this task and
hopefully provides some necw insights on the dynamics of agricultural change in
Java. The first part of the essay examines the concept of involution and its
adequacy in explaining certain continuities with respect to the structure of rural
society, whereas the remainder of the analysis undertakes an examination of
involution theory in terms of its relevance in explaining more recent evidence

on the character of agricultural change within rural Java.



- Trying to fully comprehend Geertz's conception of agricultural involution
is very difficult because cf the imprecision associated with this concept., His
mgin definition of involution appears to be as follows:

Wet-rice cultivation, with its extraordinary ability to maintain

levels of marginal labor productivity by always managing to work

one more man in without a serious fall in per-capita income, soaked

up almost the whole of the additional population t¢hat Western

intrusion created, at least indirectly. It is this ultimately

self*defeat{ng process that I have proposed to call agricultural

involution.
This definition implies that over a long period of time, rice production could
absorb additional labor without a reduction in income per person to these
laborers. 1In Geertz's view, the process of involution was most visibly apparent
in rice growing with the movement toward double cropning, more careful regulation

of irrigation water to the fields, carcful weeding around the rice plants,

selection of each rice grain to be harvested, and the use of hand-pounding in millin
" 2

&

the rice. Related to the land itself, he described the growth of intricate

share cropping arrangcments as more evidence of involucion.3

Geertz extended his ideas of involution from the rice fields to just
about all activities in rural Javanese villages, especially in the low-land,
well-irrigated sugar cane areas. In his view, the viilage responded to the‘
intrusion of the sugar cane, and the land lease system in the following manner :

The mode of its (village) adaptation was a=ain involutional.The basic
pattern of village life was maintained, in some ways cven strengthenead,
and the adjustment to the impingements of high capitalism effected
through the complication of established institutions and practices.

In land tenure, in crop regime, in work organization, and in the leoss
directly cconomic aspects of social structurc as well, the village ..
«+. faced the problems posed by a rising population, incrcased
monatization, greater dependence on the market, mass labor organiza-
tion, more intimate contact with bureaucratic government and the like,
not by dissolution of the traditional pattern into an individualistic



rural proletariau anomie, nor yet by a metamorphosis of it into a

modern commercial farming community. Rather, by means of "a

special kind of virtuosity”, "a sort of technical hairsplitting",

it maintained the overall outlines of that pattern whole driving

the elsmcnts of which it was composed to ever-higher degrees of

ornate elaboration and Gothic intricacy.4
Extending his ideas beyond the low-land rice ar=zas, Geertz stated that "involu-
tion too has proceeded relenticssly onward or perhaps one should say outward,
' for a process which bepan to be felt first in full force mainly in the sugar
“regions is now found over almost the whole of Java

Various scholars have attempted to clarify the concept of agricultural
involution. First among these individuals is Otto van den Muijzenberg who
tested the idea of 2gricultural involution in the Philippincs. He notes that
"although therc has been some criticism of minor points of the concept and
theory, no fundamental criiical discussion has yot taken place."6 In this
context, it may scem obvious, but van den Muijzonberg made a contribution just
by separating the two concepts cof agricaltural involution and shared poverty.
He classified agricultural involution as the productive side and shared poverty
as the consumption (or Jistributive) side of the situation in rural Javanesc
villages.7 It may be easier to test these concepts if they arc separated in
this mauner: one being procduction oriented and the other consumption/distribution
oriented. However, there is a difference with distribution if it is thought of
as distributing work opportunity, a definition which places it closer to the
production function.

A major oversight on the part of Ceertz is the fact that he apparently
does not include off-farm labor by farmers in his analytical framework. In
most of the recent studies n Javanese agriculture it has been definitely shcwn

that the rice farner sccures a sivnificant share of his income from other sources,

and if this other income is included, then the income per man may have



increased rather than remained constant or decreased as Geertz speculated.
In summarizing his work, van den Muijzenberg found the following:

Thus the third level at which we should consider the involution/

evolution question requires consideration of all the resources

both agricultural and non-agricultural, local and non-local,

availabic o the villagers. As long as a significant proportion

of their income comes from outside the village these considerations

must involve other terms than just the Productivity per hectare of

sawah. Geertz {ails to adopt this approach cven when he is dealing

only with the sawah as a resource. His conclusions on evolution in

the Javanese sawah ccosystems are based solcly on rice production

and he docs not include in his calculations cven the vields from

. gecond crops (polowidjo) let alone the land rent from and vages

earned at the sugar mills using the sawah ?and.R

Another dimension of the involution thesis which ig generally ignored
in discussing agricultural institutions in Java ic the fact that the island ie
characterized by great rzgional differences in its social and economic structurc
Of course, the first major difference is between the Javanese regions in central
and east Java and the Sundanese regions in west Java. Then, the cast Javanese
regions are much different than the central Javanese regions, which can, in turn
be separated from the Yogyakarta region. Further, the Agro~Economic Survey
has noticed major differences between the situation on the north coast of centra
Java and the south coast of central Java. Great caution must thercfore be
exercised in doing research in one area and then trying to generalize for other
areas. In this contoxt, Geertz did his work in east Java, and White's work on
Kali Loro is in the hilly region of Yogyakarta. The Agro-Economic Survey had a
sample of 20 villages in the best irrigated arcas throughout the island, but
concentrated on the north coast of central Java. One of the studies by members
of the Agro Economic Survey concluded that various institutional changes were

) . » 1[4 . - Q
preventing the further spread of involution, and perhaps reversing it. Tet,

this assertion is based primarily on research in the north coast area,



Besides the problem of differences between regions, there is also the
‘fact that peasants vary in their responses to the economic situation within a

particular region at any one time. In thisg context, it must be stregsed that
Geertz did his fiecld work in a relatively unusual period of time, for the entire
country was suffering from inflation and the after-effects of the Second World
War and the revolution. Unfortunately, Geertz was not able to compare the area
where he did his fiéld work with periods before or after when conditions were more
stable. Only one study has been able to undertake such comparisons in measuring
peéasant responses to different economic conditions, and this is the very useful
work by G.H. van der Kolff on "The Historical Development of the Labour Relation-
ships in a Remote Corner of Java as They Apply to thc Cultivation of Rice".

Van der Kolff examined rice production in one region in east Java in 1922 and
again in 1936 which gave him a marvelous opportunity to comparc the two periods.
In 1922, the country was cnjoying prosperity and farmers were receiving a high
price for their produce whereas in 1936 the country was suffering severecly from
the global depression.lo Prices for rice were depressed, and very little mnoncy
was in circulation at the village level. By stretching the point somewhat, there
are similarities in the situation in 1922 and the 1970's which werc relatively
stablc and prosperous, and the conditions in 1936 and the 1950°'s when the country
faced severe economic problems and instability. Thus, villagers in 1936 showecd
much more solidarity between rich and poor than in 1922; the wages to rice field
laborers were lower and they had to perform more work in an operation than in
1922; the share-cropping arrangements favored the tenant in 1922 and the landowner
in 1936; cash wages were paid for planting, weeding, and harvesting in 1922 and

paid in kind in 1936; labor was relatively scarce in 1922 and over-abundant in 1936,



;&if{éﬁh‘déf Ko1ff hed only been’iﬁ fhe area in 1936 he would have drawn much
’1diffarent conclusions about rice production than if he had only heen there in
1922. Studying the two periods gave him an invaluable opporfunity to examine the
villagers reactions in each period. It is possible, therefore, that if Geertz
had done his fieldwork in 1922 or 1970 rather than 1952 or 1936 his concepts of
involution and shared poverty would have been much different.

