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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This research project officially started in August 2001 as part of the research 
program ‘Indonesia in Transition’, financed by KNAW (Royal Dutch 
Academy of Sciences) and the departments of Cultural Anthropology and 
Development Studies at the Radboud University Nijmegen. Having 
obtained a MA in Development Studies and, in so doing, gained fieldwork 
experience on the effects of the economic crisis in Thailand, a whole new 
direction opened up. Not only did I need to study the history and context 
of a different Southeast Asian country (in this case Indonesia) and another 
language, I also had to absorb many aspects of another discipline, namely 
Cultural Anthropology. Some would argue that it is better to focus on a 
single discipline in one’s education, rather than two, and it would defi-
nitely have shortened the process, but I have learnt that Cultural 
Anthropology and Development Studies have a lot to offer each other, and 
that their integration strengthens both fieldwork and analysis.

Both Development Studies and Cultural Anthropology offer studies 
into similar topics, but from different perspectives (which sometimes 
oppose each other), and employ different research methods. However, 
this new learning route has taught me that both perspectives are highly 
intertwined, and that only by integrating the two perspectives can the 
‘logic’ behind the way people in Tana Toraja make a living between crises 
and ceremonies be thoroughly understood. In line with my own experi-
ences, I hope that this thesis stimulates further exchanges between anthro-
pologists and academics from development studies. If it is successful in 
this, it will contribute to research methodology, the core concepts and 
theories of both disciplines and, most importantly, reduce one-sided mis-
interpretations of complex societies, by over-emphasizing either culture 
or socio-economics, which often lead to unsuccessful governmental or 
NGO interventions.

According to Gupta and Ferguson (1997:1), ‘the single most significant 
factor determining whether a piece of research will be accepted as (that 
magic word) “anthropological” is the extent to which it depends on experi-
ence “in the field” ’. Field experience is shaped by the people who surround 
a researcher during his fieldwork. Here there is too little space to thank 
individually all the hundreds of individuals who have contributed to my 
fieldwork experience, but I would like to express my deepest gratitude to 
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all people of the villages of Palipu’ and Kondo’, and the other respondents 
in Tana Toraja, Makassar and Jakarta, for their hospitality, kindness, open-
ness, help and cooperation. Without the support of these people, the 
research would have been impossible. Conducting research in the above 
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��According to o���cial accounts, in 2001 the number of ceremonies in Tana Toraja 
reached 2,045, of which 1,872 were funerals (BPKD Tana Toraja:2002). At these ceremonies 
a total of as many as 8,157 bu�falo and 25,235 pigs were slaughtered.

CHAPTER ONE

CRISIS AND CEREMONIES: AN INTRIGUING PARADOX

The sound of a gong and drumbeat echo throughout the valley, announcing 
the arrival of a new group of guests at the ceremonial ��eld. Large bamboo 
shelters surround the rectangular arena to accommodate the thousands of 
guests. At the centre stands a two-storey bamboo construction that contains 
the body of Ne�Sukku who died eleven months earlier, in June 2002. She will 
be carried to the family grave on the following day, after seven days of rituals. 
The arriving guests pay their last respects to the deceased woman in a formal 
procession and slowly walk around the ritual ��eld, leading water bu�falo and 
carrying pigs, jugs of palm wine and baskets of rice. Their names and gifts 
are announced to the guests already seated in the shelters around the ��eld. 
One of Ne�Sukku�s children carefully writes down all gifts that are brought in; 
already hundreds of bu�falo and pigs, tons of rice in sacks, dozens of vats of 
palm wine and millions of rupiah. Relatives, friends and acquaintances 
come from far and near in the highlands of Tana Toraja to bring their gifts for 
the family of the deceased. Moreover, hundreds of migrants�who live all 
over Indonesia and beyond�have returned to Tana Toraja to attend this 
funeral ceremony. Some are wearing the latest fashions and are taking pho-
tographs with their digital cameras. Amid the bustling, men are hacking buf-
falo meat into small pieces for distribution among the guests. Slowly, the 
whole ritual ��eld is covered with blood, bones and meat as tens of bu�falo 
are slaughtered.

Watching this extravagant funeral ceremony and the tremendous mobili-
zation of resources which it involves, one ��nds it hard to believe that 
Indonesia was a�fected by an economic and political crisis in the late 
1990s. Moreover, this funeral is not an extreme event but typical of hun-
dreds of similar funeral and tongkonan (ancestral house) ceremonies that 
continue to be organized every year.� One may ask what has been going on 
in this mountainous district? While Indonesia has su�fered an economic 
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��There are various spellings for the name of the people inhabiting Tana Toraja. The 
more common ones used in English language literature are Toraja, Toradja and Toraya. 
Because I ��nd it confusing to use exactly the same name for the people as the area they 
originate from, I opted for the term Torajan when referring to a person who originates from 
the Tana Toraja region and Torajans to refer to the people from Tana Toraja. This approach 
is favored by Torajan linguistic experts at the Christian University of Tana Toraja (IKIP).

crisis, Torajans� have still managed to pull enough money together to orga-
nize large ceremonies. Moreover, why are these funerals so important that 
thousands of local people and migrants ��nd the time and money to par-
ticipate? When I arrived in Tana Toraja in 2001, and again in 2002, to map 
the way in which people at the local level make a living in the aftermath of 
an Indonesian economic crisis that had led to a near virtual collapse of the 
national economy, I was thus confronted with people who spend most or 
all of their entire household budget on funeral ceremonies. Unravelling 
this paradox and through that obtaining a thorough understanding of the 
way in which Torajans make a living in times of economic crisis is the pur-
pose of this study.

Tana Toraja is a mountainous region in the Indonesian province of 
South Sulawesi, which is probably best known for its beautiful scenery, 
colourfully painted houses with saddle roofs and spectacular funeral cer-
emonies (see Map 1.1). For years it has been among the most popular tour-
ist destinations in Indonesia and a site for countless anthropological 
studies. Unlike most of the preceding researchers (see for example Nooy-
Palm 1979a; Volkman 1985; Crystal 1974) who have documented cultural 
and symbolic aspects of such funeral ceremonies, I had prepared for a 
socioeconomic approach. When I entered the research scene, cultural 
aspects and ideals, such as the funeral ceremony, but also ancestral houses 
and honour and shame (siri’) seemed to imbue Torajan lives in all the 
domains. I assumed that there must be a di�ferent logic behind the way 
Torajans make a living than a perspective based solely on income, employ-
ment, consumption criteria and basic needs. Though it seemed appropri-
ate to depart from livelihood studies, because these frameworks pay 
signi��cant attention to individual agency, their formulation is still heavily 
based on the economy while political, social and cultural aspects remain 
contextual. In Torajan lives (as in those of most people�s) much more is at 
stake than economic rationality. Behavior is equally in��uenced by what is 
socially and culturally valued and crucial. Besides the economy, human 
agents are embedded in various political, cultural and social structures 
that in��uence their practices. Most livelihood analyses appeared to be of 
little help in understanding the full complexities of everyday Torajan life 
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��The name �Makassar� was formally reinstated on 13 October 1999 after it had been 
changed to Ujung Pandang in 1971. For a more detailed explanation, see Morrell 2001a.

and to be overly focused on economic factors. As Sajogyo, the chairman of 
the Working Body of an Afro-Economic Survey of Indonesia, explained in 
1971, �If you want to understand the economy of my country, study our 
culture and our political system; if you want to understand our culture and 
our political system, study our economy� (Penny 1971:122). Through adding 
a broad spectrum of concepts and analytical approaches to the livelihood 
perspective, this study should deliver a more complete picture than exist-
ing livelihood and poverty studies.

Tana Toraja�s people derive their living mainly from agriculture, live-
stock, tourism, government jobs and small-scale industry and manufac-
turing. Many Torajans have left their homeland in search of work, for 
education, or to escape the constraints of social strati��cation. Torajans 
tend to be ready to move from place to place and have a long history of 
out-migration, but at the same time most migrants maintain strong ties 
with kin in their homeland. Torajans have a strong sense of identity, and 
their extensive cultural repertoire (for example, ancestral houses and large 
funeral ceremonies) and sense of kinship still constitutes the frame of ref-
erence in most Torajan lives, whether at home or away. The increasing 
mobility of Torajans has led to a broad array of dispersed and/or frag-
mented networks that cut across political boundaries and span multiple 
localities. Contemporary Torajan society consists of networks scattered all 
over the world, with the largest densities in Indonesia, and major concen-
trations in Tana Toraja and Makassar,� the capital city of South Sulawesi. 
Therefore, a conventional, single-site �exemplary� location, with an inde-
pendently bounded set of relationships and activities is inadequate for a 
profound understanding of Torajan livelihoods.

Various economic, cultural and socio-political changes have taken 
place in Tana Toraja that are important for understanding the contempo-
rary setting in which Torajans make a living. Given this, an exploration of 
the general lines and details of history as well as the systematic dynamics 
of the various transitional periods and local processes of the economic, 
cultural and socio-political domains form an important part of this study. 
By providing an extensive historical dimension, this study also tries to get 
a grip on the often confusing and contradictory ethnographic accounts of 
the social and political organization of Tana Toraja. Further, it aims to 
advance the ethnography of highland Tana Toraja as well as to further  
the comparative study of numerous similar societies. Torajans show both 
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��Most abbreviations in Indonesia have a double meaning; �Rama� is also the name of an 
important Hindu god.

unique characteristics as well as striking similarities to other ethnic groups 
in the Indonesian archipelago (most notably Minangkabau, Dayak and 
Bali Aga) and elsewhere in the world (for example, the Ashanti in Ghana, 
the highland people of central Luzon in the Philippines and the peasant 
communities, or comunidades, in the Peruvian central highlands).

Determining on an approach that goes beyond a purely economic per-
spective and takes into account the cultural realms requires both analyti-
cal accommodation and reconceptualization and has methodological 
implications for the way data are gathered. Methodologically, capturing 
such a complex object of study with no clear boundaries requires a move 
away from a �conventional single-site location� to a research design with 
�multiple sites� (Marcus 1995:95) that extends the description of the par-
ticular in detail toward a more holistic approach, or shifts from an ethno-
graphic study of a single community to a method based on inter-local 
comparison�which proceeds by �following the people�, �following the 
thing�, and �following the story�. The present account is the result of a 
multi-sited, multi-dimensional and multi-method piece of research in 
which I followed the Torajan people, their goods and their stories from the 
highlands to the city of Makassar and even to the Indonesian capital of 
Jakarta.

Makassar: A Transit City

A wall painting in the Protestant church in kampong RAMA shows an 
exquisite Torajan landscape with lush rice terraces stacked against moun-
tain ridges stretching up to the sky. The mountain plateau is traversed by a 
swiftly ��owing stream in which eye-catching white-spotted bu�falo are 
bathing. On hillocks in the midst of the rice terraces stand large saddle-
roofed houses decorated with colourful carvings. The place is a heaven on 
earth�at least that is what the painting on the church wall behind the 
altar leads you to believe. This church, named Gereja Toraja is about seven 
kilometres from the centre of Makassar. The abbreviation RAMA� stands 
for Rantepao-Makale, the only two towns in Tana Toraja itself. For a long 
time, the neighbourhood has been predominantly inhabited by Torajans, 
and it is the only place whose name directly re��ects the ethnicity of the 
Torajan highlands. However, it is not di���cult to discover that Torajans are 
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��False names are sometimes used in this book to protect the privacy of individuals 
described.

spread all over Makassar, from neighbourhoods of well-to-do citizens to 
slum areas. At all corners of the city, particularly in the Indonesian-style 
houses of the richer families, one ��nds ornamental elements of the façades 
of typical Torajan houses. These better o�f residents work at the govern-
ment o���ces, high schools, hospitals, universities and small-scale indus-
tries, as well as in shops and out on the streets as vendors. In fact, Makassar 
is the home of the largest Torajan community living outside Tana Toraja 
with an estimated 70,000 Torajan migrants residing in the provincial capi-
tal of South Sulawesi.

The city port of Makassar is located on the southwestern tip of the 
orchid-shaped island of Sulawesi (see Map 1.1) and has been the gateway 
to the eastern archipelago of Indonesia for centuries. It has become a 
microcosm of the people who originate from the populous province itself 
and from the thousands of islands that make up the social fabric of eastern 
Indonesia. Among these peoples, the Torajans constitute the fourth largest 
ethnic group. They come to the city to work, study, buy supplies, enjoy 
leisure activities, or simply because the city is a necessary transit point on 
the way to or from other places in Indonesia and abroad. By bus, Tana 
Toraja is a day�s trip away from Makassar, which makes it di���cult to trans-
fer immediately to connecting airplanes and boats on the same day as 
one�s departure. Most migrants regularly return to the Torajan highlands 
(even from distant countries) for funerals and other important rituals. 
These rituals seem to be an e�fective mechanism for maintaining strong 
ties between migrants and Torajans in the highlands, even for second- and 
third- generation migrants who were not born in Tana Toraja. As a conse-
quence, tens of thousands of Torajans travel through Makassar each year.

One example is Pa� Salusu� who lives with his wife, two children and 
maid on the eastern edge of the city in a fairly large house. His house has 
four guest rooms to accommodate the many visitors traveling between 
Tana Toraja and Kalimantan, Irian Jaya, Java or beyond. He often receives 
distant relatives who show up unannounced to spend the night at his 
house. Travellers who have stayed at his house have given it the apposite 
name �transit hotel�. In fact, Torajans in Makassar are orchestrating and 
managing migrants� visits not only by providing a place to stay, but also 
through making arrangements, such as buying or booking onward bus, 
boat or airplane tickets. To some extent, they function also as intermediar-
ies between family members and acquaintances living in the highlands 
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and those overseas. The communication infrastructure in Tana Toraja is 
still rather limited, especially in the more remote areas, and Torajans in 
Makassar are often contacted ��rst to relay a message to family members 
living elsewhere in the world. Nevertheless, given that thousands of 
Torajans living all over Indonesia and abroad return to the highlands to 
attend funeral ceremonies without receiving any formal invitation�
something forbidden by Torajan custom�one can deduce that com
munication lines within the Torajan transnational network are highly 
e�fective.

While Makassar, through its favourable geographical location, is the 
central hub of the transnational or translocal Torajan network, the net-
work itself gravitates toward Tana Toraja. Torajans might reside and live 
outside the highlands, but their focus in life is still centred upon Tana 
Toraja or, more speci��cally, their ancestral home; meaning both the physi-
cal structure and the group of people that belong to it. In other words, the 
social organization of the Torajan migrant community in Makassar is a 
re��ection of the home society. Migrants are organized in so-called keruku-
nan (associations) that are based on kinship or place of origin in Tana 
Toraja, and social relations among them are often based on long-standing 
relationships between their families in the homeland. Moreover, the most 
respected and powerful Torajans in Makassar all originate from the high-
est social class in the highlands. Moving up the social ladder, or at least 
protection of their status, can only be achieved through particular perfor-
mances in the highlands, especially in the ceremonial domain. This has 
led to an injection of migrant-money into Torajan rituals and, conse-
quently, to an ever-increasing size, cost and extravagance of funeral cere-
monies, and to the re-building of ancestral houses. Although migrants 
might have left Tana Toraja, they remain closely tied to their home family 
and, as such, even have a large in��uence over them and the broader region; 
in both a cultural and political sense. When local elections are due, Torajan 
politicians go to Makassar to lobby for support from the Torajan elites, 
thereby gaining the loyalty of their associates in Tana Toraja. If they  
have substantial objections, powerful migrants might even be able to  
prevent the implementation of particular policy measures in Tana Toraja. 
Therefore, the local district head and his entourage regularly visit 
Makassar� to ��nd support for their plans from among the urban Torajan 
elites. Further, on their visits to Tana Toraja, these well-educated elites 
often provide unsolicited advice to the district head on issues such as  
education, healthcare, employment, tourism and, to a lesser extent, 
agriculture.
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In short, Makassar is the home of the largest Torajan migrant commu-
nity in the world and houses many brokers that play a central role in the 
national and transnational networks of Torajans. The social organization 
of the migrant community is a re��ection of the social structure in their 
homeland, and many migrants either transfer considerable ��nancial sums 
to their relatives in Tana Toraja (mostly as contributions to funeral cere-
monies) or interfere in the political a�fairs of the region. Clearly anyone 
interested in Tana Toraja needs to examine Makassar, or more speci��cally 
the Torajan community living there. Having acknowledged this fact, the 
researcher faces the question as to where these Torajan migrants actually 
come from? Or, to put it di�ferently, how does the place they feel so  
connected with look like in a geographical, socio-political, cultural and 
economic sense?

Tana Toraja: A Social Labyrinth

The second time I arrived in Tana Toraja I made a confusing journey into 
the depth of Torajan life. After spending some time in the torrid and bus-
tling city of Makassar, the pleasant mountain climate and serenity of Tana 
Toraja were a pleasant surprise when I got o�f the bus in the town of 
Makale, the administrative capital of Tana Toraja. A small, friendly looking 
man in his early sixties welcomed me and escorted me to a nicely deco-
rated brick house, a few hundred metres from the bus stop. As I learned 
later, this was the restored ancestor-house of his wife�s family, and my 
accommodation for the coming months. His wife, Tante (aunt), as I was 
expected to call her, had been born in this house and moved to the city of 
Makassar when she was 18 to continue her education. After graduation she 
found a position as a teacher at an elementary school on the island of 
Buton (o�f the south coast of Sulawesi). There she met her present hus-
band, known as Oom (uncle) to me. Oom and Tante have taught all over 
Indonesia, from Buton to Irian Jaya to Makassar and to Pare Pare. After 
four decades of wanderings through the archipelago they returned to Tana 
Toraja in 1992. In the highlands they taught at a local elementary school in 
the village of Ge�tengan for eight years until they retired. Two years before 
they moved into the modernized family house where I had found 
accommodation.

During preparations for my ��eldwork, I had already met Tante�s younger 
brother who worked at the Indonesian Embassy in the Netherlands.  
He kindly o�fered me a room in his house in Makassar, and I gratefully 
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accepted. I spent some time there together with his niece (who took care 
of the house during his absence), a student nephew, a servant, a gardener 
and lots of other family members who often stayed overnight on their way 
to Tana Toraja or on their way back. This niece turned out to be the daugh-
ter of Oom and Tante, and Torajan hospitality is such that I was invited to 
stay with them in Makale.

My new base was a large house with a shiny tiled roof and a façade 
colourfully decorated with typical Torajan symbols such as bu�falo, roost-
ers, kris, and so on; but it was by no means one of the most impressive 
houses in Makale. Above the front door a small plaque showing the family 
name � a combination of the family names of Tante�s father and mother. 
Tante�s mother is associated with one of the noblest families in Tana 
Toraja, and staying with this family opened many doors during my 
research. South Sulawesi society is highly strati��ed, and starting from the 
bottom social rank would have been seen as highly inappropriate and de��-
nitely o�fensive. Living with a Torajan family of noble descent also gave me 
the opportunity to look behind the scenes of the rich set of rituals that 
abound in Tana Toraja, as the nobility are often involved in a large number 
of ceremonies. Although association with high status people does also 
have some drawbacks, I never encountered any problems in approaching 
lower status people, especially in the villages where I lived among people 
of all classes.

What struck me from the outset was the paramount importance of cul-
ture in the lives of most Torajans. Funeral ceremonies soon demanded rec-
ognition as a major in��uence on people�s lives, and I discovered that my 
initial research outline was quite short-sighted; excluding ceremonies 
from any livelihood study of Tana Toraja would yield distorted results. 
During my visits to government o���ces, where I was looking for general 
��gures about the economy and political organization of Tana Toraja,  
several civil servants or even all of them would often leave the o���ces  
to attend a funeral or house rebuilding ceremony. Throughout Tana Toraja, 
I often saw trucks, minibuses and cars full of people coming from and 
going to these ceremonies�easily recognized by their traditional 
clothes�and a few days after my arrival in Tana Toraja I found myself at a 
funeral ceremony, together with thousands of other participants. In one 
way or another, most conversations with Torajan people led to the subject 
of the funeral ceremonies, and when I raised the issue of the economic 
crisis in Tana Toraja, the standard answer was along the lines of �It seems 
that there is no economic crisis in Tana Toraja because the funeral  
ceremonies are going on. In fact the size of the feasts is even increasing.� 
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��In fact, siri’ is a complex notion that cannot be easily translated by only one word as it 
means both honour and shame. This will be further elaborated upon and explained in 
Chapter 6.

Some added, �There is no crisis because so many Torajan migrants still 
send money home and ceremonies can take place as usual.�

Torajan society is very status-conscious, and social interaction is pat-
terned along class lines: noble class, middle class, commoners and slaves. 
Funeral ceremonies are important occasions where the status and wealth 
of individuals and whole families are actively articulated and validated, 
but even more importantly, they are the only occasion where this can be 
contested. To maintain their high status and by that their siri’ (honour),� 
Tante and her family needed to spend a lot of money, time and energy on 
appropriate gifts. Since I was staying at the family house, I was in the midst 
of all these activities. Tante was responsible for recording the gifts of the 
family and more-or-less orchestrated the selection of gifts and collection 
of money involved in gift-giving. Based on past records, she determined 
the nature and value of the gift to be purchased for a forthcoming cere-
mony. Subsequently, Tante informed her brothers and sisters of the sum of 
money needed. All members contributed in accordance with their ��nan-
cial capacity, meaning that the ones in Jakarta, Makassar and abroad con-
tributed most of the money. If a pig or bu�falo had to be purchased, Tante 
sent her brother-in-law to search for an appropriate animal at the cattle 
market. Besides organizing the gifts, Tante had to appear at ceremonies as 
a representative of the family. At peak periods, this might amount to sev-
eral ceremonies a week. Frequently Tante looked exhausted from meeting 
all these responsibilities. Because a high status person would never step 
into the public sphere of a ceremony without the support of an entourage, 
Tante always left for a ceremony in the company of several family mem-
bers, either current residents of Tana Toraja or returning migrants.

The house itself apparently played a central role in keeping the family 
network together, since all migrant relatives visited the house on their 
return to Tana Toraja. Torajans have a great respect for their ancestors, and 
through this for the houses they founded. The ancestral house I was stay-
ing in had been recently rebuilt and no longer showed any similarities to 
the �traditional� tongkonan except for some symbols on the façade. All the 
family members had contributed money toward the building and furnish-
ing. As Tante is the oldest child of the founders, she was invited to move 
from her small house in Ge�tengan to the newly-built family house in 
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Makale. I came to understand that this modernistic house was much more 
than a material asset.

Since Torajans have allegiances to several houses from which their 
ancestors originated, a newcomer needs some time to unravel the compo-
sition and structure of the family. I was puzzled by the complexity of this 
house society and the obscurity of family boundaries and wondered 
whether I should concentrate on the household or on the family-group 
centred upon particular houses (tongkonan)? The tongkonan appeared to 
be the heart of Torajan society and in��uence most people�s actions and 
behaviour. Other social relationships and organizations are also impor-
tant parts of Torajan life, but the wealth and survival of the tongkonan and 
its members always seemed to come ��rst. Irrespective of the size of the 
research unit I chose, I realized that socio-cultural connections are such 
an integral part (possibly even the major part) of any Torajan life that 
these connections could not be ignored in a study on livelihoods.

