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RICK HONINGS

THE FIRST 
INDONESIAN 
DOCTORATE
Hoesein Djajadiningrat, Critische beschouwing  
van de Sadjarah Bantĕn.
Haarlem, 1913

An unusual sculpture (by the sculptor Aart Schonk) can be 
found amongst the venerable busts of Dutch scholars of the 
past in Leiden’s Academy Building on Rapenburg street. It is 
of a self-confident Javanese man in traditional costume. The 
man in question is Hoesein Djajadiningrat (1886-1960) and the 
artwork was unveiled in 2014 by the then Indonesian vice pres-
ident Boediono and Leiden University’s rector magnificus Carel 
Stolker.

Djajadiningrat is almost completely unknown in the Neth-
erlands but he has not been forgotten in Indonesia, or indeed 
in Leiden. He was the first Indonesian to defend his PhD thesis 
at Leiden University.

The son of a regent
Raden Mas Hoesein Djajadiningrat (also spelled as Husein 
Jayadiningrat) was born on 8 December 1886 in Kramatwatu, 
a subdistrict of Serang in the Bantan residency (an adminis-
trative area) in what was then the Dutch East Indies. He was 
priyayi, meaning that he belonged to the Javanese nobility. His 
father was the regent of Serang. Hoesein received a European 

 Studio portrait of Hoesein Djajadiningrat. Leiden, 1906
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education. From the start of the twentieth century, the Dutch 
pursued an ‘ethical’ policy whereby Javanese of noble descent 
were gradually to be given more opportunities to receive a Eu-
ropean education. The Dutch saw this as a way of allowing the 
local population more autonomy in due course. At the state 
opening of parliament in 1901, Queen Wilhelmina stressed the 
“moral calling” of the Dutch with respect to the Javanese. 

In practice, there was little change in the strict divisions 
between the Europeans and indigenous people. This is illus-
trated by an anecdote told by Hoesein’s brother Achmad, who 
was expected to succeed his father as regent. In about 1890, he 
was admitted to the European Elementary School in Bata via 
(now Jakarta) on the recommendation of the renowned orien-
tal scholar Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (1857-1936), who was 
advising Colonel Van Heutsz in his efforts to subjugate the sul-
tanate of Aceh. But Achmad could only attend the school if he 
pretended to be an Indo-European (someone of mixed herit-
age); the headmaster did not wish it to be known that he had 
a ‘native’ amongst his pupils. So Achmad adopted the name 
Willem van Bantam. It was only after obtaining his school 
 diploma, when he took his exams for admission to secondary 
school, that he revealed his Javanese name – upon which his 
European friends spurned him.

Success at Leiden
Like his brother, Hoesein was given the opportunity to contin-
ue beyond primary school. On the recommendation of Snouck 
Hurgronje, he too was admitted to the secondary school in 
Serang, where he obtained his diploma in June 1904. Snouck 
had written previously to Hoesein’s father saying that he be-
lieved “it would be worthwhile” letting his son “study in some 
or other faculty” in the Netherlands. Hoesein left that same 
month for the Netherlands. He settled in Leiden and spent a 
year as an extraneus (a student who takes exams but does not 
attend lectures), brushing up his knowledge. He got his cer-
tificate in June 1905, which enabled him to start a degree in 
Oriental Languages at Leiden University. The choice of degree 
subject was telling. Hoesein believed that “one of the means 
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whereby the mental world of a people can be elevated to a 
higher level is by attaching an importance to the products of 
their own minds”. By studying the languages and cultures of 
his own people, Hoesein wanted to help elevate the Javanese 
“based on their own mental world”. The Javanese should re-
main Javanese. Later, he would say, “If you stuff him full of 
Western learning, he will become some intermediate thing, 
neither fish nor fowl.”