In addition to the work of van der Kolff, another Dutch scholar with many
years of experience in Java gives a different view of the situation than does
Geertz. Egbert de Vries wrote in 1931 that:

The situation of the farmer before 1830, so before

the cultuurstelsel, can be described as that of a

small cultivator with ample land for a family-under-
taking,strongly restricted but also strongly supported
by forceful communal ties. His land tenure rights,
although notproperty rights were fairly durable; only
there was a radistribution of the land in case of popu-
lation growth. But in this ultipate right of disposal
by the village he joined with his own opinion.

Although the cultuurstelsel in Pasoeroean did not
lead to the excesses which happened elsewhere, it never-
theless destroyed the class of well-to-do farmers, sub-
stantially reduced its agricultural income, and destroyed
the important social relations in the village. The
countryside was proletarized, the communal tenureship
with regularly rotating shares soon become a general
feature. Pice cultivation declined as a result of
retardation of the planting-time and diminishing care.

Geertz argued that rice cultivation become involuted while de Vries

’oﬁserved that less labor and care were used in rice production. Geertz extended

his concept to social relations which become involuted while de Vries felt

that these relations were destroyed rather than rc-enforced and involuted. Based

.on de Vries' much longer experience in Java, his access to all of the dutch materials,
qpqwhia field research in the early BOfs,vit‘would seem‘thagﬂ hiq}obae:ya;iogsiafe

‘more valid than those of Geertz in the early 50's, One only'wonde:s_why de1Vri¢s



. /mever commented on the iavolution concept.

Closely related to the concept of involution, is the idea of shared
poverty. Logically, it follows that if villagers share job opportunities on the
production side, they are just as altruistic on the consumption side. At times,
in the discussions of these two institutions, the concepts are used interchangeatly
and it is difficult to decide if the writer is talking about one or the other.
Geertz described shared poverty in the following manner:

++.. the involution process also worked its pecnliar
pattern of changeless change on the distribution side.
With the steady growth of population came also the
elaboration and extension of mechanisms through which
agricultural product was spread, if not altogether evenly,
at least relatively so, throughout the huge human horde
which was obliged to subsist on it. Under the pressure

of increasing numbers and limited resources Javanese
village society did not bifurcate, as did that of so

many other “underdeveloped" nations into a group of

large landlords and a group of oppressed near-serfs.
Rather it maintained a comparatively high depree of

social and economic homegencity by dividing the economic pie
into a steadily increasing number of minute pieces, a
process to which I have referrcd elsawherc as "shared
poverty"'. 17

By and large. tha set of mechanisms producing this fractionization of
output seems to have been centered less on land ownership than on land-working.
Consequently, according to Geertz there is involution of production and of dis-
tiibution. Yet, what is distribution? At times hLe seems to be saying it is
distribution of wurk opportunities and at other times the sharing of the results
from the production process--the economic pie. In this case, it would seem tc
add to clarity, if agricultural involution is viewed as the process of producticn,
and shared poverty 2s the distribution and consumption of the products of production.

Perhaps the most critical shortcoming in the shared poverty thesis is the

fact that Geertz docs not take into consideration the huge Schism in village society



between those who have land and those who do not. In not discussing the landless
and how they gain a share of jobs on the production side and a share of the results
on the consumption side, he is ignot ing elmost one-half of all villagers. Geertz
fuvther states that therc were no large landlord groups in the villages. It is
likely, however, that this is incorrect for two reasons. First a large landlord
in Java is in most cases considered as someone possessing more than three-fourths
of a hectare of land. Koentjaraningrat in his study of a village in south central
Java felt that "in fact, by Central Javanese standards two hectares of land is
considefed a large holding, and this is usually sub-divided into small parcels that
:afe cultivated by cthers, following the various share-cropping systems, by renting,
or by pawning."13 In comparing this small land-holding size to the situation 1in
other rice plains arcas such as Thailand and the Philippines, Java would not appear
to have large landlords. If it is viewed, however, from the perspective that caly
a very small number of farmers control most of the village rice fields, then there
are landlords. While for reasons of social and governmental pressure, a farmer
cannot appear to own a large amount of land, some do, in fact, control a consider-
able amount of land through long-term renting, and share-cropping arrangements. A
In a context where ownership and control of land is divided in an unequal
fashion, it would seem unlikely that much sharing takes place between peopla
across these econouic strata. Indeed, much of the evidence suggests that people
with land are sharing their wealth with those in the same class and usually with
their relations or close friends and that thec poor are simply sharing their povert,
amongst themselves. Thus, in his study of a Javanese village, Koentjaraningrat
provides information on the social ties of villagers which seems to indicate that
there arc definite limits to the sharing of wealth and poverty. First in importance

to a Javanese household is to have good relations with close neighbors, then others



- in same hamlet, and lastly with households in other hamlets.14 Kinship ties outside
of the nuclear family are quite limited, and most important are relations among
farmers who have fields in the same area. Koentjaraningrat does not specify that

~relations with the landless, other than close neighbors or relatives, have nuch
importante to the Javanese household, and it is difficult to belicve that in these
circumstances that a farmer would willingly share his resources with others in the

village, especially if they arc from a different social class. In partial agrcement
with this fiading, are the comments of Selosoemardjan who notes that there are
strong communal norms in Javanese society which require the surplus wealth of the
individual to be shared with others in the community, but with relatives being given
first priority.15 He suggests that there is sharing in a rural Javanese community
but it is differential and relies on kinship ties and neighbor ties. If a landl:ss
laborer has no wealthy patron, then in his own group there may still also bc sharing
but it is a sharing of a2 very little.