During further endeavours to discover Tana Toraja, my image of Torajan 
social organization became even more blurred. I was initially searching for 
a single exemplary or typical village to study from a social and economic 
point of view. Already overwhelmed by the complexity of the social orga-
nization and the cultural repertoire of the Torajan people, I found that the 
social and cultural ambience di�fered even between various localities 
within Tana Toraja, most notably between groups living in the northern or 
southern regions. This observation left me with the same question as the 
one that Barth (1993) posed for the island of Bali: �Where then might be 
the type locality of Balinese [in my case Torajan] culture as it appears in 
our literature�the place where the anthropologist can ��nd the desired 
�whole� represented�and what might be the area of its distribution?�

Most anthropologists who have entered Tana Toraja since the 1970s 
have focused on intensive but narrow data from study of a single village, 
from which they have made generalizations that fail to account for varia-
tions between villages. In addition, the growing attention given to the 
highlands has led to extensive media coverage and attracted a growing 
number of tourists from Europe, the United States and Australia. Much 
like the painting in the church in Makassar, all these trends have created 
an image of Tana Toraja as a mountain area covered with lush green rice 
��elds, inhabited by a distinct, culturally homogeneous group of people 
that organize extravagant funeral rituals, live in carved ancestral houses, 
bury their dead in cli�fside burial vaults and make e���gies of the dead. 
Although that image does apply to some places, empirical facts show 
much more variation and require greater speci��city.
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��The district called North Toraja (Toraja Utara) was o���cially approved by the Ministry 
of Internal A�fairs in Jakarta by 2008, thus the region was separated from the district known 
as Tana Toraja.

The framework of ideals and ambitions, and the ways to achieve those 
ideals (such as through staging expensive funerals) di�fers considerably 
between the north and south. Since early times, the social organization in 
the south has been more complex, sophisticated and rigid than in the 
north. The feudal model of organization in the southern part unites a 
number of ritual-based communities that are ruled by a so-called puang, 
a chief from the highest class. These puang exercise considerable author-
ity because blood ties determine status to such a degree that mobility 
between di�ferent social classes is rare. Conversely, people in the northern 
region of Tana Toraja hold ��rmly to the original, loosely structured social 
organization and put a strong emphasis on their democratic style as 
opposed to the oppressive domination, as they see it, of the southern 
puang. Birth rank seems to play a lesser role in the north, and most inhab-
itants can acquire status by acquiring wealth. The dynamics of this north-
ern type of social strati��cation have intensi��ed competition for social 
status, and consequently increased the number and size of funeral and 
house-building ceremonies where battles over status take place. In the 
south, only the puang families and their descendants organize extraordi-
narily large and expensive funeral ceremonies to protect or increase their 
social status. People from lower ranks hold much smaller and less costly 
ceremonies.

In line with the di�ferentiation between north and south, de��ned by 
customs and �tradition�, at a higher level some people plead for a subdivi-
sion of the Tana Toraja district into northern and southern regencies, as 
that supposedly would correspond to the traditional socio-political orga-
nization that existed before the arrival of the Dutch colonial administra-
tion.� This struggle to fragment Tana Toraja unfolded after the political 
and administrative decentralization policy of the Indonesian government 
was launched in 2001.

Not only is there a socio-cultural divide between north and south; the 
areas also show striking di�ferences in ecology, subsistence, land tenure 
and economic organization. The lush green rice terraces that spill down 
hillsides like giant steps, for which Tana Toraja is well known, are more 
characteristic of the north than the south. Moreover, the vast irrigated rice 
��elds seen around the town of Rantepao are absent in the southern area. 
Consequently, the reason for migration and destinations of migrant 
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Ill. 1.1.�A panoramic view of rice ��elds in the North of Tana Toraja (photo by 
Edwin de Jong).

household members, and the extent of the remittances they send home, 
also di�fer between the two regions.

Nevertheless, these di�ferences between regions should not be exagger-
ated. In broad outlines, many commonalities exist, and in most situations 
of interaction between Torajans, di�ferences are underplayed. Besides, as 
Wikan (1990:xxiii) also noted for Balinese society, it is not enough to speak 
simply of di�ferences between north and south. �It is a ubiquitous feature 
of complex traditional civilizations that their institutions are locally vari-
able, forms are proli��c, and regionalism ��ourishes on all levels. This fact is 
often missed and regularly distorted in the usual format of anthropologi-
cal studies�. To summarize, the existing image of Tana Toraja as an undif-
ferentiated society does hold for several domains, but there are also 
notable di�ferences between north and south, and even within each of 
them as considerable variations occur.

Crisis and Ceremonies: An Intriguing Paradox

The research for this book was done in a period during which Indonesia 
was in the middle of a lingering economic crisis and radical political 
change. The Asian economic crisis of mid-1997 deeply a�fected Indonesia 
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��Around 200 people (mainly Australian tourists and Indonesians) were killed when 
Muslim extremists detonated a bomb in a cafØ and discotheque in October 2002 in 
Denpasar on the island of Bali�the most popular tourist destination in Indonesia.

and brought about the collapse of the stock market, the closure of large 
banks, the bankruptcy of thousands of businesses, huge increases in 
unemployment and dramatic currency devaluations (GØrard and Ruf 
2001:3). The dramatic collapse of the rupiah coincided with the worst 
drought in decades (attributed to El Niæo), spilled over into the political 
domain, and eventually led to the downfall of the government, after which 
the long-awaited Reformasi took o�f (Manning and van Diemen 2000). 
Pressures to enhance democracy, e���ciency and economic responsibility 
and accountability went hand-in-hand with pleas for decentralization 
from within Indonesia, notably from the richer regions, as well as from 
outside the country (F. and K. von Benda-Beckmann 2001). Sometimes 
these developments led to separatist movements and civil and religious 
wars, but more often they resulted in limited violent forms of ethnic 
cleansing in many of the islands outside Java.

On a macroeconomic level, the district of Tana Toraja had not been left 
una�fected by Indonesia�s so-called �total crisis�. By 1998, the economic 
�growth� rate had dropped from around 10 percent to minus 3.4 percent 
(BPS Kabupaten Tana Toraja 2000b:12). Prices of food, fuel, medicines, 
education and imported products such as fertilizer, machinery and luxury 
goods rose rapidly while wages failed to keep pace. The rupiah prices of 
co�fee, cocoa and cloves�the major cash crops grown in Tana Toraja at 
the time�shot up in mid-1997, reaching peaks in mid-1998. By 1999, how-
ever, prices slumped, and they had returned to 1996 levels by the end of 
2002. Moreover, the local tourist industry collapsed completely in 2003 
after the Bali bombings� and, further, thousands of Torajan migrants ��ed 
con��ict (and employment) in areas such as Poso, East Timor, the Moluccas, 
Aceh and Kalimantan. Within Tana Toraja itself, struggles over boundaries 
and authority increased as a result of regional decentralization policies.

Paradoxically, when I arrived in 2001 and again in 2002�2003 when  
I returned to investigate the way in which the national economic crisis and 
political changes had a�fected the livelihoods of people at the local level,  
I ran into a large number of extravagant funeral and house-building cere-
monies that did not show any sign of crisis. As a matter of fact, after watch-
ing these seemingly wasteful ceremonies that demanded a tremendous 
mobilization of resources, I found it hard to believe that Indonesia had 
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been in an economic and political crisis in the late 1990s. The ceremonies 
in which I participated were not unique but were representative of over 
two thousand similar funeral and house-rebuilding ceremonies that con-
tinue to be organized every year. What has been going on in this moun-
tainous region? While Indonesia has su�fered from an economic crisis, 
Torajans have still managed to pull enough money together to fund large 
ceremonies. Why are they still investing their money in these ceremonies 
rather than in daily necessities? Did the economic crisis simply bypass 
Tana Toraja? Did the Torajan people manage to turn the crisis to their 
advantage, or is something else going on that is hard to explain in ��nancial 
terms? One might see a profound paradox here, and it became my purpose 
to unravel this through my study.

Lont and White (2003:131�3) argue in their account of the ���rst years of 
crisis studies� in Indonesia that large-scale statistical studies had been very 
in��uential in creating the dominant image of the crisis outcomes. The 
main focus in these surveys was on the impact of the crisis on poverty and 
incomes, and also on employment and school enrolment:

While the conclusions of large-scale statistical studies on the outcomes of 
the crisis are sometimes also used to speculate about the underlying dynamic 
of the crisis, i.e. the causal processes and mechanisms that generated these 
changes, the processes and mechanisms themselves remain to a large extent 
a �black box�, i.e. they are not directly analyzed. In short, large-scale surveys 
provide some details on the �what?� and �how much?� questions, but they can 
tell us little about the �how?� and �why?� questions.

In unravelling the paradox, I will shed some light on the �black box� of 
processes and mechanisms that shape the way in which the economic and 
political crisis�like any other crisis�comes down to Tana Toraja and is 
articulated at the local level. Following this line, I will provide more details 
about the how and why questions.

Construing Everyday Life

In construing everyday Torajan life, some problems are of a general nature, 
but most have speci��c relevance to Torajan society and therefore need fur-
ther explication. I start with people�s livelihoods and the changes within 
them because the livelihoods approach considers capabilities, assets and 
activities required for a means of living. Its supporters (for example Ellis 
2000; De Haan and Zoomers 2005:29�30) argue that the approach there-
fore o�fers a more complete picture than perspectives based solely on 
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income ��gures, employment numbers, consumption criteria or estimates 
of basic needs. However, when I arrived in Tana Toraja to map out the way 
in which Torajans make a living, I was confronted instead with a Torajan 
obsession with the dead. Everyday life is complicated by the incidence of 
various public events, of which the funeral is the most important. Almost 
everything Torajans undertake is dominated by their own, or their ances-
tors�, prospective funeral. When a ceremony is held, some Torajans spend 
most of their household budget on it, at the expense of other aspects of 
wellbeing, such as nutrition, health and education.

Not only does the funeral ceremony absorb large amounts of capital but 
also the tongkonan, its rebuilding, and the ceremony to inaugurate its new 
or rebuilt structure. Seemingly, the tongkonan is made up of both material 
and immaterial wealth and is a pivotal institution in the life of Torajan 
people. All kinds of people seem to be obsessed by tongkonan and funeral 
ceremonies, but how do these cultural phenomena in��uence daily prac-
tices in making a living? And what is the logic behind the practice of keep-
ing these institutions alive and even growing both in size and importance? 
Are they just basic �vehicles of meaning�, or a way to obtain wealth, status 
and power, or maybe both? When the everyday life of Torajans revolves 
around the funeral ceremonies and tongkonan, one cannot leave these 
realms unexplored. An understanding of the meanings people attribute to 
these ceremonies, and what is at stake for them in these symbolic arenas, 
will reveal whether these ceremonies are a means to make a living or a 
goal in themselves.

The principle of siri’, or prestige, appears to be another important ele-
ment in the lives of Torajans. Siri’ shapes the Torajan attitude and orienta-
tion in life and is the leitmotiv for many practices. The concept is shared 
by the people of South Sulawesi in general and is seemingly unique to the 
region. Nevertheless, through its ambiguous meaning (both honour and 
shame), the principle of siri’ is di���cult to grasp and understand for people 
born outside South Sulawesi. How, and to what extent, does siri’ shape 
people�s rationale behind everyday life? How determinant is siri’ in various 
spheres of life? Is it just a framework of principles that guides people�s 
practices, and which can be used voluntarily and variably, or is it a rigid 
and set leitmotiv for all daily life practices?

Like events (funerals and tongkonan ceremonies) and symbols (most 
prominently the tongkonan house and its accompanying artifacts), siri’ is 
an expression, or consequence, of culture that entered my story inciden-
tally, �as a major in��uence in people�s lives�something which channels 
human energy�but not as an object of interest in itself �(Wikan 1990:19). 
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��The term �New Order� refers to the period from 1965 to 1998 in which Indonesia was 
under the political leadership of President Suharto. The New Order was preceded by the 
Old Order, which started with the Declaration of Independence (1945) under the political 
leadership of President Sukarno.

Everyday life appeared to be much more than simply dealing with the eco-
nomic and material objectives of life at the centre of most livelihood stud-
ies. Livelihood studies aim to be people-centred but usually �envision man 
rather narrowly, as a homo economicus mainly occupied with using assets 
to obtain well-de��ned economic goals� (Kaag et al. 2004:54). In fact, life is 
as much a matter of satisfying what is culturally valued and crucial. 
Therefore, to understand everyday life, both the cultural and economic 
realms must be explored. This wholeness has to be grasped in order to 
understand what is really at stake in the life of Torajans.

Torajan society is highly di�ferentiated (in economic, cultural, social 
and political senses) but, just as in many other Southeast Asian societies, 
the system is not rigid. The positions in it can be challenged and need to 
be defended at all times. Contests over prestige, status and wealth some-
times involve whole tongkonan groups and are quite demanding of time 
and capital. Traditionally, these contests took place solely in the ceremo-
nial arena (most notably at funeral ceremonies), but since the Dutch 
entered the Torajan highlands in 1906, power struggles have extended to 
the political domain. Historical evidence shows that power and the politi-
cal domain have been continuously changing. Torajan adat (customary 
and traditional) leaders and their adherents have been opting in and out 
of the political arena of the district, competing with �newly born� elites 
who obtained power as representatives of nationalism, socialism/commu-
nism or ideological conservatism, or through the church, the military or 
simply with the support of money. The widening and narrowing political 
space for manoeuvre of each party often depended upon power and policy 
changes at regional or national levels.

After a long period of depoliticizing local customs and traditions by the 
New Order regime,� it is questionable whether the Indonesian decentral-
ization laws of 1999 a�fected regional social di�ferentiation in Tana Toraja 
by altering the rules for inclusion and exclusion from social and politi-
cal�networks. Do existing power relations change and, if so, who are the 
ones capable of entering the newly created political arena? Is it again  
the Torajan adat leaders and their adherents, or the �new� elites who 
recently wielded power (irrespective of social status), or a mixture of 
both? Did other patron-client or similar relationships emerge or increase 
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in importance after the withdrawal of the strong state support to regional 
elites? And, ��nally, what e�fects do such changes in power relations have 
on Torajan livelihoods?

For a thorough understanding of contemporary Torajan livelihoods and 
changes within them we cannot therefore ignore power and politics. We 
need to explore not only the general lines and details of history but also 
the systematic dynamics of the various transitional periods and local pro-
cesses, such as the formation of inter-elite coalitions and the local cycles 
of elite change involved. In other words, alongside the cultural and eco-
nomic wholeness, we need �a historically speci��c analysis of the exercise 
of power at di�ferent levels of society� (Hart 1989:31) or, as Bourdieu (1977, 
1990, 1992) puts it, �a sense of the social and political game�.

Various economic, cultural and socio-political changes have taken 
place in Tana Toraja that are important for understanding the contempo-
rary setting. Yet alongside these transformations, the tongkonan has also 
broadened in concept and traverses regional and even national borders as 
its members leave the Torajan highlands in search of a living elsewhere. 
When living and working outside Tana Toraja, these people remain sur-
prisingly bound to their homeland and in fact they have often left the 
highlands for the sake of improving the family�s wealth. In this sense, the 
Torajan world does not stop at the borders of the highlands, and new net-
works emerge that are bound together through collective memories and 
images of a common place of origin. Consequently, while a study of the 
ways Torajans make a living could easily have been executed at the com-
munity level, let us say a century ago, today such research cannot avoid 
taking into consideration a transnational perspective. Therefore, we need 
to know what the Torajan diaspora looks like and how it came into being. 
Can we actually speak of a Torajan global world, or are we confronted with 
a number of independent Torajan enclaves scattered over Indonesia and 
beyond? How does this diaspora tally with geographical sites, what is its 
present scope, how are Torajans organized within and between its loca-
tions, what are the political, cultural and economic gravity points, and 
how sustainable is it? Finally, what does the Torajan transnational per-
spective imply for the ways people make a living in Tana Toraja?

Considering �why life is worth the struggle� or �what makes a life a good 
life� cannot in the Torajan case (and for all other societies) be explained in 
a Maslovian hierarchy of objectives such as food, shelter, health, and so on. 
Nor can we speak of �erst das fressen und dann die moral� (food comes 
before morality) that underpins the livelihood concept. A livelihood 
implies a kind of hierarchy that is very ethnocentric, such as in �dying for 
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the homeland�. However, such a hierarchy does not exist in the Torajan 
way of thinking. To better understand the paradoxes and complexities of 
Torajan livelihoods, or why Torajans live the way they live, this study 
needed an approach that goes beyond a purely economic perspective. 
Rather it needed to include both the cultural and economic realms, be 
positioned in the socio-political world and have a transnational perspec-
tive, placed against a historical background, while not losing sight of 
diversity and individual creativity.

Small Places and Large Issues

An attempt to frame the conceptual apparatus of local livelihoods di�fer-
ently on the one hand, and also to investigate the interaction between 
global and local changes and changing cultural notions on the other is 
quite ambitious. In this respect, this study ��ts into what Eriksen (1995) has 
called studying �small places, large issues�.

Understanding the paradox and complexities of Torajan livelihoods 
cannot be achieved by entering a conventional, single-site, �representative� 
location with an independent bounded set of relationships and activities, 
simply because these locations no longer exist in Tana Toraja (if they ever 
did). The increasing mobility of Torajans has led to a large cluster of dis-
persed and/or fragmented networks that span multiple localities and 
cross political boundaries. Consequently, the contemporary Torajan social 
��eld consists of networks scattered all over the world, with the largest 
densities in Makassar and Tana Toraja. So, if we are to single out one or 
more cases to study in order to ��nd answers to the questions above, our 
research ��eld should be de��ned in terms of a social category, rather than 
as a research unit that is de��ned by administrative boundaries. The cho-
sen social categories should be an example of the overarching Torajan 
social ��eld or clustering of networks. The question, however, arises, where 
do you enter the social ��eld? Or, in other words, what is the correct proce-
dure to use to select exemplary cases?

Yin (2003:10) argues that �selecting the cases for a case study should not 
simply be a matter of ��nding the most convenient or accessible site from 
which you can collect data. The selection process needs to incorporate the 
speci��c reasons why you need a particular group of cases�. The cases in this 
study have been chosen as examples of a variety of people and their di�fer-
ing activities in making a living. After preliminary research, I found that 
the majority of the people in Tana Toraja were living in villages that 
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showed signi��cant variation with regard to socio-political organization 
and strati��cation, cultural ideals and expressions (mainly through house-
building and funeral ceremonies), natural environment, land tenure and 
economic organization. Notwithstanding these variations, there seemed 
to be some coherence between villages within both the northern and the 
southern regions of Tana Toraja. �Local context� was, a priori, considered to 
be an important variable in my research for explaining the way people 
make a living, and it therefore was another important criterion for selec-
tion. Consequently, the selection of the cases needed to include at least 
one research site in the north and one in the south of Tana Toraja. A third 
precondition, or �speci��c reason� as Yin calls it, was the integration of  
the research population into the larger Torajan social world. Studying the 
interactions between the transmigrant community and the villagers in the 
homeland, and their consequences for local livelihoods, requires at least 
the existence of a relationship between them. In reality, this was not  
a problem since there are hardly any (if any) villages left in Tana Toraja 
that do not have migrants and connections with migrant communities. 
Since the towns of Rantepao in the north and Makale in the south of  
Tana Toraja seemed important nodes within the Torajan translocal net-
work, the two selected sites should preferably be located not too far away 
from these two towns and have some social or economic connections with 
them.

Taking all these speci��c desires into account, how does one select more-
or-less representative locations in the north and the south of Tana Toraja? 
Yin (2003:10) argues:

[w]hatever the reasons, the candidate cases should be screened beforehand, 
and you need to anticipate this as a step in your work plan. The screening 
process will involve collecting su���cient data to decide whether a case meets 
your pre-established criteria. The most desirable screening process will 
identify an array of candidate cases but without actually collecting so much 
data that the screening begins to emulate the conduct of the actual case 
studies.

To guard against searching for administratively bounded cases that do not 
tally with social reality, I selected one socio-cultural community in the 
southern and one in the northern region of Tana Toraja. The selection fol-
lowed an introductory screening of the Tana Toraja region in which I vis-
ited villages across the region with important topics covered through 
interviews with key informants. The boundaries of the two selected  
adat communities were not de��ned by administrative borders but  
by descent from a common ancestor and a shared cultural repertoire.  
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���Literally, the Indonesian term kampung means hamlet, while desa is usually trans-
lated as village. However, in this study I use the term �village� to refer to a Torajan kampung 
because this ��ts better with the English connotation of �village�.

���The PA techniques led to information about (1) livelihood activities; (2) migration;  
(3) social organization and institutions; (4) natural environment; (5) infrastructure; and  
(6) social strati��cation. Besides this information, the PA also provided an initial impression 
of the openness and cooperativeness of the kampung�s populations.

���According to Torajan mythology, the ��rst Torajan man appeared on the top of Mount 
Kandora after he was sent down from heaven.

Both adat communities were part of sub-districts (kecamatan) and were 
divided into lower-level groups based on kinship and customs. These 
smaller groups generally coincided with the administrative level of the 
kampung (village)�� (village): a size appropriate for in-depth investigation 
and useful as an �exemplary case�. The southern adat community, Tallu 
Penanianna, was comprised of ��ve villages, and the northern one of  
12 villages.

In order to avoid a screening of the candidate case studies (village) that 
would �be so extensive that the procedure involved doing mini case stud-
ies� (Yin 2003:13), I collected empirical data on all 17 villages using 
Participatory Appraisal (PA) techniques. To conduct these PA reviews,  
six students (��uent in the Torajan language) were trained to carry out the 
various PA techniques and to report the results. The students visited the 
villages in pairs and gathered several groups of inhabitants together for 
the PA approach. They attempted to ��nd participants of di�ferent ages and 
genders, and with di�ferent socio-economic backgrounds, in order to col-
lect information from a group of people that re��ected a broad spectrum of 
village society. Several research techniques were applied during these 
gatherings, such as (pairwise) ranking, mapping and group-interviewing.�� 
The ��nal analysis identi��ed the village in each adat community that was 
most suitable for further study: Palipu� in the south and Kondo� in the 
north (see Map 1.1).

Palipu� is a southern Torajan village located in a broad valley at the foot 
of Kandora Mountain.�� The valley ��oor of Palipu� is dominated by rice 
��elds on the borders of which are houses that stand under canopies of 
bamboo and coconut trees. The rocky soil at the foot of the mountain is 
covered by clumps of trees bearing marketable fruits. Not surprisingly,  
the majority of the population are involved in the cultivation of a vari-
ety�of cash crops, such as co�fee, cacao, vanilla and cloves (see Table 1.1). 
The uneven distribution of wet-rice ��elds among Palipu�s inhabitants 
excludes more than half of its farmers from rice cultivation. In this region, 
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consanguine ties largely determine one�s status and access to land, and 
upward mobility between social classes is rare. Given the near impossibil-
ity of increasing one�s social status locally, and with that the limited access 
to land coupled with the lack of non-farming job opportunities, many vil-
lagers migrate to other areas. Sixty-seven percent of the households in 
Palipu� have at least one family member who has migrated to another loca-
tion within the Indonesian archipelago. The majority of the villagers 
refrain from organizing large rituals; the exception being the puang (tradi-
tional rulers) from the highest class who organize ostentatious shows to 
protect their authority.

