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Abstract 

 

The term social entrepreneurship is relatively new in academic research but the initiatives 

which fulfill the key characteristics of social enterprise were founded in Indonesia long 

before its independence. This paper describes the history of social entrepreneurship in the 

country during the period marking the end of the Dutch rule and beginning of its 

independence (1895-1945).  Based on archival analysis it was found that policies imposed by 

the Dutch government in the early 20
th

 century had significant influence on social enterprise 

growth in the colony. Findings of the study also suggest that most social movement 

organizations during the period used social entrepreneurship strategies to achieve its mission 

of empowering local communities and promoting the notion of independence. Thus the 

growth of social entrepreneurship in Indonesia appeared to be largely due to the nationalist 

movement.  The study also found that social enterprises were mostly established in Java, the 

island which has dominated Indonesian social, political and economic landscape throughout 

history. Hence, Islam as the religion of the vast majority of Javanese, had also been very 

influential in shaping social entrepreneurship in the country. 
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Introduction 

The term social entrepreneurship first gained recognition in Indonesia approximately 30 years 

ago when Ashoka Foundation launched its initial programs in 1983 (Ashoka, 2011). 

However, organizations bearing similar characteristics to ones currently labeled as social 

enterprises can be traced as far back as pre-independence period in the late 1800s. 

Furthermore, there is evidence pointing to the relationship between social movement for 

independence and the growth of social entrepreneurship in the country. This has raised the 

need to gain a better understanding of the historical perspective of Indonesia’s social 

entrepreneurship development. 

The current study aimed to explore the topic through archival analysis of a 50-year period 

of social entrepreneurship development in Indonesia, from 1895 towards the end of Dutch 

colonization to independence in 1945.  The paper begins by defining the concepts of social 

entrepreneurship and social movement.  It then proceeds with a detailed review of prominent 

social enterprises in Indonesia during Dutch rule.  This is followed with a discussion of the 

relationships among social entrepreneurship, social movement and nationalism in the period 

of study. Other factors contributing to the growth of social entrepreneurship in the era will 

also be discussed before the paper finally draws its conclusions. 

Definition of social entrepreneurship and social movement 

 

There have been many approaches taken in the interpretation of social entrepreneurship in the 

west (Bull, 2008; Haugh, 2005; Tan, Williams, & Tan, 2005; Thompson, 2008). According to 

Thompson (2008), a social enterprise is an organization which creates not only economic but 

also social wealth, yet is able to generate revenue and afford the needed resources to perform 

satisfactorily. (Bull, 2008) on the other hand, adapts the definitions used by related 

organizations such as the Department of Trade and Industry in UK and Social Enterprise 

Alliance, and views a social enterprise more as a venture with specific social missions and 

objectives, and achieves them through entrepreneurial strategies.  Yet, another view is given 

by Haugh (2005) who defines social entrepreneurship as the process of creating a social 

enterprise and that the process involves all activities associated with the perception of 

opportunities to create social value. At the same time, there are also scholars such as Tan, 

Williams & Tan (2005) who approach the matter from the entrepreneur’s perspective. They 

define a social entrepreneur as a legal person engaged in the process of entrepreneurship that 

involves a segment of society with the altruistic objective that benefits it. 

The above situation also exists in Indonesia. Currently, there is divided opinion on what 

constitutes social entrepreneurship among various organizations in the country that engage in 

activities related to social development. Rather than advancing its own conceptualization of 

the term, this paper follows the footsteps of Professor Gregory Dees, founder of Duke 

University’s Centre for the Advancement of Social Entrepreneurship, and broadly defines 

social enterprise as an organization which aims to fulfill a social mission by implementing 

innovative problem-solving strategies, and demonstrates high accountability to the public  

(Dees, 2006). Additionally, social enterprises are considered different from non-government 

organizations in the sense that they earn a significant portion of their income through sales 

activities and are independent of government control (Lyon & Sepulveda, 2009).  This 

definition is generally considered appropriate for research which examines social 

entrepreneurship from a socio-economic perspective (Crowell, 2004; Hiatt & Woodworth, 

2006; Weerawardena and Mort, 2001). 
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As previously mentioned, the objective of the paper is to discuss social entrepreneurship 

growth in the wake of social movement during colonial rule. Hence, we analyze social 

movement organizations which engaged in ventures that fulfilled the criteria of a social 

enterprise as defined above. We define social movement organization as an organized 

component of social movement. In other words, a specific social movement is usually 

consisted of many individual organizations that share the movement's goals. In the current 

context, social movement organizations were mainly those which shared nationalist goals 

during colonial rule (1895-1945). Social enterprises very often emerge as an actualization of 

social movement to address social needs (Leadbeater, 2007). Both social entrepreneurship 

and social movement are concerned with social transformation issues (Mair & Marti, 2004). 