In her penetrating study of rural Java, Margo Lyon portrayed the problem in
the following way:

But what do these trends -=- admittedly involutional in
onc sense, but nevertheless true social and economic
changes=--imply in terms of changes in village stratifi-
cation? The cash economy and the processess described
by Geertz may have allowed the village to absorb more
people, but they also changed the relationship between
people within the desa (village). It may be that most
people had a niche in the system and that a situation of
"shared poverty" prevailed, but increased poverty and
hardship also accentuated relatively small differences
in economic and social rank within the village. The
"fine web of work rights and responsibilities” may not
be to the point, for, given the rising level of conflict
in village socicty in recent decades and the increase

in relative deprivation, what are minute changes in and
of themsclves arc no longer minute in their larger context.
Thus, accompanying the occurrence of involution is a
process of social and economic differentiation, promoted
by the increased divisions agd involving changes in land
use, owncrship, and control.


http:priority.15
http:hamlets.14

0

If the vxllage is” vxewed inlthxs context thh 1nvolut1on belng aasociated

o

““w1th d1fferent1at10n then it seems to 1mp1y that shared poverty must be declining
'fas‘lnvolutlon increasws, In a'situation where there are not enough resources to
ensurc survival for everyone, then as conflxcts among different groups develop it
seems much less likely that individuals w111 share with someone in a competing group.
Althsugh the Javanese have as much and perhaps more gocial conscience as anyone,
Geertz implies too much in his concept of sharéd poverty. Lyon very clearly states
the problem:

«ve the 1ncreas1ng irrelevance of the concept of “shared

poverty" since colonial times (at least to those segments

of the rural sector at either end of the economic spcctrum)

all created the conditions for a radically different view

of the village social and economic scene on the part of some of

its members., 17

In his concept of involution Geertz advanced the position that the most

‘imﬁortant feature of rice production in Java was its:abi;i;y‘to absorb increased
numbers of cu1t1Vators per unit of cultivated land. According to Geertz, increaseé
in labor use simply reflect the capacity of wet-rice agriculture to yicld more
output in response to intensified cultivation practices. Thus, meticulous improve-
ments in land preparation, transplanting techniques, irrigation management, and
other aspects of the growing process, all allow for marginal gains in production
output and for incremental enlargements in labor input. It would seem, therefore,
that improvements in seed variety would also be accompanied by advances in producﬁibn“
and labor use, for involution concerns a process whereby imp-ovements in the quality
and management of land, water, seeds, etc., azliow for higher levels of production
and labor absorption. Thus, the current widespread adoption in Java of the new

high-yielding varieties should be accompanied by increases in labor use. Indeed,

there is now sufficient evidence availablc on the use of the HYV's in aZvancing a
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‘ §fé1iminary assessment of involution theory in explaining farmer responses to the
-Green Revolution technology.

At the time the "Modjokuto team" was in east Java, the total production of
" rough rice (gabeh) in Indonesia was 10,483,000 tons in 1952; 1in 1967 just before
the introduction of the HYVs from IRRI it was 14,280,000 tons: and thereafter in-

creasing to 23,100,000 tons in 1975.18

Due to intensification and extensification,
production increased by 240,000 tons per year bcfore the widesprcead use of the HYVs
and 1,102,500 tons per year after this pericd. The latter increase reflects the
fact that beginning in 1968 the Government very actively promoted the usc of the
dIVs throughout the country. In the 1968/69 wet scason, only 2.5% of the total rice
araz was planted in the HY s, but this increased to 40.0% in the 1974/75 wet scason.
In this context, and following from the involution thesis, onec would expect that the
widespread adopticn of the HYVs would have yiclded sizeable pains in incrcased labor
us2 per unit of cultivated land. Nevertheless, recent rescarch indicates that there
appears to be little differcence in labor inputs for the cultivation of HYVs as
opposed to local varieties. Indeed, based upon scveral studies in east Java, where
increases in output have been achieved through the use of the HYVs, less labor is
being used in their cultivation than what is normally used in the growing of local
varieties.

The above conclusions are supported by data gathered by the Agro-Econcmic
Survey from a sample of 600 rice farmers in 20 villages, all in Java, and all locate!
in the better irrigated arcas. Based on this data the results are rather mixed
when comparing total pre-harvest workdays per hcctare of rice caltivated.zo In
wast Java the avergggbsgrﬁgays per hecta?geggdgrow local and national varieties

was 240 workdays as compared to 270 workdays to produce high yieclding, modern

varicties (see Table 1), but in contrast, in cast Java, the rcpresentative farmors

19
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used an estimated 260 workdays to grow the local/national varieties and 230 work-
days to grow the HYVs. Comparing lebor use for the larger farmers in the sample,
the average workdays per hectare were 220 in west Java, 195 in central Jave, and

190 in east Java for the local/national varieties; and for the high-yielding
varieties the estimates were 330 in west Java, 200 in central Java, and 210 in east *
Java. If these data are combined for the three provinces and size differences are

eliminated, then the results are as follows:

Local/national varieties HYVs

Hired labor (workdays/Ha) 185. - 190..

" Pamily labor 55. 50,
' Total labor o 240. ' |

No. of observations 531 - fi?*&3591f~

Rased on these estimates it appears that there was little labdf-use difference in
growing local and high-yielding varieties. Indeed, based on the east Java sample,
which has the most observations for each variety, the local varieties grown by the
representative farmers use more labor than the HYVe. These conclusions seem to be
corroborated by the studies of Soelistyo in east Java, and by the research under-
taken by Montgomery in the Yogyakarta area. Thus, Montermery estimated that the IR
variety used an ecstimated (47 observations) 217.9 man days of labor per hectare,
with the local variecties (56 observations) using 317,6 man-days per hectare of pre-
harvest labor, whereas Soelistyo found that there was no significant difference
between IR irrigated and non-IR irrigated in terms of labor-use per hcctare.21
(Table 1 around here)

The above comments relate to pre-harvest cultivation practices but perhaps

the most dramatic evidence of institutional change with respect to agricultural

involution is the chift from the "bawon™ harvesting system to the "tebasan" systom,
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" Table 1. Average labor use per ha in rice production (not including
| harvesting and milling) by varieties and by large farmers and

representative farmers in Java in the wet season 69/70.

Local/national High Yielding
varieties varicties
Represen- large Represen-  Large
Province and type of labor tative farmers  tative farmers
farmers farmers
West Java
Hired labor (workdays) 180, 160. 200, 220,
Family labor (workdays) 60. 60. 70. 110.
Total (workdays) 240, 220, 270, 330.
No. of observations 131 27 18 8
Central Java
Hired labor (workdays) 190. 165. 130. 190.
Family labor (7orkdays) 60. 30. 50. 10.
Total (worx days) 250. 195. 180, 200.
No. of observations 197 39 2 2
East Java .
Hired labor (workdays) 210, 180. 190. 190.
Family labor (workdays) - 50, 10. 40, 20.
Total (workdays) 260, 190. -230, 210,
No. of observations - 115 , 22 .48 13
Java L « R R TN
Hired labor (workdays) 190, 170, . 1%0. 200,
Family labor (workdays) 60. 350. CR80, 0 T 50,
Total (workdays) 250, 200. 240, 250,
" No. of observations 443 88 - 68 23