In contrast to Palipu�, Kondo� depends solely on rice-growing (see Table 
1.1). The land of the village of Kondo� stretches out from the banks of the 
Rangri River toward the mountain ridge of the same name. The houses 
stand in the midst of bamboo on the upland slopes, overlooking the rice 
��elds that lie scattered across the lower regions of the village on the bank 
of the river. While, the soil in Kondo� appears fertile enough for rice grow-
ing, it is less so for perennials that are the major cash crops grown in the 
region. Typical of the northern part of Tana Toraja, social life in this village 
is centred on grand rituals (predominantly funeral and house-building 
ceremonies). Through a funeral ceremony, the Torajan self (place and sta-
tus in society) is manifested and validated. Competition between ascribed 

Ill. 1.2.�An overview of the case study village Palipu’ (photo by Edwin de Jong).
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Table 1.1.�Main characteristics of the research locations Palipu� and Kondo�.

Description Palipu’ Kondo’

Total population in ���� ���  ›�
Migrants (in percentage) �� ��
Number of households �›� ��›
Average person per household �.� �.�

Gender (in percentage)
Male �� ��
Female �� ��

Religion (in percentage)

Protestant (Toraja) �� ��
Catholic �� �
Pentecostal �› �
Muslim � �

Educational level (in 
percentage)

Below school age �  ��
Illiterate �� ��
Primary school �  � 
Lower sec. school �� �
Higher sec. school �� ›
College/University � �

Number of (working groups) saroan/borongna � �
Number of ancestral houses (tongkonan) �� ��
Wet land (sawah) �� ha. �� ha.
Dry land ��› ha. ��� ha.
Total land ��  ha. ��� ha.

Source:�O���ce of the Kecamatan Tondon-Nanggala and Lembang Kandora and data  
collected by author.

status and achieved wealth surfaces in a battle on the ceremonial ��eld 
between blood ties and money (Volkman 1980:8). These extravagant and 
costly �potlatches� drive Kondo�s residents and their family members to 
travel far from their homeland in search of money (including to 
Kalimantan, Irian Jaya and Malaysia). Eighty-one percent of the house-
holds in Kondo� have absent migrant members and 42 percent of these 
households even have migrants living and working abroad, mostly in 
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Malaysia. Further, the socio-cultural group to which the people of Kondo� 
belong is well-known for its members� fondness for gambling.

The village of Kondo� thus di�fers in several dimensions from Palipu�. 
The most obvious di�ferences are: (1) the extent to which inhabitants are 
involved in certain livelihood activities such as rice growing and cash crop 
cultivation; (2) the pliability of the social system in terms of ambitious life 
objectives and the practices centred thereon (such as organizing expen-
sive funeral ceremonies); and (3) the reasons and destinations of migrant 
household members and the size of their remittances sent home. In many 
respects, the two villages represent extreme points on a scale of possible 
interlocal variation in the region, as well as illustrating some of the most 
fundamental and widely shared socio-political and cultural themes of the 
Torajan transnational community. A comparison between the two selected 
cases, therefore, makes it possible to generate insights into the relation-
ships among the local contexts and structures in which people make a 
living as well as the wider translocal networks of which they are part.

I found it necessary also to enter the ��eld from another angle, namely, 
from the standpoint of the Torajan diaspora. For that reason, I selected the 

Ill. 1.3.�Overview of the case study village Kondo’ (photo by Wim Jakobs).
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���Snowball sampling is a method through which one develops an ever-increasing set of 
interviewees. You ask a participant�in this case the village headman�s secretary in Kondo� 
and a widely-respected village elder in Palipu��in the event under study to recommend 
others for interviewing, and each of the subsequently interviewed participants is asked for 
further recommendations (Babbie 1995:287).

migrant community in Makassar as another case study. Makassar is home 
to the largest Torajan community outside Tana Toraja, one of the oldest 
urban destinations for Torajan migrants.and the city plays a central role in 
the translocal Torajan network through its geographical location. All these 
characteristics made the Torajan transmigrant community in Makassar 
not only an obvious, but also a pivotal, case in this study.

After screening the Torajan population in Makassar through interviews 
with several key people, I selected three sub-case-studies, or social catego-
ries, in order to study the interrelations between Toraja migrants and their 
kin in the highlands. One case involved the networks of the most in��uen-
tial Torajans, and their organizations, with regard to the development  
and implementation of government rule in Tana Toraja. The other two 
cases encompassed several migrants who originated from di�ferent house-
holds in either one of the research locales in Tana Toraja. By using  
snowball-sampling,�� I identi��ed the social environment in which these 
Torajan migrants in Makassar, and the households they belong to, are 
making a living. In this approach, respondents were not selected from the 
larger Torajan community in Makassar; the �larger� research unit was 
rather constructed from a few individuals related to households in the 
research locales in Tana Toraja. Selecting a research unit in Makassar using 
this method had two advantages. Firstl, since the Torajan community in 
Makassar involves tens of thousands of people, this method enabled me to 
select a practically researchable sample of the Torajan community with-
out being limited to a particular (administratively bounded) neighbour-
hood in Makassar. Secondly, in focusing on the various social networks of 
Torajan migrants in their own context, I am able to link these networks to 
Tana Toraja and consider the importance or otherwise of relations�between 
actors in di�ferent locations in creating and securing a livelihood.

The construction of a multi-sited research ��eld was not su���cient to 
study such large issues. Including socio-political, cultural-religious, eco-
nomic and historical perspectives, I needed to adapt my own situation, as 
well as the techniques and methods used for data collection. Like many 
Torajan transmigrants, I therefore lived and conducted ��eldwork in �social 
��elds� that spanned local boundaries, connecting societies of origin and 
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���For those wishing a fuller exposition of the methodology I would like to refer to  
De Jong 2008a.

settlement. This meant that I traveled back and forth from one research 
locale to another, often accompanying or following people from my 
research group. This perspective di�fers from previous migrant studies by 
involving wider networks rather than simply including remittances or vis-
iting migrant households.

I have used a variety of speci��c research methods for gathering data on 
all levels and for the various dimensions of society. A fruitful exploration 
and description of a complex phenomenon such as Torajan livelihoods 
requires a combination of methods and techniques. So-called triangula-
tion of di�ferent methods and techniques enhances the quality and  
reliability of the data. For these reasons, I opted for quantitative data col-
lection techniques such as surveying as well as qualitative techniques 
such as participatory observation, informant interviewing, oral histories 
and participatory appraisal techniques.��

Outline of This Study

This book is essentially divided into ��ve parts. The ��rst part (Chapter 2) 
deals with the analytical framework that guides the empirical component 
of this study and the methodology used to make sense of a Torajan living. 
It aims to expose the weaknesses of current livelihood models and searches 
for guiding concepts or analytical approaches that can better analyze the 
paradoxes and complexities of Torajan livelihoods. The derived analytical 
framework, which includes components that have been lacking in liveli-
hood studies, pays attention to cultural aspects, social space, transnation-
ality and the actor-structure debate.

Rather than follow the �normal� type of local case studies, the second 
part (Chapter 3) is a historically and geographically �broad� exploration of 
the Torajan transnational community, with its characteristic social organi-
zations and networks. In this part, the focus will be on the Torajan social 
world in its making. That is, the development of a large network of inter-
connected relationships among Torajans that span various locations 
within and beyond the highlands, and in��uences the actions of people 
within it in many ways. This chapter also includes the ��rst Torajan hub, 
located in Makassar, used as a case study of a migrant community. I started 
with the Torajan migrant community, rather than in the rural area with 
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the villages where these migrants come from, to emphasize the di�ference 
between this study and a typical village study.

The third part (Chapter 4) describes the place to which the Torajan 
world is ��xed, that is the place that gives the Torajan world its existence. 
This chapter is a historical account of the making of the Torajan home-
land, in which both local Torajans as well as their migrant kin struggle over 
power, prestige and resources. The fourth part consists of chapters 5 
through 7 and outlines the structural socio-political, cultural and eco-
nomic aspects that shape the space in which Torajans must make a living. 
This part is centred around two exemplary Torajan hubs that are typical of 
those in the northern and southern parts of Tana Toraja: the southern vil-
lage of Palipu� and northern village of Kondo�. This part thus forms a com-
parative investigation of two contrasting upland villages in terms of their 
socio-political, cultural and economic regional context. The objective is to 
understand the way in which translocal processes and networks are trans-
formed into local livelihood practices and the role played by their distinct 
local social, political and economic structures and cultures. Parts two, 
three and four are preceded by a long historical account. The reason for 
this is simply that the contemporary setting in which Torajans make a liv-
ing cannot be fully understood without an exploration of the general lines 
and details of their history. Moreover, by providing an extensive historical 
dimension, this study also aims to clarify the often confusing and contra-
dictory ethnographic accounts and to ��ll in the gaps with new data drawn 
from interviews (oral history) and through archival research.

In the ��fth part (Chapter 8), I try to achieve a more di�ferentiated view 
of the ways in which Torajans make a living by identifying particular pat-
terns of practices or livelihood styles. Most of the threads that were identi-
��ed earlier are brought together in this chapter to reveal the various 
livelihood styles that can be found in the Torajan villages studied. Chapter�9 
summarizes the principal ��ndings of this study and contains a concluding 
discussion around the central paradox and themes of this book.
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CHAPTER TWO

TORAJAN LIVELIHOODS:  THE CULTURAL DYNAMICS  
OF ECONOMIC LIFE

Theory is something to do, not simply to read. The theoretical resources avail-
able to today�s sociologists are enormous, but this doesn�t mean that theoretical 
work can stop.�

In the introductory chapter, I observed that standard livelihood analyses 
appear to be of limited help in understanding the full complexities of 
everyday Torajan life. Although these models have improved the analysis 
of livelihoods by paying greater attention to individual agency, their for-
mulation is still primarily based on the economy while the remaining 
(political, cultural, and religious) aspects are seen merely as context. 
Academics in the ��eld of livelihoods have tried to integrate the social 
dimension by adding concepts such as social capital to their model but, as 
the term suggests, these are strongly translated into economic terms. The 
question is whether the emphasis should not be more on making a living, 
or a decent living, something that includes more than simply income or 
capital accumulation practices. In Geertz�s words (1980), we should not 
look for the �political� based on what we ��nd in our own country; instead 
we should elaborate a �poetics of life� by identifying relevant Torajan emo-
tions and construing their actions in their own contexts. In so doing, what 
��rst appears to be a theatrical piece may later become real and as imag-
ined as the imaginary. From this perspective, we should try to understand 
the whole �Torajan theatre show� which embraces just as much struggles 
for power and status, symbolic expressions and social manifestations, as it 
does income accumulating activities.

In this chapter, I add a broad spectrum of concepts and analytical 
approaches to the livelihoods perspective that will better enable us to 
come to terms with Torajan livelihoods. As Hefner (1990) already noted  
in his account on the political economy of mountain Java in which  
he attempts to understand a Southeast Asian peasantry�s experience of  
politics and economic change and the practical circumstances that  
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have constrained that peasantry�s economic actions and conditioned its 
awareness: �In recent years, a number of authors have commented that the 
study of political-economic change requires a new style of �middle-range� 
analysis.� To develop such an analysis, Hefner attempted to synthesize eco-
nomic anthropology with a wider culturalist approach. While reasoning 
more or less in the same way as Hefner �through a dialectical tacking 
between activity and constraint�, in developing a new style of �middle-
range analysis� I will adopt a kind of �practice theory� that includes con-
cepts and approaches that stem from a variety of disciplines, such as 
development studies, cultural anthropology, sociology, economics and 
human geography. The attempt to put together several elements from 
these various disciplines should not be seen as a �game of trial and error�. 
Rather, it is an attempt to construct a profound theoretical framework for 
the analysis of the complex empirical reality I encountered during my 
��eldwork, and in so doing the aim is to contribute to the theoretical dis-
cussion within livelihood studies.

Let me elucidate the perceived analytical shortcomings that provide my 
starting point. The ��rst issue concerns the ostensibly unique Torajan 
obsession with ceremonies and their large contributions to them in mate-
rial, emotional and social ways. For some, these rituals appear to be so 
important that they spend most of their entire household budget on them, 
at the expense of other aspects of wellbeing, such as decent food, health-
care and education. From such a perspective, a livelihood implies much 
more than the means for dealing with the economic and material objec-
tives in life that are at the centre of most livelihood studies. Livelihood 
studies aim to be people-centred but usually �envision man rather nar-
rowly, as a homo economicus mainly occupied with using assets to obtain 
well-de��ned economic goals� (Kaag et al. 2004:54). However, much more is 
at stake in Torajan lives (as in most people�s lives) than economic rational-
ity; the aim is as much a matter of meeting what is socially and culturally 
valued and crucial. Therefore, the social and cultural dimensions of liveli-
hoods are critically important in developing the analysis for this study. As 
Long (2000:196) argues, in order to understand people�s livelihoods one 
should �explore the issue of lifestyles and the factors that shape them�. In 
doing so, it becomes possible to look beyond resources as solely vehicles 
for making a living and to regard them also as an instrument for making 
life meaningful and to challenge the structures in which people make a 
living (Kaag et al. 2004:54).

The second problem faced in framing Torajan livelihoods relates to this 
issue of �structures�, or what Kaag et al. (2004:54) called the actor-structure 
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��See for example, Glick-Schiller et al. 1995; Portes et al. 1999; Vertovec 1999; Marcus�1995.

dilemma in livelihood studies. Livelihood analyses are very much aimed at 
people�s agency, which is hardly surprising when we consider that they 
were developed as a counterbalance to the poverty alleviation approaches 
that focused solely on structure. Although human agency, �the capacity to 
process experience, make decisions and act upon them� (Long 2000:195), is 
an important parameter in exploring people�s livelihoods, it is certainly 
not the whole story. A full understanding requires bridging the actor-
structure divide by introducing an alternative conceptual focus.

A third issue is that Torajans are agents in a social world. Torajan liveli-
hoods are conditioned by, and part of, social relationships and networks, 
especially kinship relations. In practice, their livelihood practices can only 
be clearly understood by taking into account the social networks in which 
they are embedded, or what I prefer to call the �social space� that shapes 
the ways in which people are able to make a living. According to Arce and 
Hebinck (2002:6), �People�s livelihoods are analytically situated and prac-
tised by people in social spaces with boundaries de��ned by social net-
works, relationships and identities. These spaces are ��uid, constantly 
changing, and are shaped and constantly renegotiated by people them-
selves.� As the tongkonan in Tana Toraja seemed to ful��l a key function in 
anchoring people in a geographical space, a sound perspective on social 
space, and more speci��cally on kinship, requires input from studies on 
house societies.

The ��nal issue concerns translocality or transnationality since a large 
part of the Torajan population now lives outside the highlands, elsewhere 
in Indonesia or even beyond. In contemporary social science, the con-
cepts of translocalism and transnationalism have become increasingly 
popular to explain the connectedness of concrete local practices, and 
events with the �wider context�.� However, in livelihood studies, the use of 
a translocal lens is still in its infancy. The majority of researchers in this 
��eld acknowledge, and some even emphasize, the importance of such a 
perspective on livelihoods but, as Mazzucato (2004:135) states, �Most stud-
ies�still focus on livelihoods as being created, negotiated and fought for 
principally in one locality�. A translocal perspective on livelihoods avoids 
focusing on sedentary communities as the natural state of society and also 
�moves beyond simplistic dichotomies of migrants as either moving for 
economic or political reasons�(Mazzucato 2004:136). Therefore, I would 
argue that the analysis should focus on the �dynamics of livelihood� by 
including a translocal perspective.
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��It is not my intention to provide a complete overview of the genesis and development 
of the livelihood concept because this has already been done quite extensively by others 
(most notably Carney 1998; Kaag et al. 2004; De Haan and Zoomers 2005).

��The most notable contributions to the development of the dominant livelihood 
approach of that time derived from Chambers (1983), Swift (1989) and Chambers and 
Conway (1992), Carney 1998.

To come to terms adequately with the issues outlined above, the analy-
sis should not dwell on the actor-structure dilemma, go beyond a single 
locality, and include time, the cultural dimension and the social space in 
which livelihoods are created, enhanced and secured. In trying to achieve 
this, the theoretical section of this book consists of four parts. The ��rst 
part provides an overview of what is generally understood as a livelihood 
and how it is conceptualized.� This is essential since, before I come up 
with new concepts and analytical approaches that better enable me to 
grasp the full complexity of Torajan livelihoods, I have to make clear my 
point of departure. In the second and third part, I try to grasp some theo-
retical handles for the structure-agency dilemma through elaborating on 
the �bridging� concept of style. In the following part, the focus shifts to the 
conceptualization of the �social space� in which livelihoods are embedded, 
with an emphasis on kinship and house societies. In the ��fth and ��nal part 
of this section, I will come to terms with the concepts of place and trans-
locality, or transnationalism, that form the basis for a better understand-
ing of translocal livelihoods.

Reconceptualizing Livelihoods

The livelihoods perspective emerged in the 1980s and early 1990s as a reac-
tion to the narrow macroeconomic development approaches that focused 
mainly on income, employment and the basics needed to alleviate  
poverty.� These latter approaches were dominating the poverty allevia-
tion� programmes (such as the World Bank�s Structural Adjustment 
Programmes) of that time, and positioned the poor as passive victims. 
Dissatis��ed with these structuralist and unitary approaches, social scien-
tists and policymakers united to develop an approach that �stressed diver-
sity of poverty situations and the multidimensionality of the poverty 
problem and focused on the agency and the capability of actors, on 
�strengths� rather than �needs�� (Li 2000 in Kaag et al. 2004:52). Although 
the concept of livelihoods was not new and had been long used by other 
social scientists (for example Evans-Pritchard 1940; Kimble 1960; Pandit 
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��Most notably, Bebbington 1999; Long 2000; De Haan and Zoomers 2005; Mazzucato 
2004; Kaag et al. 2004.

1965; Freeman 1975), this period was the ��rst time that a clear framework 
for analysing livelihoods was developed.

In the following decade, the British Department for International 
Development (DFID) took a leading role in the further development of  
a framework for studying livelihoods (De Haan and Zoomers 2005:31).  
The DFID livelihoods framework appeared to be attractive to researchers 
and policymakers alike because of its clearly elaborated schemes, dia-
grams and de��nitions (Kaag et al. 2004:68). Currently, most livelihood 
research is inspired by such model-like analytical frameworks. Similarly, 
DFID made a major contribution to de��ning the concept of livelihood. 
The most widely-used de��nition of a livelihood is still the one developed 
and reformed by various DFID employees: a livelihood �comprises the 
capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and 
activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it 
can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks and maintain or 
enhance its capabilities and assets both now and in the future while not 
undermining the natural resource base� (Carney 1998, based on Chambers 
and Conway 1992:7). According to Ellis (2000:7), the value of this de��nition 
lies in its direct attention to the links between the assets (also including 
access) and the capabilities that people possess, since these enable or con-
strain their actions to create, maintain or enhance a livelihood. In this 
de��nition, a livelihood is seen as �a highly complex, all encompassing con-
cept, which is not restricted to the ecological or to the economic or pro-
ductive aspects of life� (De Haan and Zoomers 2003:356). Notwithstanding 
the apparent comprehensiveness of the concept, this understanding does 
not substantially move away from the economic or material objectives  
of life.

Consequently, several academics� have put more emphasis on the equal 
importance of other criteria�in particular the cultural and social dimen-
sions that shape people�s identity and give them the capability to act (in 
an accumulative or coping way) on existing and new opportunities and 
constraints. Bebbington (1999:2022) states that:

A person�s assets, such as land, are not merely means with which he or she 
makes a living: they also give meaning to that person�s world. Assets are not 
simply resources that people use in building livelihoods: they are assets that 
give them the capability to be and to act. Assets should not be understood 
only as things that allow survival, adaptation and poverty alleviation: they 
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are also the basis of agents� power to act and to reproduce, challenge  
or change the rules that govern the control, use and transformation of 
resources.

Long (2000:197) also stresses the importance of including the social and 
cultural dimensions in livelihood studies; and uses Wallman�s contribu-
tion (1984) for pointing to the fact that a livelihood is much more than 
���nding or making shelter, transacting money, getting food to put on the 
family table or to exchange on the market place�. According to Long 
(2000:197), a livelihood encompasses:

value choice, status issues, identi��cation with or distantiation from other 
modes of living and types of social persons. It implies both a synchronic pat-
tern of relationships existing among a delimited number of persons for  
solving livelihood problems or sustaining certain types of livelihoods, as  
well as diachronic processes. The later cover actors� livelihood trajectories 
during their life course, the types of choices they identify and take, and  
the switches they make between livelihood options. Livelihoods are both 
individually and jointly constructed and represent patterns of shifting 
inter-dependencies.

In this respect, Long (2001:241) also states that livelihoods �are made up of 
practices by which individuals and groups strive to make a living, meet 
their consumption necessities, cope with adversities and uncertainties, 
engage with new opportunities, protect existing or pursue new lifestyles 
and cultural identi��cations, and ful��l their social obligations.�

Echoing Bebbington and Long, other authors continue to stress that 
livelihoods should be considered as a dynamic and holistic concept (for 
example, Ellis 2000; De Haan 2000). However, often these authors do not 
really move beyond material motives and aims, and continue to focus on 
capital and activities, and downplay structural features (De Haan and 
Zoomers 2005: 33). They still use model-based approaches to livelihoods, 
giving the impression that analytical distinctions are real-life distinctions 
that can be put into speci��c boxes (Hospes and Lont 2004:8�10). They also 
remain focused on �livelihoods as being created, negotiated and fought for 
principally in one locality� (Mazzucato 2004:135). In the following sections, 
I will attempt to add greater theoretical depth to the livelihoods discus-
sion by elaborating on the ideas of livelihood style, social space and place, 
geographical place and translocality.

Livelihood Styles: Beyond Agency and Social Structure

Contemporary livelihood studies have not, therefore, changed much in 
focus over the past two decades and are in principle still centred on the 
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��See for more detailed elaborations, for example, Sztompka 1993; Ritzer and Goodman 
2004.

�active role� that people play in responding to and bringing about change. 
Through emphasizing people�s situated agency, that is, the way in which 
people �actively shape their lives in particular contexts through material 
and non-material assets�, analysts have tried to change the image of poor 
people as mere victims of structural constraints In the light of this desire, 
it is rather understandable that livelihood practices are often treated as if 
they are purely individual strategies and thus result of people trying to 
achieve prede��ned goals through rationally planned actions (Kaag et al. 
2004:53 and 67).

Rather than denying the importance of people�s agency in achieving a 
livelihood, I argue that there is much more involved than the deliberate 
motives or more conscious strategies of individuals or of groups. The 
anecdotes in the introductory chapter show that the practices of most 
Torajans seem intrinsically bounded and determined by the social struc-
tures in which they are embedded, even if they are no longer living in Tana 
Toraja. A view that looks solely on Torajan actions and strategies runs the 
risk of downplaying the social structures that shape them if not necessar-
ily determining them. Archer (1988:ix, 1995) calls the basic issue in con-
temporary social theory �the problem of structure and agency�, namely the 
constant tension between the two in��uences. According to Miles (2000:19) 
�This point [the interface between agency and structure] is acutely evident 
at an everyday experiential level, where we see that life is actively consti-
tuted by the contrary feeling that the individual is both free and yet some-
how simultaneously constrained.�

I do not intend to provide a complete account of this dichotomy� but 
rather to bridge the debates on structure and agency by more realistically 
putting forward an alternative conceptual focus�on �styles�, or more  
speci��cally, on �livelihood styles�. The value of the sociological concept  
of (life)styles for the analysis of livelihoods �lies in the way in which  
it addresses the duality of structure and agency� (Miles 2000:18�9). By 
employing the concept of style it becomes possible to treat people as 
agents in the social world. Moreover, styles help to explain what people do, 
why they do it, and what doing it means to them and others (Chaney 
1996:4). In this way, the concept of styles seems also to promise to avoid 
the rigid �sectoral approach to livelihood strategies as if resources and 
resource systems are actually separated from each other and consequently 
each can be put in a special box� (Hospes and Lont 2004:10). Finally, the 
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��The study of De Haan and Zoomers (2005) is a notable exception; it discusses power 
relations in the livelihoods approach in order to fully conceptualize access.