Scholars usually analyze these social transformations through the attributes of political 

opportunity structures, resources mobilization, movement identity formation, and political 

strategy and tactics (Alvord, Brown, & Letts, 2004). 

Although some scholars have objected to the inclusion of cooperatives as social 

enterprises due to their membership and interest exclusivity (Lyon & Sepulveda, 2009), 

others have argued that certain types of cooperative should be included within the category.  

The main criteria appear to be that they serve community interest, bear a significant level of 

economic risk and salaried employees, have autonomy in decision making which is not based 

on amount of capital ownership, and gain a limited distribution of profit (Defourny & 

Nyssens, 2008; Thomas, 2004).   

In Indonesia, the first cooperative named De Purwokertosche Hulp en Spaarbank der 

Inlandsche Hoofden was established in Purwokerto in 1895 by R. Aria Wiria Atmaja, a 

nobleman and the vice regent of Purwokerto (Abdullah, 2006). The cooperative became the 

pioneering institution which improved native welfare by using local resources without 

government support. The institution then underwent its first name change to Hulp-en 

Spaarbank der Inlandsche Bestuurs Ambtenaren. Its aim was to protect native civil servants 

from the trap of moneylenders who charged high interest on loans.  In the beginning, the 

cooperative had an exclusive membership of civil servants. Later on, it was widened to 

include farmers and traders. After the introduction of more ethical governance by the Dutch, 

the organization received government support and was taken over and transformed into 

Purwokertosche Hulp Spaar en Landbouw Credietbank in 1897. In 1898, it underwent a 

second name change to Volksbank, and later to Algemeene Volkkredietbank. Through it all, 

it retained its original objective of serving the society through cheaper and more accessible 

micro-financing.  

The next four decades (1899-1942), otherwise known as the “National Awakening” era, 

saw leading intellectuals and entrepreneurs such as Kartini, Samanhudi, H.O.S 

Tjokroaminoto, K.H. Ahmad Dahlan and many others spurring social movements to 

unprecedented heights. The organizations they set up played a huge role in shaping 

Indonesia’s socio-cultural, economic and political developments.  The contributions they 

made to the country are discussed in detail in the following section, and later summarized in 

Table 1. 

Prominent Social Enterprises 

Kartini Schools 

 

As someone who offered innovative solutions to social problems by changing the system and 

implementing new ideas via visible and realistic programs, Kartini was the quintessential 

social entrepreneur (Ashoka, 2011). Breaking many traditions which marginalized her 

people, she was instrumental in improving education by establishing schools for local girls 
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which were considered taboo at the time. There, she taught cooking, domestic skills, hygiene, 

and first aid subjects (Rappaport, 2001), preferring vocational education as it would equip 

girls with the necessary self-support and courage for independence.  Despite her progressive 

views, Kartini had a strong passion for ancient Javanese arts and tried to revive wood 

carving, textile weaving, dyeing, gold and silver and shell crafts by supervising young artists 

(Kartini, 2010).  Even after her death at the young age of twenty-one, her efforts continued to 

inspire women from other regions to open similar schools such as Wisma Pranawa in Tegal, 

Siswo Rini and School for Mangkunegaran Girls in Solo, and Darma Rini in Blora (Hayati, 

Yuliati, Nirmala, & Mualimin, 1997). 

In terms of financial support, it was unclear how Kartini financed her own schools.  

However records of her sister’s establishment, namely Wisma Pranawa, indicated financing 

through voluntary aids and the sale of books (Cote, 2008). There were two kinds of books 

sold by Wisma Pranawa; the first was a cookbook and the second on batik-making. Proceeds 

from the book sale contributed a significant portion to the school’s income. 

With the help of the Dutch government, the Kartini Foundation was established in 1913.  

Soon after, a Kartini school was set up in Semarang in 1913.  Funds were collected from the 

sales of a book based on Kartini’s correspondence, entitled “Door Duisternist Tot Licht” 

(Iswanti, 2008). Later on, many other similar schools were opened all over Indonesia such as 

Malang, Cirebon, Bogor, Surabaya, Surakarta and Jakarta.  Most of the graduates then 

continued their education with Van De Venter Schools in Semarang and Solo and Meisjes 

Kweekschool in Salatiga founded by the Dutch government (Hayati et al., 1997).  Kartini’s 

contributions as a social reformist and entrepreneur had been well-documented in her journals 

which even now continue to serve as a reference for social movement in Indonesia 

(Rappaport, 2001;  Kartini, 2010).  