- Source: Field survey carried out by the Agro-Economic Survey after the wet
season 69/70 harvest and reported in William L. Collier and Achmad T.
Birowo, 'Comparison of Input Use and Yiclds of Various Rice Varicties
by Large Farmers and Representative Farmers," Agro-Economic Survey,
mimeographed, July, 1973, Table 1.
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“in this context, it may be that Geertz first perceived his ideas on involution ag

he was watching a Javanese (bawon) rice harvest. Thousands of people crowd into

a village for the open rice harvest. Indeed, the traditional system of rice
harvesting with the ani-ani in Java permits large numbers of people to join the
harvest in order to acquire a share (bawon) in kind. 1In the past, it would seem

that this method of harvesting incorporated the farmer's social concern for the

poor and rested upon his role as a patron distributing benefits among his many
clients within the village. These patron obligations were further reinforced by
traditional patterns of communal loyalty and mutual assistance among kin and betweer
neighboring households within the village. As would be expected, serious problems
begin to appear when population growth gives rise to unemployment and to greater
competition over the limited resources available in any one village. Thus, in many
areas the bawon tradition, which was once a safety mechanism to support everyone in
the village, has gradually been transformed into a method by which increased

numbers of harvesters extract a greater share of the harvest from sawah owners in
meeting their own income needs. A typical traditional harvest scene now involves
women and young girls arriving early in the morning in large numbers and gathering
along the edpes of a rice field which they believe will be harvested. When the

owner appears there is a great rush to enter the field, and to secure a strategic
position in using the ani-ani to cut and bundle as much paddy as possiblc. An
entire one-hectare fiecld can easily be finished in one hour because as many as 500
to 1000 people may join the harvest. Once the rice is cut, the tempo slows down
because it is no longer a race with one's neighbor. FEach women carries her harvested
rice to the owner's house where his wife separates the bundles: according to the local
bawon custom into two shares, one share for the harvester and one share for the ocwner.

Every step of the way there are attempts by these harvesters, especially if they are



‘from outside the village, to increase -heir share. A description of the problem
“is given by Utami and Thalauw:

Uncontralled numbers of harvesters result in various kinds
of losses to the farmer: laree numbers of harvesters cause

more stacp-down loss, droppi;é lose and left-over loss; in

carrying the rice from the field to the farmer's house,

losses occur through <tealing or through real transportation

loss; and finally there are losses due to the distribution

of shares end handlinp losses. 22

With increasing frequency, it ncw appears that many farmers are seeking
_to reduce their traditional harvest costs by selling their rice crop before the
harvest to a middleman who is called a "pencbas''. The penebas usually buys an
almost mature crop, and then arranges to recruit a limited number of laborers to
undgrtake the actual harvest. Usually, a larger farmer or a wealthy person, the
penebas is likely to come from the villapge itself or a nearby town. This so-called
“tebasan' systen has appcared in a number of locations, especially along the north
coast of Java, and has been present for many ycars in other areas, but its original
function was to shift the risks associated vith harvesting and marketing from the
farmer to the entreprencur. Only recently has it been used to limit the number of
harvesters and lower the total-haivesting wape. If the farmer did not sell te a
penebas it would be difficult for him to treak away from traditional social
oblipations in opening his field to all available harvesters. However,; the penebas
is considered to be a middleman and not constrained by these traditional cblipat-
ions to the rural community. Altheugh, 2s tebasan and its role of limiting
harvesters beccmes firmly accepted in the village, there are indications that
farmers can then linit harvesters without using tcbasan.
The profitability for the farmer in adopting tebasan as an alternative

harvesting method and its adventages over the bawon system are made fully apparent

‘in an Agro-Economic Survey's study of three villages in central Java.23 In these
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Viflages’the traditional harvest shareg were 1:8 or 1;9, which means the harvestér
theoretically received 11.1 percent or 10 percent and the c¢rop owners 88.9 percent
or 90 percent, but the harvesters were actuvally able to szcure bawons of 1:6 or
14.2 percent of the rice they harvested which in turn increased the farmers’
hervests costs. Rukaseh in his very interesting study of income and expenditure
patterns in Karawang regency in west Java discovered that the share for harvesters
varied from 19.3 to as high asg 27.1 percent instead of the standard 20 percent.ZA
For the operators, these share-wages were quite cxpensive, but since therc was a
surplus of harvesters each harvester did not earn much. However, with the adoption
of tebasan, harvests costs were greatly reduced. Thus, in the above mentioned
three villages in central Java it was found that the pencbas had been able ta forcei
the harvesters to take a reduced harvest share of 1:11 and 1:12, or 8.3 percent
and 7.6 percent of the amount they harvested. Utami and Ihalauw ncted an even
greater difference in their studies with harvesters receiving a bawon of about
one-tenth from & farmer and one-sixteenth from a peneb'as.25

Using yield estimates secured from scme of the sample farmers and data on
shares and wages under various conditions frecm two of the above three village
studies, the costs of harvesting can be calculated. If it is assumed that harvest-
ers can manage to secure a l:6 actual share (bawon) using the ani~ani rice knife on
local rice varieties, then the farmers' estimated harvesting costs were $31.93
per hectare in Rowosari village and $28.00 in Banyutowo village. Comparing these
'faimers' actual harvesting costs with the $16.04 and $13.60 per hectare that it
cost | the penebas tc harvest local rice variety crops with the ani-ani, it is
evident that harvest costs are reduced by 507 in using the tebasan harvesting methed.

To estimate the impact of tebasan on labor use in the rice harvest is

very difficult because the farmer has no idea how many people join his bawon harvest.
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 v§veﬂ an attempt (o coun: the number of people in a harvest proves difficult
because people continuously enter the field either as harvesters or glcaners until
the harvest is finished. 1In Banyutowo the author witnessed two harvests and counted
the harvesters. Thc first wes carried out by a farmer and the second one by a
penebas. In both of thesc harvests sickles were used to cut the high-yiclding
variety (C4) paddy crop. In the farmer 's harvest, the area was .24 hcctares and
about 100 people joined the harvest which averapes out to 425 people per hectare.
In the sawah that was harvestcd by the penebas, the area was .54 hectares, and
105 people werc involved or 194 harvesters per hectare. An even greater difference
has been reported in Jepara Kabupaten., Utaml and Thalauw noted that 96 harvesters
were working in 2 £icld of .20 hectares or 480 persons per hectare. At the same
time only 50 meters away cnly 3 persons werce harvesting a field of .14 hectares, or
21 persoms per hectare.26 In the first ficld, the farmer—owner carried out the
harvest and in the nearby ficld a penebas supervised the harvest of his purchased
crop. Comparing these numbers with a reported 675 persons per hectare on relatively
large fields and an amazing 973 persons using the ani-ani per hectarc on less
than one-hectarc ficlds-~both for farmer harvests—--in Farawang Kabupaten near
Jakerta, one can easily visualized the reduced employment impact of tebasan,z7