��For example, by Bolhuis and Van der Ploeg 1985; Hebinck and Van der Ploeg 1997;  
Van der Ploeg 1999.

concept of styles helps to analyse people�s patterns of livelihood practices, 
not only as the outcome of strategically planned actions for making a liv-
ing, but also as the (unconscious as much as conscious) actions to protect 
existing lifestyles or to pursue new lifestyles and cultural identi��cations, 
and to ful��l their social obligations. Besides, it includes practices that  
are meant to consolidate existing power or to strive for greater political 
power. As the livelihoods approach has a somewhat non-ideological 
standpoint, this dimension is rarely touched upon in contemporary liveli-
hood studies.�

The concept of style is not completely new within the analysis of  
livelihoods. Arce and Hebinck (2002) introduced the concept in an  
unpublished paper as a means to analyze the impact of socio-cultural 
components within the livelihood framework. They use the notions of life-
styles or �styles of farming� almost interchangeably as an argument against 
the concept of livelihood strategies, and build their argument along the 
lines of the �styles of farming approach� developed earlier at Wageningen 
University.� By suggesting that style involves a more sophisticated analy-
sis� of livelihoods because it goes beyond the level of individual strate-
gies� and incorporates the signi��cance of organized practices they  
contend that a �style of farming� comprises four interrelated and mutually 
dependent levels of social analysis: (1) a speci��c cultural repertoire  
composed of shared experiences, knowledge, insights, interests, prospects 
and interpretations of the context; (2) an integrated set of practices  
and artefacts, such as crop varieties, instruments, cattle and cropping 
schemes; (3) a speci��c ordering of the interrelationships between the 
farming unit and markets, technology and institutions; (4) the way  
in which local people respond to agrarian policies (Arce and Hebinck 
2002:8�9). Arce and Hebinck argue that the analysis of styles of farm-
ing�has proved to be useful because of �its clear set of analytical instru-
ments and the way the concept disentangles diversity and di�ferentiation� 
and therefore it should encompass other lifestyles and move beyond 
farming.

In a ��eld somewhat related to that of livelihood studies, that of social 
security, Nooteboom (2003) also applied the concept of style in the analy-
sis of communal institutions that provide social security on the one hand, 
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��Though Nooteboom (2003) does not employ the concept of lifestyle, his discussion of 
styles is actually based on earlier writings on lifestyles and farming styles, and therefore 
when he uses the word �styles�, one could also read it as �lifestyles�.

���See, for example, Breusers 2001; Pender et al. 2001; Scoones and Wolmer 2002;  
De Haan and Zoomers 2005.

and the space for individuals to make use of this security on the other.�  
As with Arce and Hebinck, Nooteboom took the idea of styles loosely from 
the styles of farming approach developed at Wageningen. On the basis of 
these studies, Nooteboom (2003:54�5) de��nes styles (of social security) as 
�distinguishable patterns of orientations and actions concerning the vari-
ety of means to achieve security; these patterns are structured by an inter-
nal logic and conditioned by social, economic, and personal characteristics 
of the people involved�. Both of these studies consider styles as emic social 
constructions. In this respect, Nooteboom argues that �people do not fol-
low a style, but have a style of organizing their social security� and that 
therefore this di�fers from strategies designed by individuals.

Although both studies provide some interesting insights into the notion 
of style, and emphasize its relevance for the integration of socio-cultural 
components as well as it being a way to move beyond the structure-agency 
divide, they have left many dimensions of the concept underexposed and 
without a satisfactory elaboration. In addition to styles, De Haan and 
Zoomers (2005:41�3) applied the concept of pathways, de��ned as �patterns 
of livelihood activities which arise from a co-ordination process among 
actors. This co-ordination emerges from individual strategic behaviour 
embedded both in a historical repertoire and in social di�ferentiation, 
including power relations and institutional processes, both of which play 
a role in subsequent decision-making�. The term �pathways� has become 
more popular in contemporary livelihood studies�� and De Haan and 
Zoomers have been using these studies to build up a de��nition. Their 
argumentation and de��nition provide interesting new insights into the 
theoretical discussion on livelihoods. For the analysis of the full complex-
ity of Torajan livelihoods, the concept of pathways is particularly useful in 
stressing the dynamics of livelihoods or, more speci��cally, the pattern of 
livelihood practices that �is generative and develops and changes over 
time because of the logic of practice� (De Haan and Zoomers 2005:41).

We need to explore the concept of style further to de��ne more precisely 
what is meant by the term, and to identify its value for livelihood studies 
as an analytical tool. I will do this on the basis of a deeper analysis of 
Giddens and Bourdieu�s �distinctive notion on styles� which has been 
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instructive in the sociological discussions of styles, or more speci��cally of 
lifestyles. De Haan and Zoomers (2005:41) note that the attention to styles 
in livelihood studies �can be seen as an attempt to move away from neo-
liberal thinking to a more structural approach�from Giddens toward 
Bourdieu�s �habitus�. I want to make clear once again that I see the value of 
the concept of styles precisely as a way of bridging the agency-structure 
divide and, as such, it does include elements of both Giddens and 
Bourdieu, rather than either one or the other. Both have provided useful 
tools to sociology and, more speci��cally, their conception of lifestyles 
which helps in obtaining a more thorough understanding of the relation-
ship between structure and agency (Miles 2000:23). Here I think it is useful 
to outline some of the fundamental notions of Giddens and of Bourdieu 
on the study of the agency-structure divide and lifestyles before proceed-
ing to a discussion on its usefulness for livelihoods analysis.

Anthony Giddens� structuration theory (1984) is probably one of the 
best-known and most accomplished attempts to integrate structure and 
agency (see Ritzer and Goodman 2004:509). This theory emphasizes the 
�duality of structure�, meaning that action and structure cannot be con-
ceived separately as they are in fact two sides of the same coin. On the one 
side, social structures are created by human agency and, on the other, 
social structures are the very medium of this constitution (Giddens 
1976:121). In this context, Giddens (1984:2) argues that it is �neither the 
experience of the individual actor, nor the existence of any form of social 
totality, but social practices ordered across time and space� that should be 
taken as the basic domain in the study of the social sciences. Agency and 
structure are thus inextricably interwoven in ongoing human activity or 
practice (Ritzer and Goodman 2004:510). Social practices, as the proper 
units of analysis, are not considered to be discrete actions but rather ongo-
ing streams of actions. This continuity of social practices presumes re��ex-
ivity or consciousness, implying that human actors are not merely 
self-conscious but are also engaged in the monitoring of the ongoing ��ow 
of social life (Giddens 1984:3). As such, �activities are not produced by con-
sciousness, by the social construction of reality, nor are they produced by 
social structure. Rather, in expressing themselves as actors, people are 
engaging in practice, and it is through that practice that both conscious-
ness and structure are produced� (Ritzer and Goodman 2004:510).

Giddens thus regards human actors (or agents) as the ultimate motor of 
structuration (Sztompka 1993). In so doing, he accords actors great power, 
in a sense that they have �the ability to make a di�ference in the social 
world�, while at the same time emphasizing that they cannot act in any 
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meaningful way without drawing upon collective interpretive schemes 
that enable and constrain their actions (Ritzer and Goodman 2004:511; 
Calhoun et al. 2002:223). Structure is thus not viewed as a barrier to action, 
but rather as essentially involved in its production (Giddens 1984:17). As 
such, Giddens (1984:179) notes that �there is no such thing as a distinctive 
type of �structural explanation� in the social sciences; all explanations will 
involve at least implicit reference both to the purposive, reasoning behav-
iour of agents and to its intersection with constraining and enabling fea-
tures of the social and material contexts of that behaviour�.

Against this background, Giddens developed a perception of lifestyles 
that encompasses most of the central issues touched upon in his theory of 
structuration. According to Giddens (1991:81�2), a lifestyle involves �a clus-
ter of habits and orientations, and hence has a certain unity�that con-
nects options in a more or less ordered pattern.��[T]he selection or 
creation of lifestyles is in��uenced by group pressures and the visibility of 
role models, as well as by socioeconomic circumstances�. He de��nes life-
styles as:

a more or less integrated set of practices which an individual embraces, not 
only because such practices ful��l utilitarian needs, but because they give 
material form to a particular narrative of self-identity.��Lifestyles are [thus] 
routined practices, the routines incorporated into habits of dress, eating, 
modes of acting and favoured milieux for encountering others; but the rou-
tines followed are re��exively open to change in the light of the mobile nature 
of self-identity.

In this explanation of lifestyles, Giddens puts the streams, or integrated 
set of routinized practices of agents, at the centre of lifestyles; while taking 
into account the in��uence of social structures in which they are embed-
ded, and acknowledging the re��exivity of agents that enables change in 
the routines of everyday practices.

While including both structure and agency in his notion of lifestyle, 
Giddens tends to put the emphasis on the latter and fails to really grasp 
the social structures that underlie the social world (Craib 1992). Bourdieu, 
on the other hand, favours a position that is more structuralist, though not 
losing sight of the agent. Like Giddens, Bourdieu sought to bridge the 
extremities of structural and interactionist approaches to social life. 
Although he succeeded to some degree, there is a bias in his work towards 
structuralism (Ritzer and Goodman 2004:520). Bourdieu (1977, 1990) 
advanced a �relational analysis of social tastes and practices� as a means of 
obtaining an empirical handle on the dynamic relationship between 
structure and action; or, in his words, by escaping from both subjectivism 

Edwin B.P. de Jong - 978-90-04-25247-9
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 08:55:38PM

via free access



40	 ������� ���

and objectivism. His analysis involves the three concepts of �position�, �dis-
positions� (or habitus) and �position-taking� (practices) which have 
appeared pivotal in most of his work. According to Bourdieu, the com-
plete set of positions make up social space. Each position is occupied by 
an actor on the basis of their occupation, education or proximity to power. 
Positions are maintained and expressed to others through a process of 
position-taking whereby they produce social status for their occupants 
(Calhoun et al. 2002:260�1). People express their position through a par-
ticular style of clothing, leisure activities, consumer patterns and so on. 
However, there is no hard connection between positions in the social 
space and the practices related to them; they di�fer in times and in spaces. 
Rather than having a permanent connection, structure and practice are 
linked together by the habitus. By �habitus� Bourdieu (1989:19) means:

A system of schemes of perception and appreciation of practices, cognitive 
and evaluative structures which are acquired through the lasting experience 
of a social position. Habitus is both a system of schemes of production of 
practices and a system of perception and appreciation of practices. And, in 
both of these dimensions, its operation expresses the social position in 
which it was elaborated. Consequently, habitus produces practices and rep-
resentations which are available for classi��cation, which are objectively dif-
ferentiated; however, they are immediately perceived as such only by those 
agents who possess the code, the classi��catory schemes necessary to under-
stand their social meaning.

As the habitus (or dispositions) of agents are �the mental structures 
through which they apprehend the social world [which] are essentially 
the product of the internalization of the structures of the world� (Bourdieu 
1989:18), they cannot be studied directly since they are only observable 
through practices. In this respect, habitus both implies a �sense of one�s 
place� as well as a �sense of the place of others� or, in other words, provides 
us with a world with a common sense: a world that seems self-evident. �It 
is on the basis of habitus that Bourdieu de��nes social groups (including 
social classes), since those who occupy similar positions in the social 
structure will have the same habitus �(Calhoun et al. 2002:261).

In his work on Distinction, Bourdieu (1984) argues that the habitus of a 
person, or a group of persons that occupy a similar or neighbouring posi-
tion in social space, is in a way quite systematic. All the elements of a per-
son�s behaviour have something in common, �a kind of a���nity of style� 
(Bourdieu 2002:28). Bourdieu uses the example of handwriting to under-
pin his argument. Whether a particular person �writes with instruments as 
diverse as a pencil, a pen or piece of chalk and on media as di�ferent as a 
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sheet of paper and a blackboard�, his or her style of handwriting will be 
immediately recognizable. He calls this a �practical systematicity� to 
denote that it is not necessarily logical. Bourdieu continues his argument, 
and accepts that there are variances and exceptions but sees the word 
�style� as indicative of this practical unity. He acknowledges that an empha-
sis on this unity is in danger of being regarded as supporting the idea that 
human behaviour is monolithic�which is sometimes put forward against 
the notion of habitus�but makes clear that human behaviour is not 
monolithic. Rather, �It is very open, very diverse, but within limits, and  
the idea of lifestyle is suited to express this loose systematicity which  
characterizes human behaviour�. In line with the above argumentation, 
Bourdieu (1984:172) de��nes lifestyles as �the systematic products of habi-
tus, which perceived in their mutual relations through the schemes of the 
habitus, become sign systems that are socially quali��ed (as �distinguished�, 
�vulgar, etc.)�.

Bourdieu�s contribution to the understanding of lifestyles has proved 
useful in explaining why contemporary socio-structural distinctions are 
increasingly articulated through cultural forms (Chaney 1996:65). 
Lifestyles are about behaving in culturally acceptable ways and depend 
upon someone�s cultural capital. The more cultural capital someone pos-
sesses, the more extravagant that person�s lifestyle is likely to be (Miles 
2000:23). In that sense, certain activities are considered more culturally 
appropriate than others, and these are hierarchically ordered. As such, 
lifestyles ful��l an active role in maintaining social hierarchies because 
some people have more access to cultural (and economic) capital than 
others. Accepting this argument, and from Bourdieu�s point of view, group 
contexts and in��uences are of great importance in the construction of 
people�s lifestyles.

Although Bourdieu has provided an interesting theoretical framework 
for the analysis of lifestyles that is based on some fascinating empirical 
work, it is not surprising that his work has been criticized as being overly 
deterministic (see, for example, Chaney 1996). To put it di�ferently, there 
seems to be no conceptual (or empirical) space for the human agent in 
Bourdieu�s framework, and the use of the term �re��exitivity� is question-
able. As Chaney (1996:66) observes, �The very prescriptive determinism of 
his concept of habitus does not allow him to fully appreciate the ways in 
which actors may and will play with these [lifestyle]choices as ironic com-
mentaries on their own styles of life�. Chaney continues his argument by 
adopting a quote by Rigby (1991:123 quoted in Chaney 1996:66): �Bourdieu�s 
view of the role of culture in modern society is not only very pessimistic 
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but also rather outdated�. With this summation he re��ects the processes of 
modernization and globalization (such as increasing suburbanization, 
migration, the increasing dominance of retailing in anonymous shopping 
centres) that seem to have diminished rather than enhanced cultural 
diversity. According to Chaney (1996:145), these processes have also 
become �an inextricable part of the same social and economic changes 
that have been the context of lifestyle identi��cations�.

Livelihood Style De��ned

In spite of the criticism of both Giddens�s and Bourdieu�s studies of con-
temporary lifestyles, I believe that taken together they cover most issues of 
styles and the factors that shape them and, therefore, provide the funda-
mentals for coming to grips with the term and discussing its usefulness in 
the study of livelihoods. Apart from their di�ferences over emphasising 
either the role of agency or that of structure, they do deliver several analo-
gous aspects in their endeavours to analytically frame the concept of style. 
They both depart from human practices as the central focus of analysis. As 
such, they stress the routine nature or systematicity of these practices that 
are more or less ordered in a pattern and hence show a certain unity. Both 
authors admit that this pattern follows from the social context (or social 
space), social di�ferentiation and socioeconomic circumstances (or place) 
in which it is embedded. Further, they both take the historical, or time 
dimension, into account, and regard these patterns of practices as a prod-
uct of time. This re��ects the ideas of De Haan and Zoomers (2005:41), who 
argue that although the results may be the same, the pathways might have 
been di�ferent. In this respect, Giddens and Bourdieu consider styles to be 
important in expressing one�s own, or someone else�s, position in society 
or, in other words, as a means to obtain an identity or social status. 
However, the main di�ference lies in the plasticity of styles and the actors� 
potential to actively bring about change in their style of living.

In Bourdieu�s perspective, styles are more or less de��ned by people�s 
position in the social space. Their various positions and thereby styles are 
the result of the actors� historical trajectories in arriving at the positions 
that they now occupy. These trajectories, in turn, correspond largely to  
a given volume of inherited capital. �[T]he shift from one trajectory  
to another often depends on collective events�wars, crisis, etc.�or  
individual events�encounters, a�fairs, benefactors etc.�which are usu-
ally described as fortunate or unfortunate accidents� (Bourdieu 1984:110). 
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In this sense, Bourdieu largely ignores re��exitivity, the capacity or capabil-
ity to re��ect on one�s practices, and change them if desired�which is so 
important in Giddens� account. Even if the room for manoeuvre is very 
limited because of the social structure in which an agent is embedded, 
styles are never completely static according to Giddens. Or, seen from 
another perspective, in Bourdieu�s explanation there is hardly any room 
for deviant behaviour or styles, whereas in Giddens� reasoning there is. 
Along the same lines, Bourdieu ascribes a much greater role to culture in 
de��ning or determining people�s styles than does Giddens.

As I argued above, a satisfactory de��nition of style for the analysis of 
livelihoods, or as I prefer to call it �livelihood style�, cannot be based on 
either Giddens�s or Bourdieu�s accounts of lifestyle, but must include 
aspects of both explanations. Accordingly, on the basis of a synthesis-like 
approach, I de��ne livelihood style as

A recognizable and coherent pattern of practices that results from an actor�s 
conscious and unconscious objectives in establishing, maintaining, and 
enhancing a living in interaction (both in a cooperative and con��icting 
manner) with other actors over time, and within the framework of status 
systems, cultural ideals and geographical space and place(s).

In this sense, livelihood styles can be perceived as a fairly stable unity of 
practices that are objectively di�ferentiated; however, the perception of 
styles by the agents embodied in them (emic view) does not necessarily 
coincide with the perceptions of the same styles by the ones observing 
them (etic view). This idea contrasts with the view of Arce and Hebinck 
and of Nooteboom who consider styles to be speci��cally an emic notion.

The term �style� does not imply that daily lives are homogeneous. Rather, 
the key issue is that people have a great variety of options (in resources, 
social relations, cultural repertoires, and so on) in a given context to estab-
lish a livelihood. Despite these options, particular livelihood styles, or 
clusters of livelihood styles, emerge as the outcome of the whole gamut of 
practices that are re��ected in the impressive heterogeneity of daily lives 
(Long and van der Ploeg 1994:70). Although particular livelihood styles 
might emerge over time, these styles are dynamic and susceptible to 
change. Changes in styles are both embedded in the style itself, even if this 
is not observable at ��rst glance, as well as triggered by the context in which 
styles are embedded. The ��rst aspect of change concerns actors� livelihood 
trajectories during their life courses, the types of choices they identify and 
make, and the switches they make between livelihood options (Long 
2001:55). The latter form of change is often seen as more important than 
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���A disposition is a habit, a preparation, a state of readiness, or a tendency to act in a 
speci��ed way. In Bourdieu�s theory of ��elds dispositions are the natural tendencies of each 
individual to take on a certain position in any ��eld. There is no strict determinism through 
one�s dispositions, though in retrospect, a space of possible practices can always be 
observed.

the ��rst, especially when it comes to abrupt changes due to particular 
disasters or crises, but we should be careful not to exaggerate the impor-
tance of the contextual factors to which the agent is exposed. As Long and 
Van der Ploeg argue (1994:77), such factors are not relevant as �determi-
nants� when self-evident limits exist beyond which action is judged to be 
inconceivable. �Rather, [they are relevant] as boundary markers that 
become targets for negotiation, reconsideration, sabotage and/or change, 
i.e. as barriers that have to be removed or transformed� (Long 2001:63). 
Given this �double way of change�, which is inherent to livelihood styles, 
these styles in fact represent an analysis of the �work in progress� or, in 
Bourdieu�s words (2002), the modus operandi.

Moreover, I argue that livelihood practices are embedded in social dif-
ferentiation. Or, in other words, in social space, and in the struggles and 
negotiations that take place within it, since people generally but not nec-
essarily act according to their position within it. Patterns in livelihood 
practices exist because various people face similar inherited attributes 
(such as age, gender, ethnicity and descent) and achieved attributes (such 
as educational credentials and political position) that provide them with 
similar opportunities and expectations. In Bourdieu�s terms, patterns in 
livelihood practices arise because people from the same social class, gen-
der or caste have similar dispositions�� and therefore face similar life 
opportunities and expectations of others (De Haan and Zoomers 2005:41). 
Agents have some room to manoeuvre within these (dis)positions in order 
to obtain a living, and are able to change their social positions. Although 
social structures might not determine people�s livelihood styles as rigidly 
as Bourdieu argues, in any society some ordering principles or boundary 
markers at least guide people in their perceptions of the social space and 
their position within it, thereby shaping their life opportunities and their 
expectations of others in establishing, maintaining or enhancing their 
wellbeing. As these principles are generally locally bounded, livelihood 
styles can only be explained with reference to the local context in which 
they are embedded.

In this perspective, the term livelihood style enables me to analyse  
the full complexity of Torajan livelihoods by focusing on the patterns of 
practices that individuals and households employ to compose, maintain 
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and enhance wellbeing, without predetermining whether these practices 
are the result of conscious or unconscious choices. In so doing, it becomes 
possible to identify the most prominent life objectives (material and non-
material) in Tana Toraja, which in turn lead to or correspond to a particu-
lar livelihood style that by de��nition is not designed simply to make a 
living. If at the same time we take into account the in��uences of the social 
space, social di�ferentiation, cultural ideals, place and time in which the 
actors are embedded, we can see to what extent these goals and the design 
of a livelihood style are bounded (as markers) by these factors. Moreover, 
it enables us to consider whether Torajan livelihood styles are location-
speci��c (in both a social and geographical sense) and even, more impor-
tantly, whether particular styles are more vulnerable or resilient to changes 
in context than others. This di�fers from earlier approaches to livelihoods 
in that livelihood styles do not explain the vulnerability of people�s lives 
solely by looking at assets, capabilities or the activities of agents, but also 
encompass people�s perspectives or objectives in obtaining a living, and 
also the more cultural aspects and contexts that shape these aspects.  
In short, the concept of livelihood styles provides a framework for explain-
ing the way people make a living in Tana Toraja as something which is 
more than the outcome of economically valuable resources being strategi-
cally mobilized for making a living. As such, the concept of livelihood 
styles seems promising as a way out of the paradox posed in the introduc-
tion of this book: how is it possible that while the economic activities  
in Tana Toraja declined, and the costs for daily life increased, that the exor-
bitant Torajan expenditures on funeral ceremonies continued or even 
increased?