Sarekat Dagang Islam 

Another social enterprise with significant influence on the country’s nationalist movement 

was the Islamic Trade Union or Sarekat Dagang Islam (SDI). The organization was originally 

founded in Surakarta in 1905 by Samanhudi, a Javanese batik entrepreneur. SDI was mainly 

established to empower local entrepreneurs and challenge the feudalistic and fraudulent 

attitude of government officials during Dutch colonization (Toer, 2006).  The organization 

also aimed to equip local business owners to compete effectively with Chinese merchants in 

Central and East Java (Lowensteyn, 2005a).  

A similar SDI was established in Batavia in 1909 and around 1911 in Buitenzorg 

(currently known as Bogor) by R.M.Tirtoadisuryo (Hatta, 1974).  SDI Surabaya was 

established a year later by H.O.S Tjokroaminoto. The organization fulfilled several main 

characteristics of social enterprise within the context of the study.  In terms of mission, SDI 

gave wide access to a large segment of the community. Its mission was to unite all local 

Muslim traders and merchants regardless of race or ethnicity. Another characteristic of social 

enterprise is that the organization should earn a significant income from business activities 

(Lyon & Sepulveda, 2009); this was also observed among SDI organizations.  In Batavia, for 

example, SDI used the upper level of its building as a hotel and the lower level as an office 

and shops (Toer, 2006).  Incomes received from the hotel and shops were used to finance its 

school and assist the community (Toer, 2006).  SDI in Surabaya also used a similar strategy. 

Its members collected funds to set up a cooperative through which members could purchase 

staple foods at cheaper prices.  In total, SDI organizations owned around 10 shops in 1913 

(Korver, 1985). 



5 
 

In 1912, SDI’s name was changed to Islamic League or Sarekat Islam (SI). The 

organization had similar economic aims to its original body, but was now also concerned 

with political aims (Effendy, 2005).  The objective was no longer limited to strengthening 

local community trade through cooperatives, but also to fight the injustices of the colonial 

government (Palmowski, 2004). Its membership was widened to include priyayi (nobleman) 

and peasants, native soldiers, batik workers, coffee peddlers, teachers, bank tellers, 

secretaries, clerks and many others (Boomgaard, 1987b).  

The organization gained very strong support from the community and membership 

increased to almost two million in 1919 (Palmowski, 2004). However, the economic role of 

SI was short-lived due to a lack of financial skills among the locals (Houtsma, 1993). In 

1921, SI was transformed into Partai Sarekat Islam, which symbolized increasing political 

agenda of the organization (Mehden, 2009).  The transformation led to swift retribution by 

the Dutch government and coupled with the influence of communism, it soon split into 

smaller fractions (Holt et al., 1977).  By the 1930s, there were fewer than 50,000 members 

still left in the organization (Mehden, 2009). 

Sjarikat Oesaha 

Sjarikat Oesaha (SO) or Entrepreneurs’ League, a similar organization to the SDI was 

established in West Sumatera in 1914 by Muhammad Taher Marah Sutan and Haji Abdullah 

Ahmad. The main objective of SO was to protect local merchants from the domineering 

Dutch and Chinese merchants. SO operated in many social fields such as education, 

commerce, funeral management, construction contracting, theatre management and religious 

magazine and book publication. The organization was not only involved in commercial 

activities but also gave financial support to political, religious and youth organizations 

(Kahin, 2005).  In the field of education, SO managed and supported the Adabiah school 

system, a pioneer in modern Islamic schooling which combined religious with secular 

subjects established by Abdullah Ahmad in 1909. In 1915, Adabiyah school was 

acknowledged by the Dutch government and began to receive government subsidies, which 

consequently made it lose much of its reformist character (Hadler, 2008).  

Muhammadiyah 

Another organization which had a profound impact on social enterprise development during 

the colonial era was Muhammadiyah.  Founded in 1912, the organization initially aimed to 

promote the purification of Javanese Islam, reformulation of Islamic doctrine, reformation of 

Islamic education and the defense of faith against external influences (Holt et al., 1977). In 

1917, Muhammadiyah’s women section was established which played an important role in 

developing Indonesian women (Ricklefs, 2001). Upon the declaration of Indonesia’s 

independence, Muhammadiyah broadened the scope of its objective to include the 

establishment of an Islamic civil society (Markus, 2007). Muhammadiyah was a social 

enterprise in nature as it conducted many income-generating activities to achieve its social 

aims.  