In some neasure the sharp decline in labor use with the use of the tebasan
systen can be associated with the adopticn of sickles in replacing thc ani-ani knifc,
Raturning to the abeove three-village study, and based upon interviews with tobasan
buyers, therc were 56 percent fewer harvesters when using sickles rather than the
ani-ani in Rowosari and 43 percent fewer in Banyutowo. 1In both types of harvest
the penebas restricted the number of persoms. More important than just limiting
the numbers of harvesters, the penebas used the same persons in each harvest, which

severely restricts the number of people who benefit'from-harvesting.
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One final comment is in order concerning the harvesting function and its
declined a8 & labor absorptive mechanism, and this relates to the process of zlearing
the field after the initial crop cutting. Traditicnmally, the rice harvest takes
place in two stages. First, the harvesters (penderep) cut the stalks with their
hand-held knives (ani-ani) and receive a certain share of the amount they harvest.
Hext, one or twn days after the harvest, poer villagers would enter thesc fields
and pather for themselves the stalks of rice that were nissed by the penderep
harvesters. In recent years, however, with increasing population pressure this
institution has come under stress with more pecple vying for the limited rescurces
available in any one village. Thus, with more people harvesting, the race to cut
as much rice as possible is intemnsified. Harvesters miss the harder to find stalks
of rice, and tramp down other stalks before harvesting it. Likewise, since more
people join tha harvest, the amount any individual can harvest has declined, Since
a larger emount of rice is missed and women receive smaller shares from the harvest,
more people have begun to participate in the cleaning process. No longer is
sleaning (ngasak) delayed for a day or two, rather it takes place in a many arcas
just after the harvest, and in some villages it cccurs simultaneocusly with the
harvest. 4n example of this problem is the following:

In Rowosari the penderep harvesters and the pengasak
harvesters beein at the same time which makes it
difficult te distinguish between the penderep and the
pengasak. The ngasak harvesters alsc may take paddy
that is not & remnant. Sometimes the paddy is inten-
tionzlly missed by the penderep, thus leaving it for

the pengasak to harvest because these people are part

of the penderep’s family. As cveryone files out of the
field scme will say they are pengasak and the crop owner
has no way of disproving it. The npasak problem and the
large number of harvesters create considerable tension
in the harvest betwecen the owners and the harvesters.
This is 2 major reason why the farmers sell their rice
to a penebas buyer. If a sickle is used to harvest the

rice, then no paddy is left in the field--which eliminates
the npasak harvest., 28
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Agtain, Stoler notes the various changes in the organization of harvesting and

gleaning in her observaticns of a village in central Java:

Those exclude! (frem the bawon harvest) may ask permission

- to pglean (ngasak) what is left zfter the harvesters have
combed the field. Gleaners have always been present at
harvest time; formerly, however, they were small children
and old women from th2 poaorest families who were nelther
agile nor skilled ennuch to keep un with the quick nace

cf the harvesting group. With nore erowding of the land
and more landless families, pleaners now eomprise a more
diverse ~rcup of waomen .... Several factors have affected
the zleaning system. Furmerly, vhen water was unavailable
for the dry scason, harvestcd rice stalks were left te
decompnrse in the fields. Thus, zlcancrs could come at their
leisure witherut osking permission and scek nut the few
penicles missed by the harvesters the day or two before.

New that a second rice crop is planted, harvesters are followed
directly bty men wh> slash, burn, or plcugh the remaining
stalks back into the carth for quicker decomposition.

Others carry the stalks hore for fodder and parden mulch.
Thus the gleaners must be there cn the day of the harvest
between the harvesters and clczners. 29

In summary, the above-mentioned changes in cultivatinn practices and the
contraction in leber-use asscciated with these transformeticns provides ample
evidence that scmething cother than the process of involution is acting as a prime
nover in the allocation and distribution of production functisns at the farm level.
The concept cf involution implies the proscence of coartain social mechanisms and
comrunal norms whereby the needs of the many maintain ascendancy over the wants of
the few. Nevertheless, the above evidence suppests that these mechenisms are
under some desree of stress and that the presumed equilibrium between labor supply
and labor absorption is givine way tc a condition where the valucs of efficiency and

profit assume a much mere pronounced role in the econowy of agricultural production:



In his early werk, Geertz states that the emergence of agricultural
iﬁVélution, 28 an uaderlying dynamic in the organization of agricultural production,
in great part rests upon the fact that “the peasant has made certain that nc effective
labor saving inncvation would get a foothold in his crowded economy." 30 This
resistance against technological imnovation is stressed by Wertheim in his study
on social change in Java between 1900 and 1930. He mentions that a rice field
‘ovmer whe replaced the ani~ani with a sickle te reduce the number of harvesters
would ostracize himslef from the village community.31 He further indicates that the
village's gocial system was ome of dispuised unemployment and that the villagers’
system of values prevented innovations of technical improvements because it woulid
cause misery and distress for a large portion of the people in the villane. While
in the past traditional norms and sanctions within the village may have served to
sustain a relatively static or steady-state condition with respect to technclosicsal
change, the already mentioned adoption of sickles as part of the tebasan harvesting
system would seem to sugpest that age-old checks upen innovation are beginning td give
way as the village becomes more enmeshed in the process of technical and economic
change. Indeed, there is now ample evidence of labor-saving technologies being
adopted in practically every component of the production process.

Using a sickle rather than the hand-held ani-ani knife to harvestpriqe'iéfi
one of the more obvious signs of this evolutionary change in the Javanese couﬁﬁxfé;g
side. Although it has been mentioned in the previous section that the adopﬁion’ofk
sickles is associated with the use of the tebasan system, in fact, however, there is
now evidence that their use is beginning to occur outside of the tebasan harvests.
Résistance to the acceptance of the sickle has been reduced by its use in tebasan,
and many farmers apparently feel much less enfettered by tradition in opting for a

-

more profitable but labor displacing technology. The reasons for this higher
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profitability are as follows: (1) harvesting with an ani-ani takes longer and the
farmer must spend more time in the field supervising the operation; (2) harvesters
tend to select only the peaicles with the most rice if they use an ani-ani as this
increases the amount they harvest in competition with others; (3) if hervesters use
the ani-ani, then the farmers must hire someone to clear the stubble from the £ield.
While the use of the sickle brings certain benefits in terms of higher profits, the
cost in labor displacement is quite substantial. With sickles, cnly about 75 nan
days are needed to harvest one hectare (25 people for 3 days), while with the ani-
ani, 200 or more man days may be used.32 Moreover, using a sickle 1is harder wozk
than cutting rice stalks with za ani-ani, and when the sickle is used mary vomen

and older people are simply unable tc participate in the harvest. Altheough only

w

recently occurring on a wide scale, Smits in his careful counting of labiur  us:
in rice producticn in 1926 found that the amount of heurs spent to harvest with
sickle per bau (.6 ha) can be assumed to be half of the amount of hcurs needed if the
harvest is done with the ani-~ani.