Livelihoods and Social Space: Networks, Kinship and Houses

Styles point toward the idea that we should not think of a collection of 
rational actors but rather of people who have a number of scenarios at 
their disposal, shaped by context and structural aspects. Further, agency 
means that people opt for a particular style within this structural room for 
manoeuvre. Styles could be considered as a kind of patterned behaviour in 
which the emphasis is on the cultural aspects that shape them. Moreover, 
styles emphasize that people are not opting for particular practices in a 
social vacuum but, rather, that they are part of particular groups, or more 
speci��cally, networks of social relations. Through social relations, people�s 
styles are positioned in the social world. For example, in the organization 
of a drama, there are a variety of scenarios possible from which the actors 
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can choose. However, at the same time, their choice of a particular play or 
role depends on the people they have at their disposal. Moreover, from the 
outside, the drama might appear to be a well-orchestrated performance 
whereas, behind the scenes, people might be competing to get the most 
popular role. To understand why people choose particular scenarios or 
styles, and how they come about, it is thus necessary to take account of the 
social dimension or social space. I am not suggesting that people are com-
pletely bounded by social space, but that the risk of being expelled or 
excluded from particular social relations means that people usually refrain 
from freeriding.

Thus the practices that make a living are created, maintained, 
enhanced�and adapted in interactions�in both cooperative and con��ict-
ing manners�with other actors. This means that people�s livelihood 
styles are, in analytical terms, situated in social spaces with boundaries 
de��ned by social networks, relationships and identities. �These spaces are 
��uid, constantly changing, and are shaped and constantly re-negotiated 
by people themselves� (Arce and Hebinck 2002:6�7). Livelihood styles can 
only be properly understood by mapping the various actors and the net-
works and social relationships among them. As Granovetter (1992:25) 
argues, all action (in the sense of economic action) �is socially situated and 
cannot be explained by reference to individual motives alone. It is embed-
ded in ongoing networks of personal relationships rather than carried out 
by atomized actors.� The question then is, what does this space looks like, 
and in what sense is it constraining or enabling people�s behaviour? This 
boils down to the idea of positive and negative social capital�terms that 
have become popular in conceptualising the social dimension. In the fol-
lowing sections, I will elaborate on the various aspects that make up the 
social space in general, and try to obtain some analytical handles for map-
ping the Torajan social space in particular.

Torajan livelihoods are imbued with social relationships and networks, 
especially kinship relations. �Practical� kinship relations, in Bourdieu�s 
words (1977:37), are highly instrumental in Torajans� success at achieving 
wellbeing. Although kinship may not be the only element in the social 
space of Torajan society, it certainly appears to be one of the most impor-
tant factors among the many that make up the basis of the structure  
of Torajan relationships and networks. As Bourdieu argued (1976:141 in: 
Schweizer and White 1998:1), kinship and marriage grow out of  
��practical and complex strategies. They are part of an entire system  
of biological, cultural, and social reproduction�, and in this sense they  
are fundamental to the constitution of social relations. In the following 
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���And to some extent to social capital studies that often adopted key terms from social 
network studies and then re��ned them and developed them further.

sections, I postulate some theoretical ideas on kinship in general, and 
more speci��cally on insular Southeast Asian notions of kinship. As the 
tongkonan in Tana Toraja seems to ful��l a key function in anchoring peo-
ple in space and linking them in time, I add some perspectives on kinship 
from the studies on so-called �house societies�.

Social Relationships and Networks
A fruitful analysis of any human action�requires us to avoid the atomiza-
tion implicit in the theoretical extremes of under- and over-socialized views. 
Actors do not behave or decide as atoms outside a social context, nor do they 
adhere to a script written for them by the particular intersection of sociocul-
tural categories they happen to occupy. Their attempts at purposive action 
are instead embedded in concrete, ongoing systems of social relations 
(Granovetter 1992:31).

I quote Granovetter to emphasize that my purpose is to ��nd a balance 
between an oversocialized (deterministic, cultural) view of practices, and 
an under-socialized (individualist, atomized) perspective by focusing on 
the way in which social relations and networks of relations shape the live-
lihood practices of human agents for better or for worse. Thus, the stress 
on social relations goes beyond the particularized individual and also 
deals with the ambiguous complexities of friction, where relationships 
exhibit both cooperation and con��ict (Schuller and Field 2000). In so 
doing, I do not aim to account completely for all social network studies�
and no-one is quite sure whether a network is a metaphor, a method or a 
theory (Barnes 1979). Rather, I will establish a conceptual analysis that 
stems from various social network studies (and to some extent from social 
capital studies)�� that will help me to further analyze Torajan social life as 
an essential element of the available livelihood styles.

Social networks are seen as the set of relations or ties among actors (for 
example, Mitchell 1973; Wasserman and Faust 1994; Schuller and Field 
2000). Actors are regarded here as discrete individual, corporate or collec-
tive social units, such as individuals, households, organizations and social 
groups (Wasserman and Faust 1994). Actors are linked to other actors by 
social ties. A collection of ties of a speci��c kind involving a speci��ed set of 
actors is referred to as social relations. Social relations can be as diverse as 
kinship, friendship, village or neighbourhood membership, patron-client, 
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political party membership and so on. Social relationships can be mapped 
as a grid of ties that involve both content and form. Mitchell (1973:23�6) 
extracts three di�ferent types of content from the social network literature 
of that time, which still largely resembles contemporary accounts: com-
munication content; normative content; and exchange or transformation 
content. The ��rst of these relates to the passage of information between 
actors. The second concerns the expectations that actors have of other 
actors because of some social characteristic or social attribute the other 
may possess. Mitchell (1973: 27) relates these expectations to a �common 
sense of meaning� that actors attribute to the relationship. Wasserman 
and Faust (1994:38) would label these two content types as transfers of 
non-material resources. The third content can be conceptualized as the 
links between actors in social networks created by the set of transactions 
or transfers of material resources. This includes social support such as 
lending and borrowing items, business transactions (sales or purchases of 
goods) and the exchange of gifts. To summarize, the relational ties between 
actors can be seen as channels for the transfer or ��ow of non-material as 
well as material resources (Schuller and Field 2000).

Besides content, a tie can also be articulated in form, which concerns 
the strength of a relation. Relations range from weak to strong. Weak ties 
can be characterized as links between actors that have infrequent contact 
and who do not attach great signi��cance to the relationship (Schensul et 
al. 1999:13). At the other end of the continuum, strong ties imply a great 
intensity of interaction between actors in relationships that are highly val-
ued. Examples of strong ties that are often given are relations between 
family or kin, friends and close colleagues. In livelihood studies, strong ties 
are usually regarded as the most important in maintaining a living because 
one trusts family and friends, and they are the ��rst ones to call upon  
(De Haan and Quarles van U�ford 2002:289). Nevertheless, in his seminal 
work, Granovetter (1973) has shown that, on some occasions, weak ties 
might also appear to be quite strong. They can function as bridges to other 
networks that contain information or contacts not available within one�s 
own network. Following Granovetter, several authors�mostly in the ��eld 
of social capital�have elaborated on bridging and cross-cutting ties as a 
way to open up di�ferent networks and thereby additional resources (see 
for example Narayan 1999; Putnam 2000; Woolcock 1998).

Knoke and Burt (1983) emphasize that ties between two actors can be 
either symmetric or asymmetric in the amount and type of resources that 
��ow between them. However, in reality most ties are asymmetric in con-
tent and strength because a strict one-to-one correspondence between 
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���This parallels the general problem in social science of de��ning the population to 
which research results can be generalized (Marsden 1990).

what two persons give to one another is rare (Wellman 1988:40�1). Wellman 
states, �Although rarely symmetric, ties are usually reciprocated in a gener-
alized way. For example, not only do clients send resources to patrons, but 
patrons usually send such resources as goods, information, and protection 
to clients. Further, the power of patrons is partly based on their ties with 
clients, as the ties themselves are a scarce resource�.

Thus, to make a living, people may employ a variety of social relation-
ships that vary in content, strength and direction. These social relation-
ships are rarely di�ferentiated from �ordinary� social and economic 
relationships that serve normal life situations (Von Benda Beckmann et al. 
1997:109). According to Von Benda-Beckmann et al., the livelihood dimen-
sion of these relationships is often just one of many facets �that are inter-
woven in complex social relationships� In this respect, relationships can 
be regarded as multifunctional�as devices for livelihood provisions but 
also with potentially economic, political and social functions. It should be 
emphasized that dyadic social relations are generally part of larger social 
networks and can therefore not be well understood in isolation from the 
social context in which they are embedded (Granovetter 1992). In Howard 
Aldrich�s words (1982:286), ��transactions within networks are in��uenced 
by properties of the ��eld of relations surrounding them�. As such, patron-
client relations, for example, should be treated as local manifestations of 
larger class structures (Bodemann 1988). To push this argument a little fur-
ther, people are not only embedded in multifunctional relations but also 
in the multiplex networks of which these relations are part. Multiplexity 
here refers to overlapping social networks in which the same people are 
linked together across di�ferent speres or dimensions of life (Portes 1998). 
Boissevain (1974) gives the example of a small town in which the same 
individuals may simultaneously be kin, neighbours and co-workers and 
hence be linked to the same network of people through multifunctional 
relations.

Now, the thorny issue of the boundaries of these networks arises: what 
are the boundaries of these networks and how are they de��ned?�� The 
most common strategies for boundary speci��cation are based on a dis-
tinction between emic approaches that take the subjective perceptions of 
actors as a starting point and the etic approaches that depart from the 
observer�s point of view (Mitchell 1973; Lauman et al. 1983 quoted in 
Marsden 1990). In both views several criteria can be chosen to de��ne the 
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boundaries of networks: (1) actors� attributes that de��ne inclusion or 
membership criteria for more formal organizations such as schools, 
church choirs, political parties, but also for less formal domains such as 
kinship or peergroups. Individual attributes are, for example, age, gender, 
socioeconomic status, and place of residence, and the like; (2) participa-
tion in events, such as funeral ceremonies or gambling parties. �Events 
usually occur at discrete points in time, as well as in geographical places� 
and usually concern attributes of both the actors and of the event 
(Wasserman and Faust 1994); (3) networks focusing on a particular prob-
lem, a resource, an idea or a social condition. Thus, the existence of com-
mon aims and interests among a set of people (Mitchell 1973); and ��nally 
(4) the relational character of networks, such as the content of ties (par-
ticular exchanges for social security for example). It does not need much 
explication to see that boundary speci��cation becomes more di���cult in 
large-scale and complex societies, where individuals interact with a great 
number of people on di�ferent bases, on di�ferent occasions and in di�fer-
ent places. Moreover, it is apparent that these boundaries are not static 
and change. Even the composition of close kinship groups changes over 
the lifetime of its members. Seen in this way, partial networks or (corpo-
rate) groups so bounded are always an abstract construction of either the 
participants, or the sociologist who is observing them, or both (Mitchell 
1973:32). Nevertheless, when it is made clear from the outset whether the 
networks described are from an �emic� or an �etic� perspective, and which 
principles are used in drawing boundaries, a network analysis provides 
useful insight into the way in which social space(s) shape people�s liveli-
hood practices.

Yet, if we are to accept the ��niteness or boundedness of networks of 
social relations�at least in abstract terms�we need to consider the con-
cept of �social position� which is in a sense an abstraction from bounded 
networks or groups. Position can be de��ned as �the location of an actor or 
class of actors in a system of social relationships� (Gross et al. 1958 quoted 
in Mitchell 1973:30). Whether desirable resources, and information on 
accessing them, are made available through network connections depends 
largely on one�s position in the network (Smith-Doerr and Powell 2005:391). 
In this regard, position in a network both empowers and constrains the 
actions of their incumbents. Through certain network positions actors 
have greater access to, and potential control over, relevant resources 
(Krackhardt and Brass 1994:210). Being in these more fortunate posi-
tions,� actors increase others� dependency upon them and wield more 
power. Good illustrations of such positions are gatekeepers and brokers. 
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Gatekeepers, for example, might control access to an organization�s leader 
from which they may gain wealth, ��attery, in��uence, the use of organiza-
tional resources and so on. Brokers hold a central position by linking two 
kinds of network clusters and, as such, might take a share of the resources 
that pass through their position (Wellman 1988:45�6). In addition to bro-
kers and gatekeepers, we might also think of central positions in political 
networks, neighbourhood or community networks, kinship networks, and 
the like. Although people in central positions might increase others� 
dependence upon them, they also have to increase their dependence on 
others in order to have access to relevant resources that are not controlled 
or mediated by those others (Krackhardt and Brass 1994:210).

Long (2001:56) stresses the importance of including a focus on those 
social networks that are composed of uneven and partial sets of relations, 
and that strain toward patterns of centralization and hierarchy. He argues 
that most authors �depict networks as made up of relatively balanced and 
dense sets of relations based on principles of reciprocity� but that this is 
often not the case. Social network studies often fail to address issues of 
con��ict and power and overlook the possibility that networks might also 
have a dark side. Intense trust and bitter rivalry usually coexist in most 
densely-knit networks. Competition over access to scarce resources is 
inherent in social space and leads to collaboration and more-or-less 
bounded coalitions and factions (Wellman 1988:46). Network analysts in 
particular, trying to explain the structural basis for political activity, have 
demonstrated how acts of collective violence (for example food riots or 
rebellions) are integral parts of broad con��icts over power fought by vari-
ous interest groups. Interestingly, those engaged in collective violence are 
not the uprooted, disconnected individuals but rather those more deeply 
rooted and more densely knit into competing groups. In general, such 
people appeared to be the most likely to be politically active, whether this 
activity occurred in violent or non-violent ways.

Although power is usually thought of as a resource that individuals, or 
clusters of social relations, can possess, accumulate and unproblemati-
cally exercise, a more fruitful way of thinking about power ��ows from 
feminist or gender studies. These studies (see for example Kabeer 1994) 
point to the fact that power is much more than how hierarchies and hege-
monic control demarcate social positions and opportunities, and restrict 
access to resources. They do not focus on �power-over� but stress a �power-
to� view�the capacity to do things, to achieve goals, no matter how small 
the room for manoeuvre is within particular situations. Villareal (1994) 
shows in a lively account of women�s empowerment that power never 
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fully belongs to either of the two people involved in a particular interac-
tion. Power is the outcome of complex struggles and negotiations over 
authority, status, reputation and resources, and it necessitates the acquisi-
tion of networks of actors and followers (Long 2001:71). Seeing power in 
this way, Villareal argues that �power relations are re-created in interaction 
and thus constitute a dynamic process of �wielding and yielding�. The 
wants of the power wielder are in��uenced and shaped by the other in the 
subordinate position. From this point of view, women are not pure vic-
tims, but also have an active role in their subordination� (Villareal 1994 in 
De Haan and Zoomers 2005:37). If we relate this view to a person�s position 
in a network, it becomes clear that, through the wielding and yielding pro-
cess, people are continually creating room to improve or protect their 
position within social space.

Having said this, there is still one issue I need to raise with regard to the 
analysis of social relations and networks, namely, the ordering principles 
that are embodied in them. Ordering principles �should not be seen as 
��xed institutional frames or normative criteria, but rather as ��exible or 
contestable interpretive modes that give some order to the ��ux of social 
life� (Long 2001:56). The scope of these ordering principles varies greatly 
between societies and criss-crosses di�ferent domains of life. Given this 
situation, I will not continue with an exposition on general or universal 
ordering principles but instead focus on the speci��c ordering principles 
that prevail in South Sulawesi. This will be discussed below but, before 
getting there, I will ��rst try to get a better analytical grip on the most com-
mon social relations and networks in Torajan society�those de��ned by 
kinship and houses.

Networks of Kin

The reason for discussing kinship here is well re��ected in the words of 
Kemp and Hüsken (1991:7), �[it] arises not from some speci��c project to 
study kinship per se, but rather from the experience, while in the pursuit 
of other topics, of �discovering� at the local level the importance of kin ties 
exceeding the boundaries of the family or household.� In the pursuit of 
discovering Torajan livelihoods, I entered the realm of kinship�its puz-
zling terminology, meanings and boundaries�as a matter of course. 
Whereas most scholars in the ��eld of social and cultural studies might 
have moved away from the study of kinship over recent decades, when 
considering Torajan society�as with many other both simple and com-
plex societies�kinship is clearly a major dimension of social relations 
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that cannot be neglected if one wants to understand livelihoods. Therefore, 
this section is an attempt to �come to terms� with kinship in island 
Southeast Asia in general, and in South Sulawesi in particular. It does not 
present a full account of kinship systems as they have been reported in the 
specialized literature (mainly in anthropological writings). Rather, the dis-
cussion of kinship will centre on the objective of identifying its major 
characteristics in island Southeast Asia.

Before going into detail on this topic, let me provide a short history of 
the study of kinship in the region to provide background for the current 
stance. For a long period, the study of kinship in Southeast Asia was domi-
nated by a concern with lineages and the construction of formal models of 
kinship terminologies (Kemp and Hüsken 1991; Waterson 1986). Until the 
1950s, when kinship studies were still at the heart of the anthropological 
discipline, the focus was mainly on corporate groups as the main explanan-
dum of social structure. This theory of society developed primarily out of 
��eldwork conducted by British social anthropologists in African coun-
tries. However, when social anthropologists entered the rural societies of 
Southeast Asia, the idea of the corporate group seemed to be of little help 
because such groups were relatively rare. Shelly Errington (1989:235) put 
this well:

In any case, accommodating the cluster of ideas around the corporate group 
(with its usually unstated conceptual baggage of the importance of descent 
to the formation of groups, the idea that kinship terminology is a distorted 
re��ection of biological reality, etc., etc.) proved to be a strain when it came 
to Paci��c societies, which often trace their �kinship� relations �cognatically� 
or �bilaterally,� where groupings often have vague or permeable boundaries, 
where recruitment to groupings is often not strictly along genealogical or 
descent lines, where indeed, �kinship� (in the sense of a belief in shared body 
substance) sometimes does not feature in either the formation of groups or 
the reference of what we call �kinship� terminology.

The relative absence of the characteristics of corporate groups in rural 
settlements of Southeast Asia and the new insights that came with increas-
ing ��eldwork in the region, produced a radical switch from an �o���cial�  
to a more �practical� perspective on kinship, to use Bourdieu�s terms 
(1977:37). In the second half of the twentieth century, this understanding 
developed, and it became generally accepted that the majority of South
east Asia�s population live in cognatic social environments, rather than in 
genealogically-determined corporate groups (Kemp and Hüsken 1991:1).

�Cognatic� or �bilateral� are terms used to signify a type of descent that  
is non-unilineal, meaning that equivalent importance is ascribed to  
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���In comparing kinship and relation terminology, Shelly Errington (1989:207) distin-
guishes two regions in island Southeast Asia which comprise comparative kinship charac-
teristics: �Eastern Indonesia� and the Centrist Archipelago. She refers to the Centrist 
Archipelago as the region that includes those societies which are located on the swath of 
islands rimming mainland Southeast Asia, stretching from the Malay peninsula through 
Borneo, dipping into Java, Sulawesi, the Moluccas, and Mindanao, Luzon, the Visayas, and 
other Philippine islands. Eastern Indonesia is considered as the region that includes all 
Indonesian islands east of Bali, including Lombok, Sumba, Sumbawa, Flores, Timor and 
Ambon.

relations through men as well as through women. In the anthropological 
literature, cognatic kinship is often extended with a �kindred� mode of 
organizing groupings. The concept of the kindred stems mainly from stud-
ies of indigenous Borneo societies (most notably, Leach 1950; Murdock 
1960; Freeman 1961, 1970) and is, as such, mostly associated with �simpler� 
societies (Kemp and Hüsken 1991:5). A kindred was de��ned as �that cog-
natic category which embraces all of an individual�s father�s kin, and all of 
his (or her) mother�s kin� and that spreads �upwards and outwards from an 
individual standing at its centre, or base� (Freeman 1970:67). It is, thus, an 
ego-focus group of relatives based upon individual knowledge. Hence, 
depending on the point of view of the ego taken, it varies in constellation. 
Freeman (1960:71) concludes that: 

Strictly speaking no two individuals have precisely the same kindred. 
However, if the relationships between themselves are excepted, and assum-
ing they have not produced children of their own, the members of the same 
sibling group do have the same kindred. Looked in this way, a kindred is seen 
as radiating out bilaterally from the children of an elementary family to 
include all those persons to whom relationship can be traced consanguin-
eally through both male and female links.

From this perspective, in many insular Southeast Asian societies, kinship 
can be understood as consisting of a set of full siblings that form a kindred- 
centre, a set of allies, or a kind of mini-grouping (Errington 1989:215). This 
coincides with the way many people of island Southeast Asia themselves 
often describe their social organization, namely in terms of plants, such as 
bamboo or coconut trees. Full siblings possess a common �root� that makes 
up the �clump� which is generally hidden from view. Thus, although the 
various siblings visualized as trunks might seem to be separate trees with 
their own trunk, the opposite is true; they are all of the same plant with a 
common shared trunk. Therefore, in South Sulawesi (as in many other 
societies found among the Southeast Asian archipelagoes) siblings are 
considered to be a single entity and expected to act accordingly.�� In this 
way, �[f]irst-degree siblings (��rst cousins in our terms) are siblings whose 
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common source or root is two generational layers removed from them-
selves (i.e. in the grandparental layer); second-degree siblings� common 
root is three layers removed� (Errington 1989:215). As full siblings stem 
from exactly the same parents in the layer above them, they are consid-
ered as full equivalents in whatever is passed on (noble blood, land, orna-
ments, and the like) from the �roots� to the descendants. It follows that 
many people in these societies consider themselves to be as closely related 
to the full siblings of their parents and grandparents as to their own par-
ents and grandparents.

Thus, by embodying forebears in layers rather than in lines, these cog-
natic relationship systems lead quickly to an enormous number of fore-
bears for each individual in them. Not surprisingly, therefore, people trace 
themselves �not from forebears but to forebears� in these societies 
(Errington 1989:216). In doing so, they often trace themselves back to the 
most important and highly-valued forebear. This upward-looking is thus 
often blurred, or coloured, by �genealogical amnesia� as the Geertzes 
termed it (1975:85). Chabot (1950) had already shown in his study on a 
Makassarese and Buginese community in South Sulawesi that genealogi-
cal ties, or better the strategic use of them, are of particular relevance in 
understanding the origins and practice of political power. The same is true 
of the ritual and religious dimensions. By introducing the concept of �wor-
ship community� Chabot shows that it is ancestor worship that makes up 
one of the most important indigenous concepts in de��ning social cohe-
sion. In other words, the �individual choice of genealogy�, at least to some 
extent, can be seen as an intrinsic feature of such �loosely structured� social 
systems that provides individuals with options when it comes to social 
and religious alliance (Rössler and Röttger-Rössler 1996:34).

On the basis of Thai and Malay kinship systems, Jeremy Kemp (1991:93) 
argues that genealogical connection is, in practice, just one possible char-
acteristic of �the relationship between those who speak of and treat one 
another as kin�. He uses the term �a���nity� to distinguish those people who 
are in fact not kin but are called upon in the name of kinship from those 
who are kin through descent. He argues that those related through a���nity 
should not be placed within the kindred but, insofar as they become 
equated with genealogical kin, they can and do form part of what he calls 
the �e�fective kindred�: all those individuals who are called upon in the 
name of kinship (Kemp 1991:93). Because of these seemingly ��uid and  
permeable kinship boundaries and �loose structuredness� in many South
east Asian societies, Kemp (1991) maintains that the focus should shift 
away from the existence and functions of descent groups. He proposes 
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���As Kemp (1991) stresses, there are plenty of examples of kin cheating on one another 
and failing to meet their obligations.