Muhammadiyah’s incomes were gained mainly from the profits of its trading and social 

services (Amal Usaha Muhammadiyah), alms-giving or zakah and charities from members 

and non-members (Strategi dakwah muhammadiyah dalam pembaharuan islam di Sukoharjo, 

n.d). In 1925, it had over 4,000 members. Thirteen years later, membership grew over 

250,000 across 825 branches. The significant role of Muhammadiyah in influencing Islamic 

growth during the Dutch occupation could be seen from the 800 mosques and smaller 

worship houses and more than 1,700 schools it had built by 1938 (Holt et al., 1977).  
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Even after the independence, Muhammadiyah continued to grow rapidly. According to 

Peacock (Markus, 2007), Muhammadiyah is currently the largest humanitarian movement in 

the world outside the Christian world. Based on its official site ("Muhammadiyah Networks," 

2010), the organization has 457 health institutions, 318 orphanages, 6,118 mosques, 5,080 

smaller worship houses, 2,289 kindergartens, 2,604 elementary schools, 1,722 junior high 

schools, 965 senior high schools, 162 higher education institutions, 54 old folk’s homes, 82 

rehabilitation centers and 71 schools for the disabled. Muhammadiyah offers many 

programmes which are not only beneficial for the Muslim society, but also for the general 

society.  For instance, in the field of education, as Muhammadiyah is able to provide high 

quality education, many Catholic students go to Muhammadiyah schools and later on 

continue their education to local seminaries to become priests (Markus, 2007).  

Muhammadiyah also encourages its member to set up economic institutions, 

cooperatives, foundations and many other business ventures which follow proper Islamic 

guidance (Lubis, 2004). It is sustainable partly because of its ability to maintain the formal 

succession process whereby leaders of the organization are chosen based on procedural 

democracy (Asyari, 2007).  Throughout its operation, Muhammadiyah has conducted 

leadership succession at least 14 times ("History of Muhammadiyah," 2010). 

Nahdatul Tujar 

Nahdatul Tujar or Nahdat al-Tujar (NT) means Revival of the Traders. The association was 

established to provide commercial networking for Muslim merchants in Jombang and 

Surabaya. It was established by Wahab Chasbullah and Hasjim Asj’ari in 1918. Wahab 

Chasbullah was a very successful entrepreneur who had collected a significant amount of 

capital by operating trading activities for products such as rice, wheat, sugar and precious 

stone. He also ran a very successful travel agency for hajj pilgrims (Burhanudin, 2010).  

Although  it was very short-lived, NT was considered as the forerunner in the struggle to 

promote trade among traditionalist Islamic communities (Fealy & Barton, 1996). Later in 

1926, both Wahab Chasbullah and Hasjim Asj’ari established Nahdatul Ulama (NU)  or the 

Awakening of Ulama which is currently the largest socio-religious organization in Indonesia 

with an estimated 40 to 60 million followers (A. Abdullah, 2011; Wagener, 2006).  It is also 

the largest Muslim organization in the Islamic world (Candland, 2000; Fox, 2004).  

Unlike Muhammadiyah which had more urban and middle class membership, NU had a 

stronger rural base (Fox, 2004). To actualize NU’s third pillar in empowering Muslims in 

economic activities, the organization established Lajnah Waqfiyah or the religious alms 

committee in 1930 which managed the treasury of pesantren (Islamic boarding school).  Later 

on,  NU also established many divisions to strengthen Muslim economy such as Syirkah 

Muawanah (Cooperative) which became the importer of Japanese goods in 1937 

(Kuntowidjojo, 1987), followed by Syirkah Tijariyah (Cooperative Buying Service), 

Lembaga Pengembangan Pertanian Nahdatul Ulama (Institute of Agricultural Development), 

KOPTANU (Agribusiness Cooperative ), LPNU ( Nahdatul Ulama Economic Institution), 

LPTKNU (Nahdatul Ulama Labor Development Institution), SARBUMUSI (Muslim Labor 

Association). NU has also established a holding company, PT Duta Dunia Perintis, which 

operates its rural banks in several areas in Indonesia. The profit of the company is used to set 

up more rural banks in other areas (Wahid, n.d).  

Taman Siswa 

Taman Siswa (TS) or Nationaal Onderwijs Institut was established in 1922 by Soetatmo 

Soerjokosoemo and Soewardi Soerjaningrat in Yogyakarta. Both founders were prominent 

Javanese aristocrats. Although Indonesia had not yet achieved its independence at the time, 
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founding members had inserted the word “national” in the organization’s name to reflect its 

vision of setting Indonesia free from colonial rule through education (Paradigma pendidikan 

nasional abad XXI, 2010).  The organization established schools for the lower and middle 

classes, which were previously banned by the Dutch (A study of NGOs: Regional overview 

report, 1999).  

There is no reliable account of how TS financed its activities during Dutch rule.  