Along with the sickle, another technclogical change in evidence is the use
of weighing scales to determine harvest shares. The usual procedure has been for
harvesters to bundle the stalks together in the field, carry them to the rice cwmer's
house, and then the owner's wife would divide these shares by hand. Normally, before
reaching the house harvesters will have already selected the iargest bundles sc that
when the wife divides the bundles between herself and the harvester , there is n.t 13
free choice, for often the harvester has already declared which bundles shc considers
hers. Of course, these bundles are usually larger so that instead of a one-sixth
share the harvester.may actually secure a one-fourth share. Social pressure by the
harvesters prevents the owrers' wife from redistributing the bundles. Nevertheless,

with the widespread adoption of scales or volume measures it has become increasingl®
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more diffi¢ﬁ1£ for harvesters to acquire more than their specified share of the -
harVést; ﬁith the scale the ocwner can determine exactly what the laborer should receive. -
Another labor displacing technology which has begun to appear in Java, althoﬁgh;

nct in large numbers, is the mechanical rice thresher. Traditional threshing
methods in Java are quite labor intemsive with the thrashing being done in the owner's
house using either home-made threshers that resemhle a bicycle, or threshing by hand,
If it is a high-yizlding variety that has been cut with a sickle the rice is threshed
by hand on matesin the field, and then sacked and carried to the owner's house. Thus,
a large number of landless laborers will lose one more income source if more mcdern
mechanical threshers are widely adopted by larger farmers and rice huller operators
in Java. In addition to chanpes in threshing technology, mechanized weeders are aiso
finding their way into the production process. With the adopticn of improved culti-
vaticn practices involving the use of straight-line trensplanting of seedlings,
rotary weeders are ncw being used as a substitute for labor intensive hend weeding.
In one observation Sinaga notes that:

The tendency is for hand weeding (women) to be replaced

by "landak/caplak" (toothed/rotary weeders, used by men

and only possible when straight-row planting is used;

this type of planting is almost universal in Sukagalih).

Eight man~days weeding with the landak replaces approximately

20 women-days of handweeding. 34

Other forms of mechanization are also gaining a foothold in Java and the

potential for their widespread use would seriously reduce levels of labor use in the
rice producing sector. Thus, larger rice farmers in certain areas, particularly in
west Java, have been using hand tractors (power-tillers) for at least ten years and
nerhaps even longer. Observations in one villapge indicate the following:

In cne of the villages therc are nine padi tractors

owned by the larger farmers. These farmers want padi

tractors and feel it is better to use these tractors
than hired laborers. One padi tractor can plow one
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hectare of sawzh in one day and half of the night.

During the soil preparation pericd cne padi tractor

could handle approximately 24 to 30 hectares, a process

which would otherwise entail ten laborers and seven

kerbau and cme person with cach kerbau to prepare one

hectarc of sawah. If the nine padi tractors were each

uged on 20 hectarecs of sawah, in the preparation period,

this would displace from 206C to 5400 man days of labor..

A detailed study of hand tractors fcund that "without a concomitant
increase in producticn, employment losses for each 5-hy tiller adopted and uszd at
three fourths utilizaticn are an estimated 128 and 688 days per year for the di8plice-
. 36
ment of kerbau and manual methods, respectively.” In some areas there may be a
need for tractors in order to prepare the soil quickly enough for the next rice cros,
4 commen complaint in some locations is that there is shortape of laborers for sci?
preparation. Nevertheless, if tractors are widely adopted in the heavily populate-
areas of central and east Java, there could be a large displacement of landless
laborers. It was the judpement of those interviewad who owned tractors that o farmer
should ovm seven acres of rice field and have effective control over 20 acres befrre
.. . . 37 . . . . .
it 1s profitable to cperate a padi tractor. With these large-size dimensions it
nay be difficult for most farmers to purchase tractors. Nevertheless, problems may
arige, if organizations or contractors purchase tractors to be rented out to farmers.
Since in the heavily populated areas there is a scarcity of pastures and thcrefore a
scercity of carabau, it is entirely feasible that the soil-preparation-contractors
whe now use carabau would in the future shift to tractors.
One of the most dramatic examples of technological chenge concerns the

decline of hand pounding as the most commonly used method in the processing of rice.
In the past, a small farmer typically would have women hand pound the rice .for his

family's consumption, while the rice he sold would be in the form of padi or]ggbah

(unhusked rice). Hand pounding would be dome by family members, if only £orqaz§mg11
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daxly amount; and by laboters if a Iarge amount was needed for a special occasion.

A large farmer would use hand-poundlnw laborers for the rice hig family consumed,

and would sell either padi or gabah. The small rice traders employed a larpe number
of female laborers to hand-pound rice. Beginning in the}early 1970's hand pounding
was gradually supplanted by the use of small-scale hullers as the dominant technology
for rice processing, and although it is difficult to estimate with any preclslon, 1:
now appears that on Java alone, much more than 507 of the total barvest is m111ed by |

hullers.

The widespread adoption of small-secale rice mills simply reflectéﬂ;héﬁféét i}
that this more modern technology brings a higher rate of return than is thebcésé wiﬁh;
hand pounding. This advantage is demonstrated by the following cost calculations.

Based on survey data it is estimated that the average labor can pound 31.2 kg of gabah
in an eight-hour day.38 If she receives 10 percent of the product and this is valued
at Rp 42/kg, and if, in addition, she receives two mealg per day valued at Rp 25 each,
then she receives a daily wage of Rp 180. This converts into a figurg for gverage‘
cost of hand pounding of $1.45 per 100 kg. By comparigon, the averagzs cost to the
farmer ofAusing a huller is $0.54 per 100 kg including the value of the by-product
'kept by the miller. This difference rgpregénts a subeﬁantial.inctease in efficiency
‘at prevailing prices, and the beneficiariés are those farmers who would otherwise
have hired 1abore¥s to pound their ricé, and‘thg hullgr\operaCOtsvand buyers of rice,
to whom prices of milled rice may be arouﬁd Rp 5 per kg,quer than what would have
prevailed if hand pounding had remained inﬂptaéfiée. The losers, on the other hand,
are those wives of small farmers and 1andless<1aboters who would have normally gained
additional income from hand pounding. These are the people who can least afford such a

i

drop in income, as the number of alternat*ve work opportunltaea for them is quite
{
limited. Although some of the displaced women,will have found work in other endeavors,

?
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these are usually activities with lower returns. The hand pounding of rice was a
relatively high-payinm job for these village women, some of who could support
themselves throurh the ycar from this income. In effect, the shift from a traditional
technelopy to a more modern technolopy has climinated one of the important income
sources for landless villacers. Sinparinmbun in his revisit to the villape of Sriharjo
has the following comments on this change:

However, the largest change in the village is that

involving the women who formerly worked hulling rice.