���See for example Waterson 1986, 1991; and Waterson 2009 for Tana Toraja.

repudiation of the observer�s externally derived, inherently group-minded 
formulations of kinship and, instead, study of �the patterning of dyadic 
relations and from there move to an examination of the extent to which 
group formation does or does not take place� (Kemp 1991:95). In this per-
spective, he sees kinship as an ideology with the institutions that often go 
by that name. He suggests that kinship should be understood as the value 
it embodies, meaning �the axiom of amity�, to specify �the rule of prescrip-
tive altruism� (Fortes 1970 in Kemp 1991:103). �In kinship we thus have a 
��eld of social obligation where the individual actor is supposed to perform 
according to normative expectations of right and wrong irrespective  
of whether he or she actually likes the person concerned, or whether  
ful��lment of these obligations serves perceptions of self-interest� (Kemp 
1984:60).

Placing relations within the arena of kinship can thus be an e�fective 
means of manipulation. �Kinship is an ideological discourse at the partici-
pants� level where it serves to create, mediate, manipulate, and express 
social relations� (Kemp 1991:104). Kinship terms give one a social identity 
and mark a number of qualities; they are a form of coded references to 
certain qualities that may already exist in a relationship or indicate an 
attempt to imbue it with them. The resort to kinship terms may not be just 
an appropriate validation of an existing relationship but part of the tactics 
used in developing and consolidating close relations. While there is no 
suggestion that the positive idiom of kinship is always translated into 
action,�� in many highly complex societies, kinship remains the dominant 
idiom for handling close relations.�� Thus, rather than viewing kinship 
from a structural or corporatist perspective, kinship terms and more gen-
eral references to kinship reveal the web of interpersonal relations linking 
all residents of a village community in many island Southeast Asian soci-
eties (Kemp 1991:104; Kemp and Hüsken 1991). We have to place Torajan 
livelihoods in these types of relationships.

Beyond Kinship: House Societies

An increasing dissatisfaction with the analytical vocabulary of kinship for 
explaining social organization, together with the concomitant recognition 
of the heuristic importance of indigenous terms and concepts in the 1970s 
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and 1980s, led to a great interest in the �house� as an important analytical 
concept to characterize island Southeast Asian groupings (Gillespie 2000; 
Waterson 1986, 1991, 2009). The general recognition of the �house� as much 
more than a physical structure followed upon the introduction of the 
notion of house as a type of social structure by LØvi-Strauss (1983, 1987). In 
some brief sketches in which he compares the house of the Kwakiutl on 
the northwest coast of North America with that of the noble houses of 
feudal Europe, while alluding to some other societies in Southeast Asia 
and Polynesia, LØvi-Strauss (1983:174) de��ned the house as: �a corporate 
body holding an estate made up of both material and immaterial wealth, 
which perpetuates itself through the transmission of its name, its goods 
and its titles down a real or imaginary line, considered legitimate as long 
as this continuity can express itself in the language of kinship or of a���nity 
and, most often, of both�. LØvi-Strauss termed societies in which this idea 
of houses as the foci of kin or kinship organization predominated �house 
societies�.

This idea of houses turned the earlier classi��catory assumptions on kin-
ship completely upside down and seemed especially useful for those try-
ing to explain social organizations in Southeast Asia (Gillespie 2000:7). As 
Waterson (1986) puts it, �where South-East Asian societies may confuse 
the outsider by their apparent lack of boundaries, the house as an institu-
tion shaping identities and relationships may provide a key to the under-
standing of these systems.� In fact, from the body of literature on house 
societies in Southeast Asia in general and Indonesia speci��cally, it appears 
that houses ful��l a key function in anchoring people in social space  
and linking them across time. The temporal dimension points to what 
Waterson (1991) calls �the living house�: the house as an embodiment of the 
continuity of a group of kin over several generations. Houses have a �life 
history� and a biography that are intertwined with those of their human 
members and, because of that, anchor their members to a place and con-
nect them through it to their ancestors (Waterson 2000:181�2). Or, as 
Gillespie (2000:3) phrases it: �the time depth inherent in the ideology of 
the house or its valued heirlooms that serves to embody a collective mem-
ory about the past, [is] a reference to origins that often forms a salient 
bond uniting members�.

The function of a house as a spatial locus of a group of people forms the 
basis for the social dimension. This idea contrasts with the classi��ca-
tory� assumptions of clans and lineages since houses have no singular  
form of a���liation. This means that �[d]escent and inheritance may ��ow 
through either or both parents depending on circumstances; endogamy 
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���Following Hefner (1990:26) class as used throughout this book refers to �aggregates of 
individuals who are similarly situated relative to control of the means of production and 
other market resources�. This implies that class is distinguished from social strati��cation, or 
the evaluative system of ranking used by members of society in attributing prestige.

and exogamy may coexist; postmarital residence is contingent on a num-
ber of factors; and marriage patterns, exchange relations, co-residence, or 
shared labor may be the primary determinants of social relationships, 
rather than their outcomes� (Gillespie 2000:7). House membership is very 
variable and di�fers between and sometimes even within societies: in 
some societies individuals belong to a single house; in others they might 
be considered as members of more than one house; and in others again 
they might not be a member of any house at all.

Hierarchy is often prevalent in house societies, both in the way houses 
are positioned to one another and within the members� group of individ-
ual houses. Given the �plant-branching principle� of kin that prevails in 
many parts of Southeast Asia, it is not surprising that status and power are 
often concentrated in the older origin-houses of these societies. Someone�s 
position in house societies is expressed in relation to a particular house 
(high- or low-ranking) and, as such, �it is the language of kinship or of 
a���nity, or most often, of both that makes the house what it is� (Gillespie 
2000:8). Usually, only a few groups are capable of strategically utilizing 
relationships (manifested as kin and marital relationships) and sustaining 
them over generations. Where most groups are unable to do so, this forms 
the foundation for a social hierarchy which is �experienced as considerable 
di�ferences in prestige, wealth, and ritual, and political power, both within 
and between houses� (Gillespie 2000:8�9). Waterson (1991:142), therefore, 
argues that kinship and ranking systems�� are closely intertwined with the 
house. The completion of prestigious and impressive projects, such as 
houses, temporary ritual structures and huge stone tombs or ornaments, 
demands the cooperation of a large group of (kin)people associated with 
the house, and also the existence of a social ranking system within society 
that gives the members of the aristocracy the power and the wealth to 
undertake such projects. Houses further o�fer the aristocracy a clearly vis-
ible means of displaying their wealth, status and power. This can be done 
through the design of the house, its size, its distinctive shape and its ��ne 
ornamentation. The construction of such enduring signs of prestige usu-
ally involves expensive ceremonies and, when ��nished, it becomes the site 
of rituals (Waterson 1991:140). In conclusion, a perspective on the house 
makes it possible to see all the various and di�ferentiating kinship systems 
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���Cited by P. Saunders 1989: 218.
���Most notably: Glick-Schiller et al. 1992, 1995; Cli�ford 1994; Appadurai 1995; Marcus 

1998; Portes 1995, 1999; Vertovec 1999; Faist 1998, 2000; Mazzucato 2004.

as allowable variants, all of which have the house as an important focus of 
social organization (Waterson 1991:139).

Moving beyond Local Boundaries

Any sociological analysis of why and how things happen will need to take 
account of where (and when) they happen.��

I have been arguing above that livelihood styles are embedded in a par-
ticular locality or place. This does not necessary imply that the deploy-
ment of di�ferent practices occurs only in one speci��c locality. Instead, as 
the stories in the introduction show, some livelihood practices are spread 
over multiple locations, transcending local, regional as well as national 
boundaries. Due to their long history of migration, most Torajans possess 
a large web of social relations spread over a number of places. The Torajan 
networks that reach out in the wider realm of social space link migrants 
both to their places of origin and to their kin, co-villagers, co-ethnics or 
compatriots living in widely dispersed locations all over Indonesia and 
often beyond. Improved communication and transportation increases 
opportunities for migrants to maintain ties with network members in 
other places. These networks of people and places are bound together 
through �collective memories� and images of a common place of origin, 
and possibly of places of migration, and create the sense of a collective 
identity that di�ferentiates �us� from �them� (Long 2000:198).

The increasing importance of these so-called translocal and/or transna-
tional networks in shaping Torajan livelihood decisions and practices 
forces me to use an analysis that goes beyond livelihoods as simply being 
created, negotiated, and fought for principally in one locality (Mazzucato 
2004:135). As the earlier conceptions of international migration are simply 
incapable of capturing the full complexities of multiplicity and translocal-
ity, I now turn to some theoretical ideas that stem from the literature on 
transnationalism.�� These theories help me avoid looking at livelihoods as 
sedentary lives and solely as the natural state of society, and to move 
�beyond simplistic dichotomies of migrants as either moving for economic 
or political reasons� (Mazzucato 2004:136). Although it is important to 
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���Massey 1997, Perose 1993, and Young 1990 in Johnston et al. 2000:583.
���Archytas, as cited by Simplicius, �Commentary on Aristotle�s Categories�, in Basso 

1996:3.

acknowledge �the open and porous boundaries of places as well as the 
myriad interlinkages and interdependencies among places�,�� one cannot 
exclude from any consideration the places themselves that serve as 
anchoring points of the translocal networks. In fact, translocal networks 
are largely place-based and place-nourished as Ma (2003:10) emphasizes 
while referring to the Chinese diaspora. In her study on the habitus of 
Torajans, Waterson (2002:330) notes that the Torajan traditional religion, 
with its elaborated ritual life (especially funerals and house ceremonies), 
is highly interwoven with the local landscape and activities, and is not 
translated easily to other contexts.

This is one reason why migrants continue to show a remarkable loyalty to 
their homeland, often returning long distances to be present at rituals. The 
fact that some rites continue to be so prominent in Toraja life, even in a 
Christianized form, gives some indication, too, of the great social signi��-
cance of rituals for the maintenance of kin relationships and the building of 
local political careers. Likewise it is said that an origin-house built in the 
traditional style would make little sense outside of Toraja itself and could 
never really become a tongkonan. Still, attachment to places and houses of 
origin remains su���ciently strong that many emigrant Toraja are prepared to 
make ��nancial contributions to the rebuilding of origin-houses in which 
they will never reside.

Considering the importance of selected places as anchoring points for 
translocal Torajan networks, I start this section with an exposition of the 
concept of place. Or, in other words, with an analysis that pays attention 
to the �local� before moving to the �translocal� to prevent an over-emphasis 
on either one or the other.

�A Sense of Place�
Place is the ��rst of all beings, since everything that exists is in a place and can-
not exist without a place.��

The notion of place has a long history and embodies a multiplicity of 
meanings and connotations that have resulted in a large body of literature 
on the concept. Place �can raise an image of one�s place in the world, of  
the reputedly�deep meanings of �a place called home� or, with much 
greater intimations of mobility and agility, can be used in the context of 
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���While not implying that the concepts of �place� and �locality� are given identical 
meanings or connotations by all authors, for the purpose of this study I use them 
interchangeably.

discussions of positionality� (Massey 1994:1). In the following, I pull out a 
few threads from the enormous complexity of this ��eld in order to pave 
the way for a particular way of thinking about place�one that is needed 
for a better understanding of place or locality in Tana Toraja. The concept 
of place is frequently used in the social science literature to casually 
describe settings, but it is rarely de��ned or problematized (Low and 
Lawrence-Zœæiga 2003:16). In reviewing the large body of social science 
literature on �place� or �locality�, one can identify three major ways of look-
ing at it, or giving it meaning.��

The ��rst meaning of place is �as a framing device used �objectively� to 
bring people into view� (Low and Lawrence-Zœæiga 2003:16). In this per-
spective, locality can be seen as purely descriptive, as the background  
setting. This view refers to either a geographical or an administrative unit. 
Although the boundaries may vary, places are considered as bounded sites 
with a certain unity between the place and the people that embody it. The 
perspective taken depends on the starting point: �if an administrative unit 
is taken as a starting point, its characteristics may not be limited to that 
region. If however, a regional unit is de��ned on the basis of common fea-
tures, like economic structure, population density or landscape and eco-
logical aspects, locality acquires the meaning of territorial uniqueness� 
(De Haan 1997:159). In both perspectives, locality is perceived as a con-
crete, place-speci��c outcome of larger socio-economic, political and cul-
tural processes.

The second way in which the concept of place is used is as a �socially 
constructed place�, as Rodman (1992) puts it. Or, in other words, place 
refers to the meaning people attribute to their surroundings. Rodman  
criticizes the usual anthropological conceptions of place that provide 
�taken-for-granted settings� to situate ethnographic descriptions (Low and 
Lawrence-Zœæiga 2003:15). Rather than using place analytically as a meta-
phor, or reduced to a locale that imprisons natives, Rodman argues  
that places should be considered as socially constructed by the people 
who live in them and know them; they are �politicized, culturally rela-
tive,� historically speci��c, local and multiple constructions� (Rodman in 
Lawrence-Zœæiga 2003:15). As such, �Place can have a unique reality for 
each inhabitant, and while the meanings may be shared with others, the 
views of place are often likely to be competing, and contested in practice�.

Edwin B.P. de Jong - 978-90-04-25247-9
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 08:55:38PM

via free access



62	 ������� ���

A socially constructed place, thus refers to the idea that place is a par-
ticular articulation of social relations at a particular moment within net-
works of social relations and understandings (Massey 1994:5). Massey 
point out that �the particular mix of social relations which are thus part of 
what de��nes the uniqueness of any place is by no means all included 
within that place itself. Importantly, it includes relations which stretch 
beyond�the global as part of what constitutes the local, the outside as 
part of the inside�. In contrast to the ��rst notion of �bounded� places, this 
perspective views place as open and porous, and not constructed by  
placing boundaries around it and de��ning its identity through counter- 
position to the other. Rather, places are constructed �precisely (in part) 
through the speci��city of the mix of links and interconnections to that 
�beyond�� (Massey 1994:5).

Anthony Giddens (in: Massey 1994:6) argues that this separation of 
place from social space is a consequence of modernity:

In premodern societies, space and place largely coincided, since the spatial 
dimensions of social life are, for most of the population�dominated by 
�presence��by localized activity�Modernity increasingly tears space away 
from place by fostering relations between �absent� others, locationally dis-
tant from any given situation of face-to-face interaction. In conditions of 
modernity�locales are thoroughly penetrated by and shaped in terms of 
social in��uences quite distant from them.

Although Giddens might be right to argue that space is increasingly dis-
tinct from place, the erosion of this supposedly natural connection 
between people and places is not necessarily modern. Nor has it led to the 
modernist spectre of global cultural homogenization (see Cli�ford 1988 in: 
Gupta and Ferguson 2002:69).

This latter point brings me to the third perspective on place which  
also developed as a critique on places as a bounded whole, but this time 
from an anthropological standpoint. Triggered by Benedict Anderson�s 
Imagined Communities (1983), a ��eld of study emerged that questioned 
the idea that speci��c cultural features are tied to a given population inhab-
iting a particular locality (Mazzucato 2004:140). Gupta and Ferguson 
(2002:69) state that no matter how persistent �cultures� and �peoples�  
may be,

they cease to be plausibly identi��able as spots on the map. But the irony (�) 
is that as actual places and localities become ever more blurred and indeter-
minate, ideas of culturally and ethnically distinct places become perhaps 
even more salient. It is here that it becomes most visible how imagined  
communities (Anderson 1983) come to be attached to imagined places, as 
displaced peoples cluster around remembered or imagined homelands, 
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���For a detailed overview of migration studies, see De Haas (2005).
���Most notably Glick-Schiller et al. 1992, 1995; Portes 1998, 1999; Vertovec 1999; Faist 

1998, 2000.

places, or communities in a world that seems increasingly to deny such ��rm 
territorialized anchors in their actuality.

Interestingly, Gupta and Ferguson (2002:75) point to the relationship 
between space and place. Space is:

Imagined (but not imaginary) as a way to explore the mechanisms through 
which such conceptual processes of place making meet the changing global 
economic and political conditions of lived spaces (ibid. 70).

Since the objects of social scienti��c research can no longer be conceived 
as automatically and naturally anchored in social space, they suggest pay-
ing special attention to the way spaces and places are made, imagined, 
contested and enforced.

A Conception of Transnationalism

From the introductory chapter it seems that the Torajan social space con-
sists of a continuous ��ow of people, goods, money and ideas that trans-
gress local and even national borders. Given that the old conceptions of 
international migration, �conceiving migration in terms of one or more 
discrete moves� (Mazzucato 2004:131), are incapable of capturing liveli-
hoods that are being composed in more than one locality, I turn to some 
theoretical ideas that stem from the literature on transnationalism.��  
The concept of transnationalism made its appearance in the early 1990s  
as an alternative to the studies of migration. �[A]dvances in information 
and communication technology, cheaper air travel, and the modern capi-
talist production relations of the past half century have given rise to new�
forms of human mobility which has seemingly connected disparate loca-
tions of the globe� (Mazzucato et al. 2006:1047). Against this background 
scholars of transnationalism�� point to the idea that new times and new 
socio-historical circumstances demands a new theoretical paradigm 
(Kivisto 2001:554). Subsequently, a great body of literature has emerged on 
transnationalism in which the de��nitions of the concept re��ect the disci-
plinary backgrounds of the scholars it has attracted (Mazzucato 2004:131).

For the purpose of this study, I will adopt the widely-used conceptual-
ization by Glick-Schiller et al. (1992:7), �the process by which immigrants 
forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their 
societies of origin and settlement.� They designate immigrants who build 
such social ��elds as �transmigrants� (Glick-Schiller et al. 1992:1�2) and say, 
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���Horst 2003:35. For a more detailed explanation on the term �diaspora�, see also Horst 
2003:35.

�Transmigrants develop and maintain multiple relations�familial, eco-
nomic, social, organizational, religious, and political�that span borders. 
Transmigrants take actions, make decisions, and feel concerns, and 
develop identities within social networks that connect them to two or 
more societies simultaneously�. In this de��nition, the emphasis is heavily 
on the dynamic process of building transmigrant �social ��elds�, labelled 
transnational social spaces by Faist (2000:210�1). Scholars of transnation-
alism thus question �notions of space in which social, economic and  
cultural phenomena are assumed to overlap perfectly in one geographic 
area, usually a village, region, agro-ecological zone or nation� (Mazzucato 
et al. 2006:1047�8). Rather, they emphasize the �crossing or transcending 
of boundaries through the ��ow of ideas, cultural images (Appadurai�s 
(1996) ethno-space, media space, etc.), and people and goods that contrib-
ute to the constitution of new spaces� (Mazzucato 2004:133). Moreover, 
they shift the focus away from �the economic and political reasons of why 
migrants leave, to the connections that migrants entertain with their rela-
tives and community members in the homeland and across the diaspora� 
(Mazzucato 2004:137).

Under the term �diaspora�, another related conceptual framework has 
surfaced which has generated a vast amount of literature (see for example 
Cli�ford 1994; Watson 2004; Tsagarousianou 2004). This other approach 
has much in common with transnationalism, and the main di�ference is in 
the extent to which people�s roots are stressed. The word �diaspora� has 
been in use for centuries, and in its original meaning �the diaspora experi-
ence was related to traumatic occurrences, forceful dispersal and the not 
feeling at home of diasporic people in their new places of settlement�.�� 
Over the years, the concept has moved increasingly away from the forced 
character of the movement and has been used so often that it has almost 
replaced the term �migration� (Skeldon 2003). For the purpose of this study, 
it is not useful to elaborate the term �diaspora� further, but what I would 
like to stress is that the concept of diaspora is useful for pointing to the 
transnational migrant community within a transnational social space 
(that includes non-migrants).

Let me make one ��nal important comment on the concept of transna-
tionalism. Many migrants live in places thousands of kilometres from 
their home village. Notwithstanding these distances, they still might not 
have crossed national borders and are, as such, not technically transna-
tional migrants. One can think of large countries such as China, India and 
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Indonesia that have many ethnic groups, each with its own culture, reli-
gion, language and so on. Precisely because of the size of these countries 
and the di�ferentiated nature of societies and contexts, I consider the 
ideas in the literature on transnationalism appropriate for analyzing net-
works that do not transgress o���cial established national borders, but only 
local and provincial borders within these countries. I will call these net-
works �translocal�, to di�ferentiate them from �transnational� but, broadly 
speaking, they have the same theoretical foundation.

Where Do We Go from Here?

In this chapter, I have attempted to construct a theoretical framework for 
the analysis of the complex reality I encountered during my ��eldwork. In 
so doing, the aim is to ��nd a way out of the paradox that is central to this 
study as well as to contribute to the theoretical discussions within liveli-
hood studies. After a short explanation of the analytical shortcomings  
I perceive within the existing livelihoods models in understanding the full 
complexities of everyday Torajan life, I conclude that the analysis should 
not focus on either actor or structure, but include both, go beyond a single 
locality, and include the historical and cultural dimensions as well as the 
social space in which livelihoods are created, enhanced and secured. 
Based on either Bourdieu�s and Giddens�s accounts of lifestyle, I introduce 
the term �livelihood style� to arrive at such an analysis. Livelihood style is 
de��ned here as a recognizable and coherent pattern of practices that 
results from an actor�s conscious and unconscious objectives in establish-
ing, maintaining, and enhancing a living in interaction (both in a coopera-
tive and con��icting manner) with other actors over time, and within the 
framework of status systems, cultural ideals and geographical space and 
place(s). The concept di�fers from earlier approaches to livelihoods in that 
livelihood styles do not explain the vulnerability of people�s lives solely by 
looking at assets, capabilities and activities of agents, but also encom-
passes people�s perspectives or objectives in obtaining a living and the 
more cultural aspects and contexts that shape these aspects.

The term �style� emphasizes the fact that people do not opt for particu-
lar practices in a social vacuum, but rather that they are part of particular 
groups or, more speci��cally, networks of social relations. Through social 
relationships, people�s styles are positioned in the social world. To under-
stand why people choose particular scenarios or styles and how they come 
about, it is thus necessary to take into account the social dimension or 
social space. Given this, I have elaborated on the various aspects that make 
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up social space in general and tried to obtain some analytical handles for 
mapping the Torajan social space in particular. In so doing, I discuss the 
concept of social relations and networks that make up the general social 
space, with an emphasis on kinship and houses since these appeared to be 
the most important factors among the many that form the basis of the 
structure of Torajan relationships and networks.

Next to the social spaces, livelihood styles are embedded in a particular 
locality or place. In reality, these places serve as anchoring points for the 
translocal social world that shape Torajan livelihood decisions and prac-
tices. The analysis outlined in this chapter, therefore, pays attention to 
both the local as well as the translocal. The conceptualization of translo-
cality is mainly inspired by theories on transnationalism.