However, it was believed that TS did not adopt the colonial government’s curriculum nor did 

it enjoy government’s subsidies in delivering its education services (Ricklefs, 2001).  There 

was evidence that it adopted modern European educational systems such as Montessori and 

Froebel (Wieringa, 2002), and combined it with oriental culture which was largely influenced 

by Javanese elements and the works of Rabindranath Tagore, an Indian poet and philosopher 

(Ooi, 2004). When the Dutch government banned its activities and considered the school as a 

wild one, Soewardi conducted guerrilla education whereby teachers conducted classes in their 

own homes. Whenever full-time teachers were caught by the authorities, they would be 

instantly replaced by teaching volunteers (Dewantara 1979 in Wieringa, 2002).  

By 1932, TS had managed to set up 166 schools with 11,000 students across Java and 

Madura (Harper, 2009; Ooi, 2004). Unfortunately, since then, the performance of the 

organization had been declining steadily.  In 2008, the number of TS schools had decreased 

to 129 (Luhur, 2008). Some of the factors which contributed to the situation included its 

inability to follow dynamic changes in the education sector, the expansion of state-owned 

education services, poor facilities, and over-emphasis on technical training compared to 

personality development (Ooi, 2004).  

Himpunan Saudagar Indonesia 

Another social organization established around 1930 was Himpunan Saudagar Indonesia 

(Indonesian Merchants’ Group).  The first branch was opened in Padang by Marah Sutan, 

also the founder of Sjarikat Oesaha. The organization aimed to help native traders who faced 

difficult times during the economic recession in the late 1920s and early 1930s. The next 

branch was opened in Bukittinggi by Anwar St. Saidi. Despite limited educational 

achievement, he was a successful entrepreneur who started his business at the age of 16.  His 

vision was to develop the local businesses around his hometown which produced clothing, 

silverwork, woodcarving, ironworking, and furniture.  By late December 1930, Anwar and 

the members of Merchants Group set up the Merchants’ Saving Bank. All founders agreed 

that profits would be channeled back into the venture and not be divided among the 

shareholders for the first five years. In 1931, the bank obtained its official title and changed 

its name to National Bank. The bank was able to help traders compete with Chinese 

merchants and secure much-needed capital (Kahin, 1999). 

 

Social entrepreneurship and nationalism: two sides of a coin? 

 

As mentioned previously, scholars usually analyze social transformations through the 

attributes of political opportunity structures, resources mobilization, movement identity 

formation, and political strategy and tactics (Alvord, Brown, & Letts, 2004). In this section 

we would explain how those factors supported the social transformations agenda of the local 

social enterprises. 

The National Awakening period from 1899 to 1945 was a period which saw unprecedented 

social entrepreneurship growth as a response to increasing nationalist sentiments among 

native leaders.  Ironically, it appeared to be a consequence of more ethical government 
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policies introduced by the Dutch from the late 1890s to early 1900s which improved 

education and awareness among the locals (Cribb, 1993). As a result of these policy-changes, 

well-educated Indonesians had the opportunity to set up learning institutions such as the 

Kartini schools and expand them to a scale that benefited a large segment of the population.  

Stringent fiscal policies implemented by the Dutch government in 1920s followed by the 

Great Depression in 1930s also influenced social movement and social entrepreneurship 

development in the country.  Under Dutch rule, prior to 1937, pro-independence activities 

were often curbed with political arrests (Ricklefs, 2001). But later, economic constraints 

faced by the government in the depression era had given a great opportunity for independent 

self-funded schools such as Taman Siswa to expand its services. Initially, the Dutch 

government had launched the Wild School Ordinance in 1932 to force these nationalistic 

schools to apply for official permit before they were allowed to operate. But due to their own 

economic difficulties, the Dutch government had to reduce its own spending, including 

education expenditure. The situation then forced the government to suspend the ordinance 

and allow wild schools to continue their activities (Ooi, 2004). 

Other significant events in the National Awakening period were the Japanese’ attack on 

Pearl Harbor in Hawaii in 1942 which marked their invasion of the Dutch Indies (Indonesia), 

and Japan’s surrender to the allies in 1945 which gave an opportunity to Indonesia to 

proclaim its independence. However, both events did not lead to the establishment of more 

social movements or social enterprises. Instead, national leaders began to focus more on 

diplomacy and negotiation strategies to push for independence (Darusman, 1992).  

