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‘If we are condemned to tell stories we cannot control, may
we not, at least, tell stories we believe to be true.’

James Clifford, ‘On ethnographic allegory” (1986:121).
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A note on orthography

The Toraja language is pronounced somewhat like Italian, with all letters
in the word enunciated. This includes double letters (even double ‘ng’, as
in parengnge’, ‘chief’). A distinctive feature is the glottal stop, rendered here
with an apostrophe. Pronunciation in the western districts of Tana Toraja
has the peculiarity that combinations of consonants, such as ‘nt’, ‘mp’, or
‘nk’, are pronounced as a doubling of the last consonant, as ‘tt’, “pp’, or ‘kk’.
Thus punti ("banana’) is in west Toraja pronounced putti; ampo (‘grandchild”)
as appo; bungkang (‘crab’) as bukkang, and so forth. In reporting the speech
of people in Saluputti, I have retained this double consonant pattern. The
abbreviations (T.), (I.), (D.), (B.) or (M.) in the text refer to Toraja, Indonesian,
Dutch, Bugis or Makassarese words respectively.
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Introduction

Of Indonesia’s thousands of islands, Sulawesi is among the largest. Unusually
complex in its seismic history, its geology, and its biology; it is also culturally
diverse. Much as its mysterious shape, its vast central forests and its unique
flora and fauna may have excited the imagination of outsiders, large parts of
it remained unknown to Europeans until the late nineteenth century. Even
its name remains something of an enigma. Although the famously seafaring
Bugis of South Sulawesi were undoubtedly acquainted with the whole island,
they appear not to have given it a single name, but instead referred to its dif-
ferent parts by the names of kingdoms or the peoples residing in each region.
The Portuguese traveller Tomé Pires, in his Suma Oriental (1512-15), mentioned
the “islands of Macagar’ (Pelras 1977:228), and was also the first European to use
the term ‘Celebes’ in writing, though that name was not used in reference to
the whole island until several decades later. Pires named the tip of the north-
ernmost Minahasa peninsula as ‘Punta de Celebres’, the ‘Point of Currents’, as
it was known to the neighbouring Sangirese, in whose language sellirwe means
‘current’. Later Portuguese voyagers likewise failed to realize that Makassar
and Minahasa were the opposite ends of a single, huge land mass. The earli-
est European maps drew on Chinese and Javanese sources, and all until 1546
showed the spreadeagled peninsulae as separate islands. From the seven-
teenth century, the Dutch in Makassar were using the name ‘Selebessi’, but it
remains unclear whether this was a rendition of an indigenous, or a European
term. It has been suggested that, if indigenous, it derives from the words
sula besi, meaning ‘iron dagger’. The name aptly enough brings to mind the
abundant deposits of iron ore around Lake Matano in Central Sulawesi, which
for centuries provided a valuable supply of raw material to the swordsmiths
of the archipelago. Whatever its origins, the term Sulawesi began to replace
‘Celebes” among Indonesian nationalists during the 1920s and 1930s, but only
became general currency as late as the 1940s.! Like the rest of the Indonesian

1 The above discussion is derived from Pelras (1977); Henley (1989); and Whitten, Muslimin
Mustafa and Henderson (1987:82).
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xii Paths and rivers

archipelago, Sulawesi is home to many distinct though related cultures, its
peoples speaking 62 different languages. This book is about the Sa’dan Toraja,
who live in the rugged northerly highlands of the province of South Sulawesi.
Their homeland is the kabupaten (Regency, or sub-provincial administrative
region) known today as Tana Toraja or “Toraja Land’.

Tana Toraja’s mountainous landscape is criss-crossed with paths and riv-
ers. The people who live there were labelled ‘Sa’dan Toraja’ by the Dutch, after
the broad, brown river Sa’dan which flows north-south through the middle
of their territory. The north-south axis is significant in Toraja cosmology for
other reasons. Houses are always oriented to the north, their fronts facing
the direction associated with Puang Matua, the ‘Old Lord’ of the heavens (a
deity of the traditional cosmology who achieved promotion when Christian
missionaries selected his name to be the translation of ‘God’ in the Bible). The
south or southwest is the direction associated with the afterlife, Puya. The
east-west axis is an even more important point of reference in the indigenous
cosmology, for the path of the rising and setting sun is seen in parallel to the
life course of human beings themselves. The great corpus of Toraja rituals is
classified as belonging either to the east (those to do with the enhancement
of life and fertility, chiefly addressed to the deities) or to the west (mortuary
rites and those addressed to the ancestors), with just one or two rituals which
effect a transition between the two.