The theoretical concepts outlined in this chapter will only make sense 
when we look at concrete cases. In the following chapters, I outline the 
details of the various structural (political, cultural and economic) layers 
that make up the Torajan world, and the range of scenarios that people 
have at their disposal to make a living. Together with the Torajan migrant 
world (the translocal community) and homeland (place), these layers 
shape the various livelihood styles that will be outlined in Chapter 8.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE LARGER TORAJAN WORLD  
MIGRANT NETWORKS AND ORGANIZATIONS

In the Introduction we saw that a signi��cant proportion of Torajans live 
outside the highlands�elsewhere in Indonesia or abroad. Given that peo-
ple are migrating back and forth, the Torajan world cannot be found at a 
single location. So what exactly is the Torajan world like, and where can 
we ��nd it? In this chapter, the focus will be particularly on that part of the 
Torajan world that exists beyond the borders of Tana Toraja, that is, the 
migrant community. To come to grips with such a complex and broad phe-
nomenon as the Torajan migrant world, I have divided this chapter into 
three sections. The ��rst section provides a general overview of the origins 
of the Torajan migrant community and describes the outcomes of the con-
siderable twentieth-century �exodus�. More speci��cally, it provides insights 
into the direction, characteristics and scale of migration, and the way in 
which these migrants have created migrant communities at various places 
of settlement. Although some authors have hinted at the migratory ways 
of Torajans, a thorough systematic account of the history of Torajan migra-
tion is lacking. Therefore, alongside providing a description of the histori-
cal making of the Torajan transnational community as an essential 
element in moving toward an answer to the central research question, this 
section also aims to contribute to the general historical understanding of 
Tana Toraja with new perspectives drawn from archival research.

In the second section, the focus is more on the similarities and di�fer-
ences between the various migrant communities or diasporas, the rela-
tionships between these communities and their host populations, and the 
extent to which this whole process has resulted in a large Torajan social 
space. Along with the overall data, I present several examples of diasporic 
communities that re��ect great internal variations. After having concluded 
that the Torajan world has become larger and widely spread, and that it 
includes both the heartland of Tana Toraja and the migrant diaspora, the 
third section provides a case study of one of these diasporas, namely 
Makassar. This city is a node in the Torajan world where people maintain 
both forward and backward relationships. The case study provides a dif-
ferentiated picture of the ways in which Torajans live and work in an urban 

Edwin B.P. de Jong - 978-90-04-25247-9
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 08:55:38PM

via free access



68	 ������� �����

��In addition, the Bugis travelled to other places over land. For accounts on Bugis migra-
tion within South Sulawesi, see for example Acciaioli 2000, 2004; Lineton 1975.

migrant community. Makassar is the home of the largest Torajan commu-
nity outside of Tana Toraja, one of the oldest urban destinations for 
Torajan migrants, and ful��ls a central role in the translocal Torajan net-
work through its geographical location. Thus it makes the Torajan trans-
migrant community in Makassar not only an obvious, but also a pivotal 
case to study.

Torajans on the Move

Among the various Indonesian peoples, migration is certainly not a recent 
phenomenon. The Minangkabau of West Sumatra are probably best-
known for their long history of migration to obtain worldly wisdom,  
experience and wealth (Volkman 1985:157). The Indonesian word for 
migration, �merantau�, is even adopted from the Minangkabau word ran-
tau, literally meaning coastal- or outer-area (Persoon 1983:215). Also, on 
the island of Sulawesi, the Bugis inhabiting the southern coastal areas are 
well-known as great seafarers who sailed and settled as far away as West 
Malaysia in the sixteenth century.� Their highland neighbours on the other 
hand, the Torajan people, have historically not shown any particular pro-
pensity to migrate. In fact, as Volkman (1985:132) argues, the contrary is the 
case: �[H]ighlanders traditionally shunned unnecessary movement, pre-
ferring to stay close to their signi��cant centers: the tongkonan, the place of 
the umbilical cords�.

Notwithstanding this inward force, the end of the nineteenth century 
saw the beginning of out-migration that gained momentum in the late 
1960s when the majority of Torajan migrants left their homeland. Apart 
from the much greater numbers of migrants, the direction, objectives and 
periods of migration have changed signi��cantly since the 1960s. It has 
become common to speak of �before merantau� to refer to the period 
before the 1960s, when travelling was often dangerous because of political 
tensions and brigandage, and �after merantau�, which concerns the period 
since, when peace returned to the region and opportunities for wage 
labour outside the region increased (Volkman 1984:158). In the following 
two sections, I discuss the history of Torajan migration in these two broad 
periods to emphasize the profound changes that have occurred since the 
1960s.
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��Van der End 1985:120; Bigalke 1981:474. For the migration patterns during the �before 
merantau� period, see Map 3.1.

Before merantau

Although some Torajans would occasionally leave the highlands in the dis-
tant past, the ��rst signi��cant ��ow of albeit forced migration took place 
when thousands of highlanders were captured as slaves and sold to the 
Bugis in the lowlands (Bigalke 1981). Historical descriptions by a French 
missionary that date from 1660 and of two Swiss ethnographers drawn up 
in 1895 already refer to the transportation of Torajan slaves to Thailand 
and Malaysia. However, the peak of this slave trade occurred at the end of 
the nineteenth century (Bigalke 1983). As many as 12,000 Torajans are esti-
mated to have been seized and transported for sale as slaves to the low-
lands of South Sulawesi (Bigalke 1981:141). As in other Southeast Asian 
societies, the enslavement of Torajans was essentially intended to meet 
the labour shortage in a conquering neighbouring kingdom. However,  
�[w]hat makes the Torajan case rather unusual in view of the generally 
accepted interpretation of the underlying purpose of slavery in Southeast 
Asia is the apparent readiness of so many chiefs to reduce the Torajan 
population rather than concentrate it for their own political and economic 
bene��ts� (Bigalke 1983:352). Probably due to this readiness of their masters 
to sell them to Bugis traders, as well as to their subsequent integration into 
lowland life, that only about one-third of the total number of Torajans 
exported as slaves returned to the highlands after the Dutch colonial gov-
ernment, in 1911, o���cially abolished slavery in the highlands and allowed 
Torajans to legally return from the Bugis lowlands (Bigalke 1981:82, 141).

In the subsequent period, some Torajans left their homeland and went 
to Rongkong to the Northeast of Palopo where they converted unculti-
vated land into sawah (wet rice-��elds), worked in the nickel mines of 
Malili along the Gulf of Bone, or gathered damar (resin) in the forests of 
Malili.� Nevertheless, as of 1920, most people still rarely left their villages, 
and any migration was mainly on a seasonal or short-term basis. In the 
mid-1920s, all-weather roads to Pare Pare in the south (1923) and Palopo in 
the east (1927) were ��nally completed thus connecting Tana Toraja with 
the �outside world� (Van Lijf 1952�1953:254). Van der Veen had already wit-
nessed the �earliest stage of �modern� out-migration� in 1921, �when he saw 
Torajan policemen on the streets of Makassar� (Bigalke 1981:197). The 
newly-built roads brought the cities of Palopo, Pare Pare and areas further 
from Makassar e�fectively much closer to the highlands and signi��ed the 
real beginning of the �modern era� of Torajan out-migration.
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The introduction of a head tax by the Dutch administration in the mid-
1920s led to an increased need for money and forced even more Torajans 
to leave their homeland. Thousands of people swarmed out of the densely-
populated highlands to other places in Sulawesi where they could ��nd 
employment. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, the ��rst Torajan urban com-
munities started to be seen in the ports of Palopo, Makassar and Pare Pare 
(Van der End 1985:288; Plaisier 1993:92). In 1929, Van der Veen was also 
reporting the existence of various migrant settlements in the district of 
Luwu, in both the mountainous regions as well as on the plains. Further, 
Torajans established communities on the coast of Dongalla, at the large 
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Map 3.1.�Migration routes of Torajans with dates of commencement.
Source: Map by Edwin de Jong.
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��F.J. Ormeling, �Toradja�s�, 1948, p. 12, in: KITLV, Collectie F.J. Ormeling, D H 1132; Van der 
End 1985:288; Plaisier 1993:92.

irrigation projects in Pinrang, and at the asphalt exploitation works on the 
island of Buton, to the south of Sulawesi.�

This ��ow of migration that had got underway in a little more than a 
decade received an enormous boost in the late 1930s when the �Great 
Depression� hit the highlands. �By then the bottom had fallen out of the 
co�fee market and people were having to struggle to come up with cash for 
taxes. The cash crunch got more severe into the late 1930s, stimulating 
large scale out-migration of youths to highland areas rich in forest prod-
ucts (northern Luwu afdeeling), to lowland public works projects, and to 
regional cities� (Bigalke 1981:254). Many people felt compelled to leave 
their villages for a year or more to earn cash to pay their families� taxes. 
The number of people leaving their villages approached the number of 
forced �out-migrants� during the slave trade days. Torajan men generally 
found employment at Bantaeng, Malili, Kolaka, Pare Pare or elsewhere in 
Sulawesi, and women mainly worked in factories or for Chinese traders in 
urban areas such as Pare Pare and Makassar. The account by Pol, a mis-
sionary in the southern part of Tana Toraja in 1938, well illustrates the 
enormous dimension of this migration ��ow:

In many places the harvest has failed for several years in a row. By necessity, 
men are spreading far and wide to earn money to pay their taxes. Regular 
church attendance is also su�fering from this. For weeks at a time they leave 
home and often return with malaria, through which they are restricted to 
their homes and not able to visit church. More than half of the population in 
the parish of Tokesan has moved to the forests of Malili and Kolaka. The 
people of Batoealoe are joining this move. Some are leaving to Malili and 
Kolaka but others are settling down on the coastal plains of Ponrang, where 
it is supposedly easier to make a living. This transmigration is raising unan-
swered questions for this parish. In Malili and Kolaka these are no Christian 
communities, which these people might join. In the forests they are very 
dispersed, or they are temporarily moving in with Mohammedans inhabit-
ing the coastal plains. How to spiritually look after these absent people?  
I was pleasantly surprised to hear one of these days that, at Malekoe near 
Malili, a place where hundreds of Torajans are living including several 
Christians, they were organising a service themselves every Sunday.��It is 
impossible for the mission to take care of all the places where Torajans are 
moving to. (Van den End 1985:427.)

Moreover, Bigalke (1981:257�8) noted that the Torajan migration to the city 
of Makassar had �grown somewhere between 3 to 5 times, in the four 
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��In 1935, between 500 and 700 Torajans were living in Makassar, a number which had 
increased to 3000 by 1939 (Roeroek 1939). This ��gure also includes Torajans from the region 
of Mamasa, but most Torajans were from the subregion of Makale-Rantepao, the contem-
porary district of Tana Toraja.

��F.J. Ormeling, �Toradja�s�, 1948, p. 12, in: KITLV, Collectie F.J. Ormeling, D H 1132.

depressed years after 1935�.� Among the female migrants were probably 
the ��rst Torajan prostitutes to appear in Makassar. Also in this period the 
��rst Torajan youth moved to Palopo, Pare Pare, Makassar and some cities 
in Java for education needed to join the police force or for a position in the 
�lower echelons of the colonial service� (Bigalke 1981:267).

During the years of the Japanese occupation, between 1942 and 1945, 
many Torajans were forced to work on the road from Wotu (at the north-
ern tip of the Gulf of Bone) to Poso. There, and at other infrastructural 
projects in the lowlands, many died of malnutrition and bad treatment, 
while thousands of others returned heavily a�fected by malaria to their 
highland villages (Van Lijf 1951:259). In the immediate years after the 
Paci��c War, Tana Toraja needed to recover from the problems caused by 
the Japanese occupation, and an increasing number of migrants left the 
highlands in search of a living, or to pay o�f debts caused through gam-
bling, the organization of ceremonial activities, or to arrange an appropri-
ate marriage. The Torajan community in Makassar had already grown to as 
many as 5,000 (two percent) of the 210,000 Torajans living in Tana Toraja. 
They were working mostly as domestic servants or entrepreneurs, as o���-
cials at government bureaus, or as labourers in the wood-processing and 
furniture industries and in shoe factories (Van Lijf 1947:62; Heeren 1952). 
According to Ormeling,� most Torajan migrants were doing surprisingly 
well in the city because of their mutual relations and reciprocal help. Their 
solidarity was strengthened by the contrasts between Torajans and other 
ethnic groups, especially the Bugis. The fact that most Torajans were 
Christian or considered to be non-believers (pagans) among a predomi-
nantly Islamic population, also set them apart and as a consequence rein-
forced their mutual ties in the diaspora.

For many Torajans, the city had no enduring attraction, and most of 
them returned to Tana Toraja once they had earned enough money to buy 
back their pawned rice ��elds, paid o�f debts incurred at past ceremonies 
or entered into new debt relationships through organizing a ceremony for 
deceased relatives (Heeren 1952:62). Important reasons, or push factors, 
for migration were cash shortages, debts and obligations related to death 
rituals, or gambling, forms of bondage, other con��icts, land shortages and 
the lack of higher education in the area.
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��W. Wijker, �Nota naar aanleiding van een onderzoek naar de prostitutie te Makassar�, 
1948, in: Nationaal Archief, Den Haag, Ministerie van Koloniºn: Memories van Overgave, 
1852�1962, nummer toegang 2.10.39, inventarisnummer 1113.

��W. Wijker, �Nota naar aanleiding van een onderzoek naar de prostitutie te Makassar�, 
1948, p. 6, in: Nationaal Archief, Den Haag, Ministerie van Koloniºn: Memories van 
Overgave, 1852�1962, nummer toegang 2.10.39, inventarisnummer 1113.

��W. Wijker, �Nota naar aanleiding van een onderzoek naar de prostitutie te Makassar�, 
1948, p. 8, in: Nationaal Archief, Den Haag, Ministerie van Koloniºn: Memories van 
Overgave, 1852�1962, nummer toegang 2.10.39, inventarisnummer 1113.

��The origin and title and exact date of the report are not speci��ed.

A number of the migrants were women working as prostitutes. Research 
by the Department of Social Welfare estimated that the total number of 
prostitutes in Makassar numbered 800 to 1000, of whom 60 percent were 
Torajan.� According to Wijker,� one would be wrong to ascribe the reasons 
for the high number of Torajan prostitutes in Makassar solely to poor eco-
nomic conditions in Tana Toraja. Rather, the �loose character� of Torajans 
was postulated as the principal rationale for their �moral straying� by 
Wijker and his research team.� Lobo and Nooy-Palm (1978:ii) came up 
with a more nuanced reason, which they based on a prostitution report of 
that time.� They wrote that Torajan women worked only temporarily in 
prostitution to save enough money for their bride wealth, which was 
needed for their future marriage in Tana Toraja.

Even though this era is marked by increasing migration, the majority of 
Torajans stayed put in the highlands. Kennedy (1953:178) noted that, as of 
1949, most Torajans had hardly ever left their village. By using the example 
of a settlement about ��ve kilometres from Rantepao, he estimated �that  
80 percent of the women and 20 percent of the men had never visited  
the capital Makale (less than twenty kilometres away), that less than  
5 percent of the villagers had ever left the district, and that far less than  
1 percent had ever left the island [of Sulawesi]� (Kennedy 1953 in Volkman 
1985:133�4).

Migration at that time became a reality only for people from a small 
number of villages. Generally, travelling was di���cult and Torajans found it 
hard to establish a new life in a strange and unknown world. Most people 
only migrated when they already knew some Torajans at the place of des-
tination. When no relatives or acquaintances were around, they were gen-
erally taken care of by other Torajan migrants. Thus Torajan migration 
could be characterized as a form of chain migration, through which well-
knit migrant communities gradually came into being. For example, 
Pa�Pongtiku, who came from a village in the north of Tana Toraja, left for 
Jakarta in the early 1950s to work as a military o���cial. When he arrived in 

Edwin B.P. de Jong - 978-90-04-25247-9
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 08:55:38PM

via free access



74	 ������� �����

���ANUP-Tator, in: Arsip Nasional Indonesia Ujung Pandang, 1359.

Jakarta he stayed at the house of Pa�Sarungalo, the ��rst Torajan ever to 
become a lawyer (after obtaining a degree in the Netherlands). �Even out-
side Tana Toraja, Torajans try to keep in touch with one another (with the 
migrant community)� Pa�Pongtiku said. �When Torajan people arrived at 
Tanjung Priok harbour in Jakarta, Pa�Sarungalo picked them up and gave 
them some money in exchange for information about Tana Toraja. Torajan 
intellectuals in Jakarta such as Pa�Sarungalo felt responsible for the  
wellbeing of the Torajan community and o�fered newcomers assistance 
upon arrival. Torajans were close to each other in Jakarta, as strangers  
in an unknown world who sought support among their own. To further 
stimulate the Torajan network in Jakarta, several notable Torajans estab-
lished the organization Kekeluargaan Masyarakat Toraja (KMT), whose 
main purpose was to solve basic problems faced by newcomers: ��nding a 
job and a place to stay. Further, it provided assistance to members who lost 
relatives, even if the forthcoming funeral ceremony was planned far in 
advance. The KMT also stimulated the establishment of the Kerukunan 
Keluarga Sulawesi Selatan (KKSS). This organization involves all people 
from South Sulawesi: Bugis, Mandarese, Makassarese, and Torajans. 
However, the KKSS only provided assistance in the event of emergencies, 
and not for forthcoming ceremonies.

Land pressure in Tana Toraja was greater than in most of South Sulawesi 
and the expansion of agriculture had reached its limits. �Aggravating this 
situation was the way in which prominent families maintained their hold 
on large tracts of land accumulated over generations, which they never 
sold, and which marrying within the family (as close as ��rst cousins) 
helped to maintain intact� (Bigalke 1981:399). Aware of the potential social 
con��ict over land, in September 1949 the minister of the regional govern-
ment, some civil servants from Jakarta and Makassar, local administrators, 
representatives of the Protestant and Catholic missions and some private 
individuals, discussed the possibility of transmigrating several tens of 
thousands of Torajans to sparsely populated regions in and around the 
highlands (Van Lijf 1952�1953:274). After the collapse of the State of East 
Indonesia in 1950, however, they were unable to turn these plans into 
actions.

Nevertheless, the issue of transmigration re-emerged in 1950 under  
the Emergency Government (Pemerintahan Darurat) of Indonesia,  
leading to the establishment of a Committee for Local Transmigration 
(Panitia Locale Transmigrasi Kabupaten Luwu) in 1951.�� The Committee, 
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consisting both of Torajan and Luwu representatives drew up a plan for 
mass migration of Torajans to the Luwu region�the areas of Walenrang 
and Masamba to the north of Palopo�. A report of a meeting of this 
Committee suggested that 20,000 Torajan households�in other words, 
half of all Torajan households involved in farming�should be moved to 
the neighbouring area of Luwu.�� However, again these plans could not be 
further elaborated because, by 1952, Muslim guerrilla groups from Luwu 
were starting to attack the southern and eastern peripheries of Tana 
Toraja. Bigalke (1981:423) noted that at that time �[t]here were numerous 
abductions, killings, thefts, and incidents where villages [with their tradi-
tional tongkonan houses] were burnt�.

The guerrilla raids coincided with the Darul Islam rebellion (DI/TII, 
aiming to establish an Islamic State in Indonesia) that started in 1953 
under the leadership of Kahar Muhzakkar and swept through South 
Sulawesi. The prominence of Kahar Muhzakkar and his guerrilla attacks 
made travelling throughout South Sulawesi extremely di���cult. Pa� 
Sudenden who had registered at the police academy in Makassar at that 
time told me that he went to Makassar in a convoy of twenty cars with 
plenty of people. They had to frequently pause at places where guerrilla 
attacks from Kahar Muhzakkar could be expected to make sure that every-
thing was safe. The trip took a full week. While contact with the highlands 
seemed di���cult at that time, the �outside world� nevertheless o�fered  
a completely new experience. During subsequent years of rebellion, the 
small Torajan migrant ��ow that had got under way came almost to a  
standstill until 1965 when Suharto�s �New Order� army defeated Kahar 
Muhzakkar�s troops and peace returned to the highlands.

In the early 1960s, the district heads representing Tana Toraja and Luwu 
reached an agreement about the regulated and controlled migration of a 
large number of Torajan farmers to Luwu (Roth 2003:82�3): �Torajan o���-
cials were still prominently present in the Luwu government o���ces and, 
through their administrative positions, formed a strong power block in 
favour of local transmigration�. The good educational system in Tana Toraja 
had enabled many Torajans to ��nd employment in the Luwu o���ces dur-
ing the 1950s. �Tana Toraja possesses the ��nest educational system in all of 
rural South Sulawesi. Developed over half a century by missionaries, 
Toraja Protestant and Catholic schools have produced high caliber high 
schools and technical school graduates whose skills have been utilized in 
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���Because the Makula agreement �is not documented in the archives of the Luwu or 
Tana Toraja administrations any longer�, many details remain unclear (Roth 2003:82).

government service, the armed forces, and private industry� (Crystal 
1989:165).

The volume of transmigration, as well as statements about boundaries 
and identities, were settled in the so-called Makula agreement, named 
after a village in Tana Toraja where the meeting was held.�� �There was a 
general feeling that development of Luwu required a higher population 
density, preferably provided by Toraja farmers.�. Their settlement in 
Luwu, then, was not seen as problematic, but rather as a stimulus for the 
development of relatively isolated Luwu.� (Roth 2003:83.) The Makula 
agreement marked the beginning of local transmigration from Tana Toraja 
to the Luwu plain, which unfolded in two ways: �[O]n the one hand there 
was the migration and settlement o���cially recognized and regulated by 
the Luwu and Toraja administrations. On the other hand, to an increasing 
extent migration and settlement took place outside of the scope of the 
formal agreement.� (Roth 2003: 83.) With regard to the formally regulated 
and controlled migration and settlement, it was initially not easy to ��nd 
candidates because of the recurrent guerrilla attacks on Torajan settle-
ments in Luwu. Moreover, many Torajans still associated migration with 
poverty and low social status, and those within the lower social echelons 
still followed their leaders; leaving without them was out of the question. 
Although the planned large-scale transmigration did not really take o�f in 
this period, hundreds of Torajans did move to Luwu and, today, several 
settlements in lowland Luwu are still directly or indirectly associated with 
the Makula agreement (Roth 2003:83).

To summarize, during 60 years of external interference in the highlands, 
there have been several considerable migration streams. These streams 
were partly the result of internal measures such as, under the Dutch, when 
the head tax was introduced, or under the Japanese, when many highland-
ers were forced to work at speci��c infrastructure projects in the lowlands. 
Also the increasing land pressures and food shortages drove Torajans away 
from the highlands. Migration was also the result of international eco-
nomic crises, but most importantly it was a reaction to changing needs 
and opportunities. With the introduction of an educational system, peo-
ple desired higher education that could only be found beyond the high-
lands. With the introduction of money, people left the highlands to ��nd 
better paid jobs. Moreover, the growing and industrializing cities of Pare 
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Pare, Palopo� and Makassar became more attractive, and, most impor-
tantly, infrastructure improvements made travelling away from the high-
lands easier.

After merantau

Although there was an increased displacement of Torajans once the Dutch 
entered Tana Toraja in the early twentieth century, for most people migra-
tion remained a rare phenomenon until the late 1960s when the �after 
merantau� period started. After the ��nal defeat of the Darul Islam revolt, 
repair work to demolished bridges and roadways slowly began (Crystal 
1974:148�9). Although roads to and from Tana Toraja were still frequently 
impassable due to mud and rock slides in the late-1960s, this period 
marked the beginning of an unprecedented migration stream. Increasingly 
large numbers of farmers now moved to areas in Luwu, such as 
Batusitanduk and Lamasi, to open up vast new rice lands. As Roth (2003:86) 
noted,�after the Makula agreement had been mothballed�Luwu was 
��ooded with what was called transmigrasi gelap (illicit transmigration), a 
process that could not be regulated, even less stopped. Increasingly, peo-
ple came to Luwu on their own initiative. After having sold a parcel of 
land, bu�falo or other possessions in Tana Toraja, they took the proceeds to 
the Luwu plain and invested in cheap and widely available land.� 
Interestingly, Torajan migrants established themselves in or close to exist-
ing settlements, whereas the national transmigration programme had des-
ignated new sites away from local villages for the migrants primarily from 
Java, Bali, Lombok and Nusa Tenggara Timur (International Crisis Group 
2003:8).