A political opportunity structure emphasizes on exogenous factors which support social 

movement (Arzheimer & Carter, 2006). The factors can be classified into 3 categories: a 

fixed or permanent institutional feature, medium-term factors and short term contextual or 

conjectural variables. In this case, social policies introduced in the late 1890s by the Dutch 

government apparently became a long term institutional variable which influenced the 

success of social entrepreneurship from 1900 to 1942. The policies created a more conducive 

environment for certain initiatives which aimed to improve social welfare, especially in terms 

of resource availability. For instance, a rapid growth in Kartini schools was observed only 

after the new policies enabled the establishment of a foundation in 1913. On the other hand, a 

shorter-term factor might have been the Great Depression which took place in the 1930s.  The 

economic recession led the Dutch government to cut its expenditure and allow social 

movement organizations to provide critical services such as education and financing. This 

gave them, almost instantly, a greater networking capacity with the local communities which 

helped to accelerate their growth. 

In terms of political strategy, there were variations among the organizations which are 

worth noting. While some, for example Muhammadiyah, opted for a more cooperative 

strategy with the government, others including Taman Siswa chose a more independent 

approach (Ricklefs, 2001).  Obviously, the chosen strategy had an effect on factors such as 

access to government funding and permits to conduct activities. Finally, on the issue of 

identity formation, some organizations including Muhammadiyah were inclined towards 

more conservative ideologies and practices compared to others such as Sarekat Islam which 

leaned clearly towards liberalization (Lowensteyn, 2005a).  In this case, due to traditional 

indigenous values, the more liberal organizations encountered greater resistance from the 

society than those with conservative tendencies. 
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Other contributing factors 

Leadership 

The leadership in SMO and SE during colonial rule was intrinsic to local socio-culture 

especially in Java island.  Aristocracy and feudalism were still very much a part of the 

Javanese culture even after the arrival of the Dutch. The only difference was that the Dutch 

government had implemented the so-called indirect rule in which local leadership was 

incorporated within the colonial administrative structure (Lowensteyn, 2005a).  As a 

consequence, the aristocrats (priyayi) became administrators or the civil servants of the Dutch 

government.  In this way, priyayi became the first Indonesians to be exposed to Western 

education ("Priyayi," n.d).  This small but growing number of Priyayi intellectuals then 

became actively involved in politics and became leaders for the nationalist movement. Many 

of the personalities discussed above such as Kartini, Raden Aria Wira Atmaja and Soewardi 

Soerjaningrat were Javanese priyayi who fell into this category.   

One of the challenges in social entrepreneurship is that very often social development has 

to be carried out with very limited resources.  During the Dutch occupation, Dutchmen who 

made up only half a percent of the population controlled 60% of the taxable income and the 

Chinese who comprised only two percent of the population another 20% (Beck, 2007).  This 

meant that indigenous people who made up 97% of the population had to share the remaining 

20%.  In this situation, the main contribution of the leaders was to exploit their status, 

networks, knowledge and personal wealth to launch and operate their organizations.  The use 

of referent and expert sources of power enabled them to mobilize local support which led to 

the growth of SMO and SE in Indonesia. 

Religion 

According to Geertz (1976), there were three main socio-structural nuclei in Java in the 

period of study, namely the abangan (villagers), santri (religious merchants), and priyayi 

(aristocrat and civil servants).  Out of the three, santri and priyayi were the most influential 

groups in the social and nationalist movement. However, from a religious perspective, the 

santri yielded a greater influence as many Indonesians began to look at nationalism and 

independence as the key to greater freedom of religion. Many santri had received their 

education in Saudi Arabia and Egypt, and thus, unlike the priyayi, they were more inclined to 

Islamic education than western education (Kahin, 1999).  Their return to Indonesia led to the 

establishment and rapid growth of Islamic schools, which later became a very important 

element in the struggle for independence. 

Besides education, the role of Islam could also be observed through santri’s involvement 

in commercial activities. Although not all of them were entrepreneurs, santri were closely 

associated with Javanese traders. This gave them access to many resources which enhanced 

their contributions in social, charitable and political aspects of the religion (Boomgaard, 

1987a). Sarekat Dagang Islam, Muhammadiyah and Nahdatul Ulama were among the largest 

organizations in Indonesian history to be established by santri through their links with trade. 

It is important to note that the pattern of Santri’s revivalist movement in early 20
th

 century 

was different from that in the previous century. While the earlier movement was considered 

rural, orthodox and conservative, the later was characterized as urban, reformist and dynamic. 

These changes were driven by monetization, proletarianization, and the integration of the 

indigenous society with a more global economy (Boomgaard, 1987a). As religious 

merchants, the santri in the period of study thus also contributed to Islamic reforms which 

pushed Muslims in Indonesia toward greater economic heights. 
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Conclusion 

Based on archival analysis, the study has shown that the growth of social entrepreneurship in 

Indonesia from 1895 to1945 could be attributed to a social movement which was based on 

nationalistic tendencies. The push for independence from Dutch rule was able to unite diverse 

social groups to pool their resources and implement various educational and commercial 

activities through social entrepreneurship. Due to economic hardship faced by the Dutch 

during the 1930s, these social movement organizations and enterprises were allowed to 

flourish so that they could help provide important services to the community without 

incurring additional expenses for the government. Hence, it appears that colonial policies too 

had promoted the growth of social entrepreneurship in the country. 