Before the advent of the mechanical rice hullers, a hard

day's work could yield a woman two kilograms of rice,

according to a formula piving her one-fifteenth of the

product of her work. Now, there are three rice mills in

Srihardjo, and nost of the women who formerly worked in

this industry have lost a major source of inccme. When

I asked five of thcse women what alternative emp loyment

they would seek, they answered that there was no

alternative work for them. "Then what will you do?";

I asked. "We will eat more carefully (Le nedha ngatos-

atos)," they replied. This exnression, however

desperate, is at least accurate, because they now are

forced to borrow money for food, and the interest rate

is substantial. If they borrov Rp 100 they generally

have to pay back Rp 120 five daye later. 39

«ssessing the overall marmitude of the shifts in income ond jobs is still not

possible with any preat degree of accuracy. A report by Suparmoko, et.al., confirms
estimates of the numter of hand-pounding laborers displaced in cne rice season by the
. . 40 .
introduction of the hullers. They estimate that 3,701 laborers per huller were
displaced in 2 sample kecamatan in west Java, 3,229 laborers per huller in ceatral
Java, and 482 per huller in east Java. This wide difference in the east Java saaple
is caused by laborers working longer hours and more days; also the hullers in west
and central Java processed much more rice per season because of less competition from
cther rice mills. 1In the west and central Java samples, laborers worked 5 to 6 hours

per day for 20 and 11 days but in east Java it was 11 hours per day for 48 days., If

these numbers are multiplied by the number of hullers in Java in 1971, then an
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estimated 7,721,360 people in one season were displaced, though these people were
clearly not full-time laborers. A larger schematic look at these changes can be
discerned in an estimate of the total loss in labor-earnings attendant upon the
changeover from hand pounding to hullers. Using a figure of 12 millions tons of
milled (gabah) rice for the total Indonesian rice crop, of which half is produced in
Java, it can be assumed that 50 percent of this would have been hand pounded by ware
laborers in the absence of hullers and thus, three million tons of this total would
have created wage employment in hand pounding. &4 conservative estimate is that ome
woman could have hand pounded enough gabah in a hour to obtain kg of beras, and there-
fore to hand vound 3 million toms would take roughly one billion woman-hours, or
125 million woman-days. At a daily wape of Rp 180 per day, this amounts to earnings
of Rp 22.5 billion in a year, or just under U.S, $55 million. 1In estimating the
earnings of employees for small rice mills in hulling this amount, it is assumed that
one huller can mill 1,000 tons of gabah per year (or approximately 620 tons of beras),
and therefore tc obtain three million tons of beras requires nearly 5,000 small-scale
hullers. At an avcrage wage bill of $80 per month, the annual earnings of laborers
in these smell rice mills would be just under $5 million. Thus, the total loss in
laborer earnings attributable to the introduction of hullers seems to be on the order
of U.S. $50 miilion annually in Java.t'1 This represents a substantial diminution cf
income for large numbers of landless households and small farmers. The han? pounding
of three million tous of rice would provide wapes for one million women every day for
four months each year.

The above-mentioned evidence indicates that technolegy change and the
substitution of capital for 1abor is beginning to permeate many aspeczs of Java's
rice economy. The cencept of involution suggests that technology functions in the

service of labor absorption, and embedded within the fabric of rural society are
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strictures which inhibit the adoption of labor-saving production processed. Never=
theless, the ncotion that the econcmy of Javanese society can remain immune to che
penetration of new technolomy must be put aside in order to fully understand the

current level of receptivity to new labor-displacing technologics. Obviously, some

o

bty

these transfornations can be attributed to interventions emanating frem the larper
wolicy and administrative arenz which stands above the village, but the evidence
would seem tc suvpest that the locus of these permutations are also rooted within

the village itself, and that the evolution of chanpe within the village is a much
more dynamic process than what would be otherwise envisaged in the imagery of

azricultural involution.

v

Embedded within the concept of involution is the assumption that lzbor
markets are highly respensive in accomandating additional labor, and that contained
within the orpanization of wet-rice apriculture are elasticities which allow for
hirh rates of laker absorption. Thus, Geertz notes that "by continuing anéd re-
emphasizing traditicnal values stressing labor and the right to work, historicalily
defined 'fair shares' for labor and n deep-seated reluctance tc sell the land to
cutsiders” the peasant has placed a premium upon maintaining a hiphly labor-intensive

. 42 . . . noe .
rice economy. Thus, 1in situaticns .... "of increasing laber sunply and constant
output workers will characteristically be willing to restrict their own cffort te
. . 43 .
let & new man into the line .... Geertz further indicates that:
examples of the operatieon ~f such values include ‘
the oblipatica of a man with a relatively larie
amount of land not to work all of it himself, cven
if able to do s0 not tc work it entiraly with wape
labor: but to allow kin, pelitical depcndents or

poorer neipghbors a chance tc share in its cultivation.
Contrariwise, such a man is expected to permit others
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to use his labor cn their fields, even thouph he has

no personal economic reason to offer it. The "fair
shares” idea means that even the most moderate form

of “Taylorism" in the direction of agricultural labor

is very difficult of accomplishment; even in the most
kighly monetized areas, Yor examples, meals are still
provided workers. The reluctance £- alienate land to
cutsiders (it is forbidden by law to alicnate it to
foreirners) tends, of course, to nrevent the development
of large landholdings. 44

The concept of “fair shares” and the adaptability of Java's rice culture
in dividing up a fixed or cnly sradually increasing work load among a rapidly
expanding labor force may have teen the dominant feature of agricultural production
in the 1950's, at least in thz Modjokuto area, but recent evidence suggests that is
far frem the case in providing an appropriate characterization of Javanese agriculture
in the 1970's. 1In particular, many studies now indicate that admission into the ranks

[v]
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tthe employed is becomine much more limited, as landowners, in response tc an
increasingly labor-abundant eccnomy seek to maintain and/or expand profits (and reduce
costs as well), whereas wage-labor, now compating for fewer jobs, strives to sustain
the level and permanency of its income producing sources. In this context, it
appears that a variety of institutional arrangements are beginning to emerge which
allow for more limited access to the labor market, a condition which is, in turn,
accompanied by an attendant decline in work opportunities for many of the rural DOOL.
The attenuation of rural labor markets is perhaps most dramatically exempli-
fied in the emergence of contract labor, a method of labor recruitment which some
farmers are apparently employing in both their pre-harvest and harvesting operaticuns.
Thus, appearing now in socme of the Azro-Economic Survey's sample villages is evidence
that contract (berongan) labor groups arc being increasingly used by farmers tc
prepare their fields. Contractor sroups usually consist of several farm laborers whe
own or have access to a carabau (kerbau) and agree to plow and spade (hoe) for a fixed

amount of money. Only rather wealthy laborers can contract to do plowing becausc of
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the need to possess or acquire a kerbau. An example of how this new mode of labor
orsanization works in practice was examined in some detail in Gemarang, a yillape
‘in eést Java, durinz the 4ry season of 1973.4S It was discovered here that if the
farmer uses contract labor for the soil preparation, he emplecys two people with a
kerbau who plow the field, with four or five people then using a larse hoe in spading
the soil. Usually, for the contractor tcam, it takes from two weeks to one month to
finish this soil-praparation cperation. They will receive a total of 10 dachine
(1 dachine = 62 k2 padi kerins) per hectare for this laber at the harvest time which
means they are paid for four or five months later. Thus, the farmer does not have
to pay them in the planting period when he is short of cash. When the contract
éySCem ig used in the wet season, scrme of these farmers will give the contractors
the right tc sharecrop their sawah in the dry season as an incentive tc carryout the
scil preparation without pay. Because of the poer irrigation facilities in the
villare, the danper of a crop failure is much areater in the dry season, and in effect,
the contract system serves to shift some of this risk over to the contract labor.
&nother reason for the farmer liking this system is that he has more control over
contract work: the laborers do a better job because of their desire to sharecrop
his land in the dry season and to do contract work for the farmer in the next wet
season. One other benefit is that the contract system allows the owner to limit his
recruitment of laber from among his own relatives, neishbors and clients. From the
contract laborers' point of view, it is a preferable system because their wape is
hipher than for non-contract labor and they are assured of work for up to one month.
However, they must have a2 carabau and enough capital to supply their families with
£ood until the harvest. Thus, for most landless labor they have neither the carabau
cr sufficinet rice to carry them over to the harvest in order to engage in this