When I first did fieldwork in Tana Toraja, in 1978-1979, I chose to live in
the western district of Saluputti, or ‘Banana River’. I learned how rivers and
mountain tops are linked in Toraja mythology by stories of the to manurun,
men of supernatural abilities who descended from the sky onto mountain
tops and married equally magical women who emerged out of deep river
pools. Travelling still further west into Simbuang, a three-day hike along
small mountain paths, one crosses the Massuppu’ River, claimed to be the
home of crocodiles which, as mythical relations of human beings, should be
addressed as nene’ (grandparent) to ensure a safe crossing. Most Toraja are
intimately acquainted with their landscape, at least their own immediate part
of it, and can find their way with ease along the maze of small paths that wind
along the top of rice field dykes, through streams, and up and down steep
hillsides. Small children learn the paths as they play together or accompany
their mothers and fathers here and there on countless day-to-day journeys.
Even the elderly, after a lifetime of traversing this environment, often amazed
me with the strength and agility with which they could still hike miles in the
burning sun to join a distant funeral gathering, visit a remote hillside garden
that needed weeding, or pay a call on a married child who had settled in
another village.

Putting the experience of fieldwork on paper, and making of it some kind
of comprehensible narrative, is a lot harder than learning to negotiate those
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Introduction xiii

paths and finding ways not to fall over in the mud on rainy days (though
there were days in the early stages of fieldwork when I felt that was all that
I was learning). In spite of our best efforts, we may well fear to end up, as
Hugh Brody has wryly put it, ‘turning the gold of fieldwork into the lead of
academic life’. For years this book obstinately refused to take shape, while
the urgent anthropological debates of the past two decades, over the nature
of ethnography and how it ought or ought not to be written, only seemed
to render the task more intractable. In the end, it may seem a much more
straightforward task to deconstruct someone else’s ethnography than to write
one’s own. However, had I succeeded in finishing mine more quickly, the
result would have been more of a snapshot of life in the late 1970s and early
1980s. If there is a benefit in having taken so long, it is that my data now cover
a longer period, allowing me a somewhat deeper perspective on the tremen-
dous changes that Toraja society has been through in the course of the twenti-
eth century. The older people I was lucky to know on my first visits had lived
through all or most of that century, which included the entire, brief period of
Dutch colonialism, and they were also the bearers of memories about life in
precolonial times, passed on to them by their own parents and grandparents.
What is more, few people would have dared to predict, as the twentieth cen-
tury drew to a close, how radically the political picture in Indonesia would
change. But then came the Asian monetary crisis of 1997, followed the next
year by the sudden collapse of Suharto’s ‘New Order’ régime, which had
dominated Indonesian life for 32 years. The millennium has been a watershed
in Indonesian political life, not least (in fact most especially) at the margins.
Within the space of a year, a radical plan for devolution of power from central
government had already been set in motion, granting a large measure of local
autonomy not just at provincial, but even more at regency and district levels.
Although it is too soon to pass judgement about the changes this is effecting
in Tana Toraja, since here as elsewhere in the country these are still working
themselves out, I have tried to take account of it in some of what is presented
here. Where the centres of power in Jakarta had once seemed so distant, in
1999 my village friends were gathered around their still new television sets
listening to the talk shows in which previously taboo political topics were
suddenly being openly discussed, while those in the towns, who had already
had television since the early 1980s, were following the Presidential campaign
with an enthusiasm they had formerly reserved only for soap operas.

In Tana Toraja, the events of the twentieth century have produced obvious
and profound cultural changes, yet in the midst of these transformations, it
is remarkable how certain distinctive elements of a precolonial cultural order
have retained their vigour. This is not of course to suggest the stasis of ‘tradi-
tional” culture prior to colonial intervention. Change is perhaps the only ele-
ment of culture that can be guaranteed, and in this case, we know that Dutch
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xiv Paths and rivers