Hoesein attended lectures by Snouck Hurgronje, who had 
returned from the East Indies in 1906 and was now professor 
of Arabic at Leiden University. In 1908, Hoesein received a dis-
tinction in the ‘candidate exam’ (equivalent to a Bachelor’s) in 
the linguistics and literature of the East Indies archipelago. He 
also played an active role in student life, editing the student al-
manac and serving as the secretary and then chair of the East 
Indies Society and Quaestor Collegii of the Leiden Students’ 
Corps.

In 1909, he was appointed a member of the ethnological 
institute kitlv (now called the Royal Netherlands Institute 
of Southeast Asian and Caribbean Studies). That same year, 

Hoesein Djajadiningrat (far right) at the annual dinner of his fraternity.
Leiden, 1909
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 Hoesein received an honorary gold medal from Leiden Uni-
versity for his submission in response to a competition ques-
tion, entitled ‘Critical overview of the information contained 
in Malay works on the history of the sultanate of Aceh’. The 
medal was handed to him in a ceremony on 20 September 1909 
in the university’s Main Auditorium. The rector magnificus, 
J.C. Kluyver, spoke the following words: “You are the first per-
son born in one of our colonies to have come to the mother 
country to imbibe the civilization of the Netherlands.” Accord-
ing to Kluyver, the fact that Hoesein was now receiving this ac-
colade showed that he was on a level with the Dutch students. 
This was followed by “heartfelt applause”, according to the 
newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad.

Just over one year later, in October 1910, Hoesein passed his 
‘doctoral exam’ (equivalent to a Master’s), again with distinc-
tion. In early 1911, an elaborated, seventy-page version of his 
prize-winning essay appeared in the Dutch-language journal 
for East Indies studies Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volken-
kunde van Nederlandsch-Indie. The publication of that article in 
such a prestigious journal launched his career as an academic.

A Javanese in the academy
On Saturday, 3 May 1913, Hoesein defended his PhD thesis in 
Leiden’s Academy Building, the first Indonesian to do so in the 
Netherlands. Numerous newspapers remarked on this mile-
stone. The PhD candidate was now a “doctor in the linguistics 
and literature of the East Indies archipelago”. He dedicated his 
thesis to his deceased parents and to his oldest brother Ach-
mad, now the regent of Serang. In his foreword, he thanked his 
“most esteemed supervisor” Snouck, who had always encour-
aged him since he was a child.

Hoesein’s thesis deals with the Sadjarah Bantĕn (history 
[sejarah] of Banten/Bantam). The doctoral student describes 
the work as “the oldest Javanese chronicle known to us and 
although of course it largely deals with the local history of 
Bantĕn, it also contains traditions concerning an older histo-
ry and the period in which Java became Muslim, which some-
times differ from what is found on these subjects in other 
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chronicles”. The earliest version dated from the second half of 
the seventeenth century, but not a single complete copy had 
survived of that version. By comparing some ten incomplete 
copies, Djajadiningrat was able to reconstruct the chronicle. 
He also placed it in a historical context and compared the con-
tent against other Javanese chronicles and Portuguese and 
Dutch historical sources.

Djajadiningrat’s thesis made a deep impression; there was 
good reason why he was awarded a distinction. One of the 
members of the PhD committee was the revered Leiden ori-
entalist Hendrik Kern, who was nearly eighty by then. In the 
literary magazine De Gids, he heaped extensive praise on this 
“superlative” work. According to Kern, everyone should take 

Professors at the opening of the Law School in Batavia.  
Djajadiningrat is seated on the left in the first row. 1924
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note of the fact that a Javanese from a distinguished family 
had obtained the title of Doctor, and done so in “the most hon-
ourable manner”. He added, “This dissertation fully deserves 
our attention not just for this reason but also because of its 
inherent value.”