kind of contract labor. Moreover, not only is the system biased against lower income
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v, There is another variation in the use of contract labor and it appears

fhaf it is being employed with areater frequency on'controlling access to the harvest.
Although there are many variations and names, this practice is generally known as
"npepak-needok” and it allows laborers to transplant and weed a specific blod in the
farmer's field for which they receive the right to harvest the block for 2 one~fourth
or one-fifth share. Observations of this practice are reported by var der Kolff in
his study of labor relationships in Javanese villages from 1922 to 1932.46 Even
before van der Kolff, there were reports of the ngepak institution. Thus, in the
Adatrechtbundel II for the 1905 to 1910 pericd, mention is made of two methods of
paying harvesters: "bawon talunan" and "bawon laracan". Those women who trans~
planted the seedlinps also got the right to harvest the field which was “awon talerem.
1f the harvester did not help transplant but was invited it was bawon laragan. TIf
they transplanted the rice seedlings, they received one-fifth of the amount they
harvested, tut if only invited at harvest time they received a one-fifteenth share.47
More recently, Roekasah Adiratma observed in his research in west Java that "under
a special type of harvesting system attempts are made to hold the number of harvesters'
to a minimum for every plot of rice field 8o that the harvesters can earn more each
day. This system, called '"ngawesi’, (ngepak-ngedck) limits by contract the numter
of harvesters who have the right to harvest a plot of rice field. However, they are
cbliged also to cut the straw, and engage in part of the land preparation for the
-dry-season crop.48

The actual cperation of the ngepak-ngedok institution was observed in 1973
when the author lived in a number of villages in cast Java. In one of these villages

the laborers transplanted and weeded the rice fields and received one meal, but at

harvest time they secured a one-fifth shere. Usually, one family would do this as a


http:share.47

gédub for several farmers, and if they did not have enough members to handle the
tﬁarvest, they would invite others to join and give them the traditional harvesting
share from their share. The family group alsc guards the farmers' irrigation water,
applies fertilizers, and does all the operations excent plowing, harrowing, and
laveling the fields. To orpanize the operation for ngepak-ngedok, the field is
divided into blocks (petak) for cach family group. Usually, there are 13 to 15
blocks per hectare. One farmer who had a one hectare field said he divided it iato
14 Slocks. 1If it is a large block, he assirns two reople, and if it is a small
block one person is involved. He is able to assign 25 pecple, all family relativee,
to these blocks, and at harvest time they bring other members of their family to
help harvest the assizned blocks. In this particular case, a hich-yieldine rice
variety was planted and sickles were used in the harvest. Since the laberers cach
receive the same share whether they use an ani-ani or 2 sickle; there is no resistance
to using the sickle. One laborer may enter into nrepak-npedok anreements with 10 ce
15 farmers, and a small rice farmers fapily would Ve npepak laborers for othey
farmers. Yet, on his own land he would assign neepak laborers to cultivate and
harvest hig field. Custom requires that they assign Elocks to others, though he can
do one block himself.

At the time of the field survey on 1973, the majority of the sanple farmers
in the four villages werc using; ngepak-ngedok as the primary method for orcanizing
the harvest. They assizned ngepak rights to averapes of 13, 42, 23, and 4 peo;le
pér hectare in the four villages, and each of these labor households would have arepak

' ~S
rights in 10 to 15 plots. Relationships between the farmers and the ngepak laborer
were very close; mwany of them were either relatives or neighbors. 1In effect, what
these farmers and their relatives were doing was to make it appear to others that the

fields had been assirned for harvesting, in order that harvest could be shared within
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their exclusive group. If they do not use this ingtitution then they are under
tressure to open the harvest to everyone, using many more labors. 1In brief, the
ngeﬁak-ngedok ingtitution has evolved to prevent larze numbers of wandering laborers
access to the harvest. It even prevents people from the same village joinino the
harvest,-and it thereby operates to improve the farmer's income and reduce the number
of laborers in the harvesting process.49

The above analysis of cmerging institutions which serve to constrain access
to rural labor markets would seem to suggest that the so-called "right=-to-work"
prescription is losing some of its moral force as a cultural norm, and that indeed,
the evidence would also seem to indicate that the other elements of the involution
process, i.e., the concept of fair shares, and the prohibition against the sellihg
of land to outsiders may be losing their presumed hold over Javanese peasant society.
The concept of fair shares can certainly be questioned in light of a recent study
undertaken by the Agro~Economic Survey on changing wage levels in Java. This study
indicates that wage levels have increased between 40Z and 507 in the three provinces
for plowing, 407 and 45% for spading, and 20% and 50% for transplanting, from the
1968/1969 wet season to the 1972/1973 wet season.so Nevertheless, during this same
period the price of rice for these laborers increased between 50% and 632 in the
three proyinces. Thus, real wages declined in all three provinces by a factor of 17%,
177 and 27% for the three-work activities (plowing, spading and transplanting) in west q
'Java, by a factor of 337, 55Z, and 30Z in central Java, and by 52%, 54%, and 857
in east Jav.:, Declining resl wages, must also be viewed in the context of increasing
reports of land being sold to those who live outside the village. Land transactions
are most difficult to document by field survey, but there have been frequent ocecurren= -
ces where the Agro-Economic Survey has turned up cases of outsiders owning v1llage

land. This evidence suggests the possibxlxty chat vxllage land is falling more



~within the orbit of commercial irterests as barriers to outside control weaken-i.’nA
© the face for increasing economi: pressures from within the village itself. |

In summary e review of emerging trends in the orpanization of wet-rice
cultivation on Java suggests that the imperatives of efficiency and profitability
2re beginning to exact their toll in the erosion of traditions where elasticities
in the preduction function allowed for hich rates of labor absorption within the rice~
nreducing sector. It ig likely that these chanpos were well underway in some arecas
long before Geertz advanced his theory of involuticn, and subject to different
historical conditions within a particular region, it ig likely that the presence
nf absence of attributes associated with involution, or its polar opposite; i.c.,
o more commercial agpriculture, have varied in their influence upon the character of
village and rural scciety., Thus, it may be that the concept of involution has ncver
really adequatcly represented the rich and varigated processes of higtorical change
in many areas of Java, and it is for certain that future research must now move
teyond involution in understanding a rice economy which seems to be exiibiting a
marked tendency towards exclusion rather than absorption in responding to a burgeQning

labor force.
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