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• 1951 conference in San 
Francisco to sign 
international peace 
treaty with Japan

• Subardjo mentioned 4 
million victims 

• Indonesian government 
never published the 
promised facts and 
figures 

• But 4 million = 8% of 
Java’s 1940 population! 

Conference for the Conclusion and Signature of the Treaty of Peace with Japan; San

Francisco, California, September 4-8, 1951; Record of Proceedings, pp.219-224: 

. . .
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• Is not about the causes of the famine:

– see 

– or see Gregg Huff’s 2020 book

• But about 2 new papers:

1. Re-estimating the famine victims

– where does the 4 million estimate come 
from? What is it based on?

– is it accurate? If not, how to re-estimate?

2. Why are the 4 million victims not part 
of Indonesia’s historiography and 
public memory?
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This presentation
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• 4 million? Egbert de Vries (1946) concluded 2.4 million victims

• Some foreign historians repeated the De Vries estimate (including me)

• But historiography in Indonesia remains largely silent about this human tragedy

– Poesponegoro and Notosusanto (1990), Soejono et al. (2008), Imran (2012).

– discussion human toll of 1942-45 focuses on the romusha

• Historians Aiko Kurasawa + Shigeru Sato studied rural Java during 1942-1945, 
doubted the estimates of 2.4 million and 4 million

– but did not clearly specify what was wrong with either

• For that reason:

– Where does the number of 4 million come from? Is it reliable?

– Why is it not part of Indonesia’s historiography and public memory? 

ANU Research School of Management | Missing millions: The victims of Java’s 1944-45 famine4

Human toll of the famine is a contentious issue
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Economisch Weekblad

(4 May 1946)

Ma’moer (10 January 1946)  

Saturday Evening 

Express (Tasmania) 

(20 October 1945).
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• Village records in Java, published 1874-1895 (Gardiner & Oei 1986) 

• Revived 1911 by public health service (DVG-Jawatan Kesehatan) for contagious 
disease surveillance: if MR ↑ in region → investigate + contain outbreak

• Public health service officer in each Java kabupaten supervised weekly data 
collection in villages, aggregated data → to residency office → to head office 
in Jakarta → annual statistical yearbook, last for 1940

• OK for contagious disease monitoring, but 1920s-1930s already known that 
infant mortality was under-recorded, both as deaths and births

• Since 1933 improvement of registration + work towards a nascent civil 
register for Indonesians. But roll-out in Java interrupted 1942, resumed 1952 
by new Departemen Kesehatan + extended to other islands

• Publication of MR and BR resumed 1952 until quality deteriorated in 1960s  
ANU Research School of Management | Missing millions: The victims of Java’s 1944-45 famine6

Data on deaths and births in Java
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• By 1952 rollout of the improved deaths and births registration system in Java 
almost complete

ANU Research School of Management | Missing millions: The victims of Java’s 1944-45 famine7

From Mochtar (1953) ‘Health education and rural health problems in Indonesia’. 
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• By 1956 
rollout in 
Java 
com-
pleted

• Rollout 
in other 
islands 
started 
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From Soedarjono (1956) ‘Pendaftaran penduduk, kelahiran dan kematian di Indonesia’.
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• But by 1963 MR and BR data in Java 
of no use anymore, due to

– missing, non-reported values “x)” 

– values decrease over time = 
increasing under-recording

• 1952-1956 still reasonably complete
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Step 1:  
Reported 
aggregated 
av. mortality 
(MR) and birth 
rates of ethnic 
Indonesian 
population in 
all kabupaten
in Java (‰)

Sources: 1935-1940 Indisch

Verslag; 1943-1944 

Soemodilogo (1946), 1952-

1955 Breman (1963). Original 

source: DVG Public Health 

Service, Jawatan Kesehatan.
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Step 2: Add 
unweighted 
averages of 
incomplete  
data for 
kabupaten, 
residencies and 
cities in Java 
1940-1952 for 
which MR and 
BR data 
available (‰)
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Step 3: 
Interpolate 
the reported 
aggregated 
MR and BR 
data with 
unweighted 
averages for 
kabupaten, 
residencies 
and cities in 
Java 1940-
1952 for 
which MR and 
BR data 
available (‰)
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• Other population 
growth estimates 
allow net loss 
estimate for 
1942-45 

– e.g. Keyfitz & 
Nitisastro (1954: 
57). But is based 
on net population 
growth: cannot 
differentiate  
between lower 
births and higher 
deaths

• But now we can …

ANU Research School of Management | Missing millions: The victims of Java’s 1944-45 famine13

– except that registered population + MR, BR are too low, largely due to under-reporting of IMR
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• Solution: use 
Widjojo
Nitisastro
(1970) 
estimates of 
BR + MR (‰)

• based on 5-
yearly age 
brackets 
from the 
1961 
population 
census + 
assumptions 
about life 
expectancy



TEQSA PROVIDER ID: PRV12002 (AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITY) CRICOS PROVIDER CODE: 00120C

ANU Research School of Management | Missing millions: The victims of Java’s 1944-45 famine15

Step 4: 
Extrapolate  
each of 
Widjojo
Nitisastro’s
5-yearly 
estimates of 
BR and MR 
with 
estimated 
annual BR 
and MR (‰)
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• Corrected 
net 
population 
loss 
estimates, 
based on MR 
and BR and 
population 
growth from  
Nitisastro
(1970) 
extrapolated 
to annual 
data

ANU Research School of Management | Missing millions: The victims of Java’s 1944-45 famine16
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• Japanese censorship: no newspaper reports on rice purchase system, on food 
shortages, on 1944 Indramayu uprisings, on malnutrition + famine etc.