Torajan migration to the city of Makassar, already in favour for many 
decades, albeit with some downturn during the 1952�1965 period, contin-
ued at a steady pace, and by 1971 they numbered some 50,000�about ten 
percent of the city�s population (Nooy-Palm et al. 1979b:2). The nickel min-
ing industry at Malili and Soroako in the eastern part of Luwu became 
another popular destination for Torajan migrants when the Indonesian 
government granted a contract to International Nickel of Canada (PT 
Inco) to exploit the nickel deposit in the Luwu region. �In Saroako for 
example, Torajan migrants made up about 40 per cent of the unskilled 
labourers working for PT Inco by 1978� (Robinson 1986:39). Besides these 
roughly 900 labourers, a few hundred Torajans were working as domestic 
servants in the mining town. Interestingly, most Torajans were not living 
in the town itself but in the village of Wawandula, which had become a 
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predominantly Torajan settlement and is located just south of the mining 
project. In 1978, the decision by the government�s agricultural extension 
service to nominate Palopo as a cacao production centre set the stage for 
what is locally called the Torajan (and Bugis) invasion of North Luwu (ICG 
2003:8). By the mid-1990s, however, the plain of Luwu had become less 
attractive for new settlers, and the ��ow of Torajan migrants moved north-
wards to Central and North Sulawesi.

While a steady stream of Torajan settlers was spreading out over 
Sulawesi, the horizons of many Torajans also began to expand. By the late 
1960s, President Suharto opened Jakarta�s doors to foreign investment on 
Indonesian soil, and multinational corporations established themselves 
in Kalimantan, Irian Jaya, Central Sulawesi and elsewhere to exploit the 
natural resources of the Indonesian archipelago (Volkman 1985:135). �The 
underemployed, educated, and highly motivated young Toraja wanted 
jobs. They rejected subsistence agriculture at home for at least two rea-
sons: it could not support their physical needs; it lacked the enticements 
of a �modern� life with cash, cities, watches, radios, blue jeans, and Elvis 
Presley tapes. For former slaves or persons at the bottom of the status hier-
archy, migration also o�fered a chance to acquire previously undreamed of 
wealth and prestige� (Volkman 1985). Since then, many more Torajan set-
tlers have moved beyond the borders of Sulawesi, and the seeds for the 
contemporary nationwide and even global Torajan migrant community 
have been sown. As Volkman (1980:36) phrases it appropriately, �Toraja 
cannot be understood in Sulawesian terms alone, for its universe has 
expanded to include at least Java, Borneo, Bali, and Irian Jaya�.

Initially, Torajans sailed across the Makassar Straits to several places in 
East Kalimantan (Balikpapan, Nunukan and Samarinda) and West 
Kalimantan (Pontianak) where they started working in the oil��elds and 
for timber corporations. They undertook all kinds of work, such as �felling 
trees, driving tractors, or as mechanics, while women would typically 
become cooks and housekeepers for foreign or wealthy families� (Volkman 
1985:134). From Nunukan, at the northern tip of Kalimantan, they also 
started to cross the Indonesian border in search of work in the forests of 
East Malaysia (Sabah). Around 90 percent of them entered Malaysia ille-
gally (imigrasi gelap) by sea and arrived at the harbour of Tawau where 
they were met by family, acquaintances or human tra���ckers (Mangoting 
1997). While many were employed by the logging companies in the nearby 
forests or at large commercial agricultural enterprises, some moved on to 
other places in Sabah, such as Sandakan, Kinabalu and Keningau. Later, 
Torajans advanced to neighbouring Sarawak, the oil state of Brunei, and 
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the western peninsula of Malaysia. Many Torajan men and women found 
factory work at the industrial areas that were rapidly developing in the 
eastern part of Malaysia.

Among these migrants were a great number of Torajan girls and women, 
some of whom ended up in the sex industry surrounding these industrial 
areas. As Mangoting (1997) notes, as early as the 1970s and 1980s, Torajan 
girls and women were lured to Malaysia to work as prostitutes, either 
under false pretences or by �choice�. Many Torajan girls and women still 
end up in the sex business in eastern Malaysia.

Besides Kalimantan and Malaysia, Irian Jaya (today West Papua) 
became another popular destination when it was opened up for immigra-
tion in the early 1970s. Many Torajan economic migrants started to move 
there and penetrated deep into the jungles to work in the logging and saw-
mill industries. Moreover, thousands of Torajans, both those with little 
education and those highly educated, found employment at the Grasberg 
mine at Freeport, which was the largest gold mine, and third largest cop-
per mine, in the world�or at one of the many other mines that opened up 
in Irian Jaya. Most Torajans settled along the border between Indonesia 
and Papua New Guinea, near the large towns of Jayapura and Merauke, or 
in the forestry and mining areas of Sorong and Timika.

Those who did not take the route to Kalimantan, East Malaysia, Sabah 
and Irian, were often children of Dutch-in��uenced, more prosperous fam-
ilies (Volkman 1985:134). They went instead to Makassar or one of the 
major Javanese cities, such as Jakarta, Bogor, Bandung and Surabaya, to 
obtain higher education. As a consequence, many of the Torajan migrants 
living in these cities work as businessmen, government o���cials, teachers 
or policemen. Thousands of other well-educated Torajans move to places 
elsewhere in Indonesia (primarily Ambon, East Timor and Bali) to take 
positions in government service. Since the 1990s, the number of Torajan 
migrants moving to Australia, North America, Europe and East Asia has 
also been on the increase. The most common reasons are for higher edu-
cation, marriage to a foreigner, or simply employment. Hongkong, South 
Korea and Japan have attracted hundreds of Torajans for jobs in factories 
or as servants or nannies. These people are usually granted a temporary 
residence permit for a couple of years only. Batam is a destination within 
Indonesianthat has recently gained popularity among Torajan youngsters. 
Unmarried Torajan women between the ages of 15 and 25 can ��nd employ-
ment in a large electronics factory.

Today, the number of Torajans leaving their homeland remains high as 
many of them are well-educated and unable to ��nd suitable employment 
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���The 2000 Indonesian Population Census indicates that there are a total of 750,828 
Torajans (that is people from the Tana Toraja district) (Suryadinata et al. 2003:7). This 
means that around 350,000 Torajans live outside Tana Toraja according to o���cial accounts. 
In reality, the number will be much higher if we were to include the registered and non-
registered migrants and commuters in Indonesia, and the Torajans who live overseas. 
Aleksander Mangoting, who conducted research among Torajan illegal immigrants in 
Malaysia, estimated that about 50,000 Torajans reside in Malaysia (Mangoting 1997). The 
Reformed Ecumenical Council (REC) speaks of about 300,000 Torajans who have gone to 
Malaysia as migrants, mostly on quasi-legal arrangements (Van Houten 2003). Although 
the latter ��gure seems somewhat exaggerated, according to Torajan informants who have 
returned home from all over the world to attend funeral ceremonies, tens of thousands of 
Torajans do live in Malaysia, South and Southeast Asia, Europe, Australia and North 
America.

locally. Volkman (1985:134) already noted in 1978 through a small sampling 
of households in one area, that youngsters left the villages en masse:  
�[L]ess than 30% of 150 people between the ages of 15 and 35 remained in 
their village. Of those who remained, some anticipated leaving when they 
��nished high school; some had previously been to Kalimantan and had 
plans to return.� Not much seems to have changed since. Today, the Torajan 
diaspora, estimated at 650,000, exceeds the highland population (458,000) 
by ��fty per cent.��

The Torajan Migrant World after 2000

As we have seen from the preceding paragraphs, the contemporary char-
acteristics of the Torajan diaspora have been shaped by local, national and 
international developments. Until the 1960s, Torajan migration generally 
was aimed at agricultural activities in the sparsely populated areas of 
Sulawesi. This process resulted in settlements of farmers, some composed 
solely of Torajans, others consisting of mixed migrant groups (Torajan, 
Bugis, resettled locals and Javanese). Although these agricultural commu-
nities still make up a considerable share of the total diaspora, the chang-
ing nature and direction of migration has added to the variety of Torajan 
diasporas that have emerged at various places within and beyond 
Indonesia. Notwithstanding these di�ferences, they share common char-
acteristics, such as ways of organization, places of encounter, and net-
working characteristics that facilitate the movement of people, capital, 
goods and information. In what follows, I compare the contemporary dia-
sporas in terms of geographic distribution, population size, composition 
and social density. Alongside the overall data, I will present several exam-
ples of diasporic communities that show great internal diversity.
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It is nearly impossible to ��nd accurate ��gures on the size of the Torajan 
migrant population because reliable statistics do not exist and not all 
migrants are permanent settlers but instead commute or move from one 
place to another. Further, a fair number of migrants are illegal settlers and 
therefore not registered with the local administration. However, we can 
approximate the size of the larger diasporas using information from the 
Torajan church, through migrant organizations (kerukunan) and from per-
sonal interviews with migrants living at a particular place or who regularly 
travel around to meet other Torajans for business or other reasons. Since 
over 90 percent of Torajan migrants live in Southeast Asia, ��gures are 
shown for this region only (see Map 3.2).

Outside Southeast Asia there are also Torajan communities in the  
making, most notably in Hongkong, South Korea, Japan, Australia, the 
Netherlands, Belgium, Germany and the United States. The sizes of these 
communities vary from a few hundred to several thousand.

Map 3.2 shows that the communities in Makassar and Luwu are clearly 
the largest and, in this respect, there has not been much proportional 
change in the Torajan diaspora �after merantau� in the late 1960s. However, 
what is new is the mushrooming of Torajan migrant communities outside 
Sulawesi and Java in the last two decades. Moreover, most, if not all, dias-
pora display considerable internal di�ferences in composition, settlement 
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���It takes four hours to get from Tana Toraja to the harbour of Pare Pare by bus, two days 
and one night by ferry from Pare Pare to Nunukan (located at the northern tip of East 
Kalimantan), and two more hours by ferry to Tawau, Malaysia.

���It is not clear to me whether these elders are Torajans or Malaysians.

patterns, economic activities and organization. In what follows, I present 
two contrasting examples of transmigrant communities that di�fer in all 
these attributes: one is in east Malaysia and one in Jakarta.

Di�ferent Settings, Same Outcome: Two Torajan Diasporas Compared

In Tawau district, the most easterly part of Malaysia (in the province of 
Sabah), lies Batu Dua, or Hilltop village, where almost all Torajans in 
Tawau live. Their community adds up to about 1,000 households, nearly all 
originating from the lowest social class in their homeland (Mangoting 
1997:51). The vast majority entered Malaysia by sea and arrived at the har-
bour of Tawau,after about two days and two nights of travel.�� Most of 
those staying here are illegal migrants who live by growing vegetables for 
market or working on the nearby cocoa plantations. Unlike in most other 
Torajan communities in Malaysia, none of the women in the community 
work as prostitutes; several years ago a group of elders successfully fought 
for a prohibition against participation in the sex industry.��

Hilltop Village is a Protestant and Catholic enclave within a predomi-
nantly Muslim society with its own Protestant Torajan church. Torajans 
feel that life for them is harder in Malaysia because of their minority reli-
gion. As one of the migrants put it �the Malaysian government does not 
want the people of Hilltop Village (mostly Torajans) to stay there because 
the land is owned by the king and he has plans to return all illegal migrants 
to Indonesia next year. Bugis people get o���cial documents more easily 
because they are Muslim, and therefore have a better chance to survive 
here.� Without o���cial residence permits, these migrants cannot ��nd a per-
manent job and face being deported or arrested by the police at any 
moment. They send little money home to their families in Tana Toraja on 
a regular basis, claiming that incomes are not high enough to make ends 
meet. Mangoting (1997:65) noted that 95 per cent of the men take part in 
gambling and cock ��ghting. However, mutual support is strong; when 
someone needs money for the funeral ceremony of a deceased relative in 
Tana Toraja, or when someone gets seriously sick, other Torajans in Hilltop 
Village will raise money for him or her. They also have a formal organiza-
tion (the so-called kerukunan) that functions as a mutual support system 
and also as a social framework to keep the migrant community together by 
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���Apa dan Siapa (What and Who), a book written by Torajans for Torajans (Kurapak 
2001), describes the ��fty most prestigious Torajans in the world. Thirty of them are living in 
Jabotabek (Jakarta, Bogor, Tangerang, and Bekasi). While the criteria set for selecting these 
people might be debatable, the book at least gives some indication of where important 
members of the Torajan community are located.

organizing special meetings, most notably Christmas celebrations. These 
kerukunan are part of the IKAT (Ikat Keluarga Toraja) Sabah. The literal 
translation of ikatan is �bundle�, but it is better understood as a tie that 
binds, or even better as a union. Keluarga means family, and thus IKAT 
should be understood as the union of the Torajan family in Eastern 
Malaysia. The IKAT is an organization that generally operates on an over-
arching level. Its leaders try to strengthen the Torajan community in Sabah 
by organizing social gatherings and also through meetings in which par-
ticular problems within the migrant community as well as in Tana Toraja 
are discussed, and possible plans for action developed.

In Jakarta, the Torajan community has a longer and more sustainable 
history than the Hilltop Village diaspora. We saw a glimpse of the birth of 
the Torajan community in Jakarta in the preceding sections. The ��rst 
Torajans came to Jakarta in the 1950s for higher education or to work as 
government employees. During this period, the community was still very 
small, and internal communication was easy. Half a century later, in line 
with the overall population growth of Jakarta, the Torajan diaspora in and 
around the city has increased to about 1,800 households, or approximately 
9,000 people. Three generations of Torajans already live in Jakarta. The 
��rst migrants nearly all consider themselves as Torajan, while some of 
their children and grandchildren have never been to Tana Toraja and feel 
more Indonesian than Torajan. However, this does not mean that they 
have completely broken with their relatives in Tana Toraja. Most travel to 
the highlands once in a while to attend a funeral ceremony. Unlike the 
migrants in Hilltop Village, the Torajans in Jakarta are spread all over the 
city and the neighbouring suburbs. Nowadays those Torajan migrants who 
live together in Greater Jakarta are either students at one of the many high 
schools or universities, or are working as government o���cials, soldiers, 
businessmen, nurses or doctors at one of the hospitals, or at private com-
panies. Only a handful are skilled labourers or craftsmen. Most of them 
come from the Torajan upper class and are well-educated. This makes 
Jakarta the wealthiest and most prestigious of the Torajan diaspora.��

Torajans in Greater Jakarta are well organized into entities on three lev-
els: kerukunan; church parishes; and an ikatan. Kerukunan are the most 
important, for they settle disputes, organize wedding ceremonies and 
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���The following kerukunan can be found in and around Jakarta: Kerukunan Ikat Depok, 
Kerukunan Tallu Lembangna, Kerukunan Kesu�, Kerukuan Buntao� Rantebua, Kerukunan 
Bassi Sang Tempe�(Bastem), Kerukunan Sa�dan Balusu, Kerukunan Sanda Mamase-
Mamasa, Kerukuan Simbuang-Bua Kayu, Kerukunan Denpiku-Paris, Kerukunan Tikala, 
Kerukunan Saluputti, Kerukunan Muslim Toraya (KMT), Gereja Kibait and Persatuan 
Umat Katolik Toraja (PUKAT).

���Currently, the word �Jakarta� when used in combination with IKAT has been replaced 
by Sejabotabek, indicating Jakarta, Bogor, Tangerang and Bekasi.

death rituals, and raise funds for people in need. They also have a social 
function by exchanging information about Tana Toraja and about job 
vacancies in Jakarta, and in bringing people together in a congenial atmo-
sphere. Kerukunan are loosely structured, based on kinship, village or 
region of origin in Tana Toraja. There are fourteen active kerukunan in the 
Jakarta area, including one for Muslim Torajans.�� In addition to the keru-
kunan, Greater Jakarta has twelve church communities of which nine par-
ishes are part of the Gereja Toraja (established by and for Protestant 
Torajans), one a Catholic church (Persekutan Umat Katolik Toraja) and 
two Pentecostal churches. The church as an institution, besides serving 
people�s religious needs, provides Torajan migrants with a support net-
work through funds for education, healthcare and support for the disabled 
and vulnerable. The church has also taken over some tasks that used to be 
performed by the kerukunan by binding people together at social activities 
such as sports, feasts and Sunday services. It functions as a major commu-
nication channel among the large number of people join congregations. 
Pa�Wanto, a Torajan migrant in Sejabotabek, said:

when a Torajan family newly arrives in Jakarta, or when someone is in the 
hospital, it will be announced in the church. For example, two years ago my 
son lay in the hospital in Makasssar with cancer. Because he was not getting 
better, he was transferred to the Cipto general hospital in Jakarta. My cousin 
went to church and told the minister about it. He then announced it to the 
church community. Thereupon, two of the wealthiest Torajans in Jakarta vis-
ited the hospital: one is the President Director of a shipping company, and 
the other is a lieutenant colonel in the army. Their wives and my wife were 
old schoolmates from Rantepao, and they wanted to do something for us. 
They gave us money for treatment and gave us mental support. Nevertheless, 
my son did not survive.

The third level on which Torajans are organized in Jakarta is the Ikatan 
Keluarga Toraja Jakarta (IKAT Jakarta). The association was founded by 
four notable Torajans in 1958 to strengthen and replace the KMT that had 
been established in the early 1950s (see discussion above).�� The IKAT is  
an o���cially registered association with a chairman, secretary and other 
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o���cers. It incorporates ten sub-IKATs that are spread over the various 
neighbourhoods and one IKAT for students, Ikatan Mahasiswa Toraja 
(IMT) Jakarta. As with other associations, IKAT Sejabotabek organizes 
social gatherings at Christmas and Easter. Further, they occasionally orga-
nize workshops or seminars when there is a speci��c issue or problem that 
involves the Torajan diaspora in the Jakarta area as a whole. These issues 
can vary from government plans to reorganize the administration in Tana 
Toraja, to potential attacks on Torajan churches by Muslim extremists in 
Jakarta on Christmas Eve. Although the main aim of IKAT is a religious 
one, it also provides some social support. A good example is the case of 
Toban Sampetoding whose father died in a Jakarta hospital. After the 
death, Toban, her stepmother and two sisters were in dire straits. The peo-
ple from IKAT took over the organization and ��nancing of transporting 
the corpse back to Tana Toraja for a decent funeral.

The Torajan diaspora in Greater Jakarta stands out for its e���cient and 
e�fective organization. In Jakarta they live in a multicultural, metropolitan 
environment with people from di�ferent ethnic backgrounds and cultures: 
at work, in their neighbourhood, and also in their families. This contrasts 
with the people of Hilltop village in Malaysia who most of the time live 
among fellow Torajans. The Torajan migrant community in Jakarta also 
has a much longer history than the much younger migrant community in 
Hilltop village. However, the two diasporas also share some common char-
acteristics. We can draw a comparison of the three similar lines or levels of 
organization: the kerukunan, the church, and the IKAT. The kerukunan 
functions in both communities as a mutual support system and also as a 
social framework to keep the migrant community together by organizing 
special meetings. The church as an organization serves people�s religious 
needs, provides social security, cements people together through social 
events and provides a communication channel. The IKAT also has social 
binding and social security functions but di�fers from the other organiza-
tions due to its political function. The IKAT in Jakarta is particularly e���-
cient and strong in triggering discussions about particular subjects that 
touch the migrant community in their locality (such as the Torajan iden-
tity within Jakarta), as well as in the heartland (such as the discussion 
about the large investments in funeral ceremonies). To summarize, both 
Torajan diasporas are made up of well-organized networks run along simi-
lar lines (kerukunan, church parishes and IKAT) that aim on the one hand 
to secure the social and ��nancial wellbeing of their communities and,  
on the other, to maintain close contacts with those remaining in Tana 
Toraja.
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From this short overview, the picture might be emerging of a harmoni-
ous diasporic tradition among Torajans. However, in all the migrant  
communities there are Torajans who dissociate themselves from their  
fellow-migrants and some who even purposefully cut their ties with the 
homeland. Such cases are mainly people from the lowest classes�ones 
who have failed to succeed in their new environment, accumulated many 
debts to other Torajans that they are unable to repay, or have lost face in 
the highlands. However, this is not a common occurrence, and the charac-
teristics discussed above as typical of the Jakarta area and Hilltop Village 
are shared by all the Torajan diasporas in Southeast Asia, and probably 
also by others around the world. The idea that �di�ferent settings lead to 
the same outcome� is typical for the Torajan diaspora and cannot be gen-
eralized to all other ethnic associations in the cities of Indonesia. After 
investigating Toba Batak ethnic associations in the three Indonesian cities 
of Medan, Bandung and Jakarta, for example, Bruner (1972:227) concluded 
that �the three cities provide very di�ferent social environments for their 
Toba Batak migrant communities, and this is re��ected in the di�ferent eth-
nic structures that emerged�.

Migrant Networks and Organizations

The Protestant Torajan church is spread across Indonesia (and beyond) 
and is the �umbrella� which shelters the majority of the migrant Protestant 
Torajans (about 75 per cent of Torajans are Protestants). The church is  
well organized and has its headquarters in Rantepao. Each parish has 
three groups that cater for speci��c categories of Torajans:a women�s group 
(Persekutan Wanita Gereja Toraja, PWGT); a youth group (Persekutan 
Pemuda Gereja Toraja, PPGT); and a Sunday class (Sekolah Minggu 
Kebaktian Madia, SMKM). There are also various choirs that regularly 
meet to practice. In this way, the church plays a central part in the social 
life of many migrants. Some women will meet each other three times a 
week or more: Sunday at the service, Tuesday for choir rehearsal, and 
Thursday with the women�s group. Catholic Torajans face a di�ferent set-
ting as the Catholic Church is not organized along ethnic lines. In general 
they, therefore, share the church with Catholics from other ethnic groups, 
most notably from Flores, East Timor, Central Sumatra (Batak), the 
Moluccas, and the Chinese. Mathias, for example, is working for a mining 
company in Papua (Jayapura) and is representative of the Torajan 
Catholics over there. His church community includes people from a vari-
ety of ethnic backgrounds, and Torajans make up only a small minority. 
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However, on religious holidays (particularly Christmas), Catholic and 
Protestant Torajans come together to celebrate within their kerukunan.

The idea of the kerukunan actually stems from the Protestant Torajan 
church, where this organizational model was introduced to prepare for 
collective Christmas celebrations. Nowadays, kerukunan can be found in 
almost every Torajan diaspora and its original function has broadened. 
The organization of kerukunan is relatively ��exible and varies from very 
strict to loosely structured, and some are more active than others. In 
Kendari (Southeast Sulawesi), the Lemo Rarukan kerukunan (named after 
a village in Southern Tana Toraja) brings together all the 40 to 50 house-
holds that originated from that particular village. This kerukunan is active 
in organizing wedding and funeral ceremonies in the same way as is done 
in Tana Toraja. This requires a lot of labour and funds. When a member of 
the kerukunan is involved in the organization of such a ceremony, the 
other members will automatically help in the form of labour, money and 
material: �Maringana disingkai� sola uasang� or �light and heavy work we do 
it together�. The group has its own chairs, plates and spoons ready for these 
events.

Ill. 3.1.�Toraja church in Makassar (photo by Wim Jakobs).
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