Another contributing factor was the leadership role played by aristocrats who had access 

to resources as well as influence over the local communities.  The high position held by these 

priyayi within the Indonesian social structure ensured strong popular support for the 

organizations they led. Finally, the study found that Islam was also instrumental in the 

development of nationalism and social consciousness in the country as more people began to 

make the connection between independence and religious freedom. Due to their own 

education and commercial networks which were separate from those controlled by priyayi, 

these santri were able to fill a particular niche in the local environment towards social 

entrepreneurship development.  
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Table 1  Summary of Prominent Social Enterprises in Indonesia (1895-1945) 

Organization Year of 

Establishment 

Founder Social Enterprise like Characteristics Current Status 

Kartini School 1903 Kartini, a daughter of Javanese 

aristocrat who received 
European lower education when 

female schools were considered 

unacceptable. 

 Social Aims: Empowered local girls and revived Javanese traditions. 

Called for reforms in public health, welfare, and education sectors. 

 Innovations/New Idea: Established vocational school which was 

not available for local girls at the time  

 Entrepreneurial Quality (Revenue Sources): Revived wood 

carving, textile weaving, dyeing, gold and silver and shell crafts by 
supervising young artists. 

 Social Impact: Initiated everlasting emancipation and modernity not 
only to Indonesian women but also the entire population. She 

inspired other outstanding women to establish girls’ schools during 

colonialism.  

 Target Group/Member: In the beginning the school only received 

daughters of regency office employees. Later on, it was opened to 

any local girls. 

Some Kartini Schools in Batavia were 

closed during Japanese occupation but 
were reopened in 1953. Currently, 

most  Kartini Schools in Indonesia are 

public schools. 

Sarekat Dagang Islam (SDI)  

 

 Sarekat Islam (SI) 

1905 

 

1912 

Samanhudi, a batik entrepreneur. 

 

H.O.S Tjokroaminoto, a 
Javanese aristocrat who had 

advanced European education. 

His grandfather was a regent and 
his father was chief district 

officer. 

Agus Salim, a nobleman of 
Minangkabau upper class. His 

father was chief public 

prosecutor, a high position in the 
Dutch government. 

 Social Aims: The empowerment of local merchants and assistance 

to Muslims in advancing their social and economic conditions. 

 Innovations/New Idea: SI was the first mass nationalist social 

movement in Indonesia. 

 Entrepreneurial Quality (Revenue Sources): Established 
cooperative shops  and hotel to raise revenue.  

 Social Impact: SI shops paved the way for cooperative movement 
among Muslim middle class in Indonesia. SI influenced changes in 

relationship between the Netherlands and the Dutch Indies 
(Indonesia). It revived Islamic practices in Indonesia and influenced 

the awakening of eastern Asia.  

 Target Group/Member: Initially for indigenous traders only,  but 
later became a mass organization with open membership to non 

traders, including the purist Santri (strict muslim sect) and Abangan 

(opposition of Santri). SI claimed to have 360,000 members in 1914.  
Number and diversity of members increased due to greater political 

orientation.  

  

SDI was transformed into Sarekat 

Islam in 1912, then Partai Sarekat 

Islam in 1921. The party existed until 
Indonesia achieved independence but 

was amalgamated with other religious 

parties in 1973 into the Partai 
Persatuan Pembangunan Indonesia 

(PPP, or United Development Party) 

as it gained less than 3 percent popular 
vote.  
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Adabiah School  

 

  

Sjarikat Oesaha  

Adabiah School 

(1909) 

 

 

Sjarikat Oesaha  
(1914) 

Muhammad Taher Marah Sutan 

was an entrepreneur who open 
shipping agency. 

 

 Abdullah Ahmad, an 
intellectual who got Islamic 

training in Mecca.  

 Social Aims: To build a strong pillar for modernization through 
education and protect the local merchants from the domination of 

Dutch and Chinese merchants. 

 Innovations/New Idea: Adabiah conducted reform in Islamic 
education. The school combined religious teachings with secular 

subjects. 

 Entrepreneurial Quality (Revenue Sources): Entered many social 
fields such as education, commerce, funeral management, 

construction, theatre management and religious magazine and book 
publication. 

 Social Impact: It gives new perspective in Islamic schooling system 
and an inspiration to the next wave of Islamic educational reformists.  