Others commented favourably on it too. The former officer 
in the Royal Dutch Indies Army and ex-politician Egbert Broer 
Kielstra praised the thesis in the journal Onze Eeuw. Not only 
was it written in excellent Dutch, it was also comprehensive 
and accurate: “One has the impression that the Bantam noble-
man spared no effort in giving his paper baby the best possi-
ble care.” It also demonstrated that the author was well-read 
and sharp-witted and testified to “a superior academic mind”. 
Kielstra concluded: “Should anyone still doubt the ability of a 
native of the Dutch East Indies to rise through his own efforts 
to a high position in the European academic world, one could, 
I feel, suffice by proffering this dissertation to the doubter 
in question.” He hoped many others would follow Hoesein’s 
 example.

The fact that a Javanese from a respectable family had ob-
tained a doctorate – at the oldest university in the Netherlands 
too – was seen as proof that the Dutch colonial ‘ethical’ policy 
aimed at elevating the Javanese was having the desired effect. 
That was a positive sign.

To the East Indies and Indonesia
Seven days after defending his thesis, on 10 May 1913, Hoesein 
set sail from Amsterdam to Batavia on board the steamship 
Vondel. He would prove his worth as a scholar in the years that 
followed. He continued to carry out research and was appoint-
ed a professor at the Law School in Batavia in 1924.

In 1935, Djajadiningrat became a member of the Coun-
cil of the Indies, in which capacity he advised the governor- 
general. After the Japanese invaded the country, he became 
head of the department for religious affairs and he played a 
role in Indonesia’s struggle for independence. He attended 
the coronation of Queen Juliana in Amsterdam in 1948. At this 
point, the Dutch had started their attempt to regain control of 
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the former  colony using violence. The ‘police actions’, as they 
were termed, turned out to be a euphemism for a bloody war 
of decolonization. That Djajadiningrat felt an affinity with the 
Indonesian struggle is also evident from his presence at the 
Round Table Conference in 1949 in The Hague to discuss the 
transfer of sovereignty to Indonesia. In 1952, he was appointed 
professor of Islamic studies and Arabic at the new Universitas 
Indonesia in Depok.

He did well in his private life too. In 1921 he married Prin-
cess Partini (1902-1998), sixteen years his junior, who had 
grown up in the court of Solo. They had six children together. 
She is known for her 1948 novel Widijawati (written in Dutch!), 
which she published under the pseudonym Arti Purbani. In 
her memoirs, Partini described Hoesein as a pleasant, pa-
tient and attentive man, even if she initially found his extreme 
punctuality hard to get used to. Hoesein was always reading 
and engrossed in his studies. On 12 November 1960, nearly fifty 
years after getting his PhD, the first Indonesian Leiden doctor 
passed away in Jakarta at the age of seventy three.

Concluding remarks
In 2015, Djajadiningrat was decorated posthumously by the In-
donesian president Joko Widodo with an important honour, 
Bintang Budaya Parama Dharma, in recognition of his pioneer-
ing services to Indonesian scholarship. Leiden has not forgot-
ten him either. In 2020, to mark the seventy-fifth anniversary 
of the independence of Indonesia, alumni of the Minerva fra-
ternity held a collection to fund a biography of  Djajadiningrat. 
The historians Tom van den Berge and  Marieke Bloembergen 
– both employed at the Royal Netherlands Institute of South-
east Asian and Caribbean Studies – took on this task. The 
 biography will tell the fascinating story of the life of Hoesein 
Djajadiningrat, the man who is commemorated by the proud 
statue in the Academy Building.

When Djajadiningrat obtained his doctorate with a distinc-
tion in 1913, many Dutch people were amazed. The colonial 
mindset of the day assumed the Javanese were less intelligent, 
ambitious and educated; it was thought they needed the help 
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of the Netherlands. However, he showed with his thesis that 
the Javanese too were capable of superior academic achieve-
ments. Djajadiningrat paved the way for the many Indone-
sians who would come to Leiden to study after him. Given the 
Netherlands’ colonial past, it seems particularly unfair that 
they still have to pay the high rate for the institutional tuition 
fee, a rate that is unaffordable for so many. Djajadiningrat’s 
thesis shows how important it is to collaborate with Indone-
sians on an equal footing.
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