– no food production data published, even though they were collected

– no MR + BR data published, even though they were collected

• Japanese military government did not commission reports on food situation. 
But knowledge of food shortages existed, as other reports witnessed

– e.g. Subardjo (advisor to Japanese navy commander) travelled around rural 
Java in early 1944 → unpublished July 1944 report 

– e.g. Prawoto (advisor to Department of Economic Affairs) researched April-
August 1944 Indramayu farmer uprisings → unpublished October 1944 report

• One exception: Boentaran (member Chuo Sangi-in) analysed MR + BR in 
Semarang residency 1942-1943 + hospital admissions Sept.1943-Feb.1944, 
concluded deteriorating food and public heath situation: MR > BR

ANU Research School of Management | Missing millions: The victims of Java’s 1944-45 famine18

What was known during 1944-1945 about 
the famine conditions in Java?
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• Cc

• cc
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In the 1944-45 Sanyo-Kaigi:

Boentaran Martoatmodjo (1944) ‘Pemandangan singkat …’, Berita

Ketabiban, 3(4-5-6) 43-52,

D
jaw

a
B

aroe
(O

ctober and N
ovem

ber 1943).
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• Provide advice on rice acquisition 
system that was well-below 
target in the 1944 crop season

• Discussion blamed corrupt local 
officials + Chinese rice millers for 
shortfall 

• Discussion expresses need for 
more control over rice economy

• Boentaro reported new data 
Central Java: MR » BR → Prawoto
expressed dismay about this

• Conclusion: farmers should hand 
over paddy, price needs increase, 
rice mills need to be nationalised

– but nothing about the unfolding 
human disaster

ANU Research School of Management | Missing millions: The victims of Java’s 1944-45 famine20

Minutes of the 8 January 1945
Sanyo-Kaigi meeting
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• ca.200,000 romusha perished 
• since 1940s they are part of 

Indonesia’s public memory + 
historiography 

• due to kumpulan2 & 
kelompok2 eks-romusha in 
1940s-1950s

• Sukarno expressed co-
responsibility in 1965 Cindy 
Adams autobiography
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Djawa Baroe (October 1944).

June 1948: Sukarno at the Pekanbaru

railway romusha monument 

https://kepustakaan-

presiden.perpusnas.go.id/EN/photo/

Western Mail (5 April 1945) 

Romusha in Numfoor (NW Papua), August 1944

https://kepustakaan-presiden.perpusnas.go.id/EN/photo/


TEQSA PROVIDER ID: PRV12002 (AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITY) CRICOS PROVIDER CODE: 00120C

• In 1951 Subardjo’s 4m victims were public knowledge, but then it disappeared 
from public record in Indonesia. Not even the 2.4m estimate mentioned

1. Japan-Indonesia bilateral treaty negotiations 1952-1958

• But compensation for human suffering not part of discussion → no need to 
repeat 4m victims estimate at risk of offending Japanese counterparts

• 1951 war damage estimate of US$ 17.5b → 1958 US$ 0.8b support package

2. Mounting media censorship in Indonesia after 1953

• 1946-1951 public criticism of Sukarno role during 1942-1945

– e.g. 1951 Sukarno sues Indonesia Raya for perasaan terganggu (hurt feelings) 

• Criticism + critical views of Japanese occupation years blunted during 1950s. 
Coincided with increased censorship since 1953, since March 1957

– during Suharto presidency sensitive attitude of Indonesian authorities 
towards relations with Japan persisted, e.g. 1973 Romusha film

ANU Research School of Management | Missing millions: The victims of Java’s 1944-45 famine22

Why are the 1944-45 famine victims not part of public memory? 
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• Setting the historical record straight

• Establishing magnitude is important in context of a multitude of studies on 
transgenerational effects of trauma on health and wellbeing 

– many studies on the various transgenerational consequences (physical and 
mental health) + epigenetic effects (in-utero genetic changes) of famines 
on 2nd and 3rd generations, also today, such as
» 1845-52 Ireland famine: e.g. Walsh (2016) – higher mental illness

» 1944-45 Leningrad famine: e.g. Tolkunova et al. (2023) – more unhealthy eating

» 1944-45 Holland famine: e.g. Veenendaal et al. (2013) – higher cardiovascular issues

» 1945 Vietnam famine: e.g. Guven et al. (2021) – lower socio-economic status

» 1959-61 China famine: e.g. Xie & Zhu (2023) – higher health and economic 
disadvantages; Zhang & Kim (2023) – lower mental health

• But no such studies for Indonesia 
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The magnitude of the 1944-45 famine: Does it matter?