 Target Group/Member: Open to all locals who wanted to learn 

Islamic religion and general knowledge. 

The school was recognized by the 

Dutch government in 1915 and 
became the subsidized Holland 

Maleische School Adabijah. During 

Japanese occupation, HIS was 
changed into Indonesian Nippon 

School. After Indonesian 

independence it became a public 
school. In1987, Sjarekat Oesaha, 

expanded its services by providing 

preschool, elementary, and higher 
education. 

Muhammadiyah 1912-Present K.H Ahmad Dahlan- a preacher 

from a well-respected religious 

family; a successful batik trader, 
who received Islamic education 

in Mecca. 

 Social Aims: To purify muslim religiosity and improve their 

welfare.  

 Innovations/New Idea: Stripping away unIslamic practices that had 

accumulated over centuries in all fields including economics. 

 Entrepreneurial Quality (Revenue Sources): Incomes were 
received from trading and social services, alms giving or zakah and 

donations from members and non-members. 

 Social Impact: Influenced modernization processes in religion, 

gender and welfare. Muhammadiyah was considered as the most 
powerful Muslim reformist in Southeast Asia. 

 Target Group/Member: Muhammadiyah set up many institutions 

which provided public services in the fields of education and welfare 
not only for muslims but also the society in general. 

To date, Muhammadiyah still operates 

several old folks homes, rehabilitation 

centers and schools for the disabled,  
hundreds of health institutions, 

orphanage, higher education 

institutions, senior high school and 
thousands of mosque, smaller worship 

houses, kindergartens, elementary 

schools, and junior high schools. 

Nahdlatul Tujar  

 

 

 

Nahdatul Ulama 

Nahdatul Tujar 

(1918) 

 

 

 
Nahdlatul Ulama 

(1926-Present) 

Wahab Chasbullah was a 

successful entrepreneur who 
sold agricultural and mining 

products, and operated hajj 

travel agency service. 

 

Hasjim Asj’ari, an ulama who 

learned about Islam in Middle 

East. 

 Social Aims: To establish network among Muslim traders in 
Jombang and Surabaya, and develop and empower the Indonesian 

people through socio-religious, preaching and education programs. 

 Innovations/New Idea: To promote traditional Sunni Islamic 
values.  

 Entrepreneurial Quality (Revenue Sources): NU set up many 
business ventures but it had a greater role in the field of education 

through the boarding schools that they established. 

 Social Impact: NU was the largest Islamic organization in Indonesia  

and the largest Muslim organization in Islamic world. 

 Target Group/Member: Open but with a larger rural membership 
than urban. 

NU is the largest Muslim organization 

in Indonesia, but due to its political 
orientation, NU’s roles in improving 

social welfare is less significant than 

Muhamamdiyah’s.   
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Taman Siswa 1922 Suwardi Surjaningrat or Ki 

Hadjar Dewantara was the 
member of noble Javanese 

family in Yogyakarta. 

Soetatmo Soerjokosoemo was 
also a Javanese aristocrat.  He 

died in 1924, 2 years after the 

establishment of Taman Siswa. 

 

 Aims: to set the people free from colonialism through indigenous 
education which infused Javanese values with modern ones. 

 Innovations/New Idea: 

    Taman Siswa freed more than 166 independent schools in 1932 in 
Java and Madura from Dutch government control. Although it 

adopted western and modern educational system, it still tried to 

preserve Javanese culture. 
-  Entreneurial Quality (Revenue Sources): Established many   

 private schools which did not adopt Dutch curriculum nor subsidized   

 by the Dutch  Government. 

 Social Impact: It inspired many other organizations to establish 

“wild schools” similar to Taman Siswa. 

 Target Group/Member: Open but was more attractive to the 

Abangan or group of people not concerned with the formal practices 
of religion. 

The role of Taman Siswa diminished 

due to more competitive environment 
in education sector, disorientation of 

training, and lack of good leadership. 

Himpunan Saudagar 

Indonesia  

(Merchants’ Group) 

1930 Marah Sutan, an  entrepreneur 

who also established Sjarikat 

Oesaha or Entrepreneurs’ 
League. 

Anwar St.Saidi, a young 

entrepreneur who entered 
business at the age of 16.  

 Aims: To strengthen indigenous entrepreneurs and the whole 

business community. 

 Innovations/New Idea: 

 Entrepreneurial Quality (Revenue Sources): Established 
Merchants’Saving Bank and National Bank of Merchants 

 Social Impact: 
     The bank defended native traders and provided them with capital. 

-  Target Group/Member: Local traders 

The National Bank existed until it was 

acquired by the Bakrie Group in 1990. 

It became a private bank, namely 
Bank Nusa Bakrie Group. 
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