takeover was in fact preceded by a period of social upheaval in the highlands.
Still, European colonisation, here as elsewhere, inevitably involved a collision
with a radically different cosmology and different notions of what it means
to lead a good or a successful life. In seeking to understand what the Toraja
worldview had been, prior to this confrontation, I am struck by the tenacity
with which some elements of that pattern have been maintained, even as
other aspects are threatened with extinction, and new cultural patterns and
ideas replace them. I hope that now I have been able to craft a somewhat
broader and deeper picture of a society in transformation. The imagery of
paths (lalan) and rivers (salu) helps me to think about continuities and differ-
ences, about the endurance of place and the flow of time, about the inroads
made by outsiders into the highlands, as well as the outward journeys under-
taken by Toraja migrants seeking their fortunes. Those images have salience
to Toraja themselves in a number of ways. Paths through the landscape are of
many kinds, not only those travelled by humans (lalan naola tau); they range
from the tiniest “‘mouse paths’ (lalan balao) to the broad and muddy paths
made by buffaloes (lalan tedong). One may also speak of the path of life (lalan
katuoan) and the path of history (lalan sejarah — though here the word for his-
tory is a borrowing from Indonesian). From the human point of view, paths
also link houses, which as birth places become sites of origin for people and
which branch over time as descendants move to found new dwellings for
themselves. To explain or talk ‘about” anything is to speak of “its path’ (lalan-
na). Things that should be kept apart, such as rituals of the east and of the
west, must be put on ‘separate paths’ (pattan lalan). The imagery of rivers is
even more salient. Discourse is the flow or ‘river of words’ (saluan kata). When
people tell their genealogies, they ‘river’ their ancestors (massalu nene’); the
history of how any particular event unfolded is its ‘river’ (passalu). The flow
of time is simultaneously the ordered progression of named ancestors from
one generation to the next. Over and over again, Toraja acquaintances, telling
myths and stories of the past, would end by tracing a line of descent from
the ancestor they had been talking about to themselves, thereby legitimat-
ing their knowledge, their status, and their right to tell the story. Knowledge
that has been passed down unbroken from the ancestors is said to have been
‘preserved like river stones touching each other’ (disedan karangan siratuan),
for however many stones may be washed away by the rushing water, there
are always others to take their place, and the river bed is never bare. Massalu
is also to discuss any matter in detail, making it clear and putting things in
order. The ‘river’ of a thing (salunna) is what is proper and correct; to ‘go with
the flow’ of the river (unnola salunna) is to do things properly. To ‘travel down
the river’ (dipaolai salu) of a problem or a dispute can mean to reach as fair a
decision as possible; illnesses can traditionally be diagnosed (dipasaluan) by
means of divination to discover if some prohibition has been broken. Sanda
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Introduction XV

salunna is the name for an aspect of aluk, the “‘way’ of the indigenous religion,
which, embracing all the rest, means literally “all its rivers’.

Paths and rivers are many, and such a sense of rectitude may easily evade
the ethnographer. I am by now one of a growing group of outsiders who have
traversed Toraja territory. Each of us has traced our own paths and followed
our own rivers; we have found different ways to write about our experi-
ences, and we owe our own debts to those countless Toraja who have offered
us their friendship and taken the time to teach us what we know. If my title
irks the reader with its indeterminacy, I have chosen it just because it reflects
that sense of open-endedness, of incompletion, of endless possible choices of
routes to follow, which seems by now to be an inescapable part of the process.
I make no claim to have followed the right or the only path in what follows;
I'join the conversation only to offer some account of my own particular, cir-
cuitous journey to an understanding of Toraja society.

A return journey

In 1994 I returned to the Toraja highlands after an absence of eleven years.
This journey was not like any of my earlier ones. Makassar, the provincial
capital of South Sulawesi, was then still known as Ujung Pandang, the name
given to it in the 1960s (it reverted to its more historic name in 1999). From
here, in the late 1970s, it took a ten-hour bus ride to reach the highlands — a
distance of 300 km. The journey was picturesque but torturous, crammed into
narrow seats with mountains of luggage, trussed chickens, and a full load
of passengers, some of them unaccustomed travelers who would be sure to
feel sick as soon as the bus got under way and would soon be closing all the
windows and retching into the ‘Blue Band” margarine tins which were always
kept handy under the seats. But as tourism developed, Tana Toraja came to
have its own airfield, and a tiny propellor plane, capable of holding twenty or
so passengers, for a time made daily flights (weather and cloud permitting) to
and from the highlands. As ethnic violence was unleashed in Indonesia in the
aftermath of Suharto’s fall in 1998, the tourists suddenly stayed away from
Tana Toraja and the planes stopped flying. So in more recent visits I have
travelled by road once again.

But on this occasion I had decided to fly. We took off out of Ujung Pandang
over rice fields and villages with domed mosques nestled in clumps of trees,
flying at 7,000 feet all the way, which afforded spectacular views of the terrain
which formerly took so many gruelling hours to cover. We flew over fallow
rice fields, first dry, then flooded, reaching to the water’s edge, with only the
narrowest band of mangrove swamp separating them from the ocean, where
a string of small islands lay in a turquoise sea marked by darker patches of
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XVi Paths and rivers

ultramarine. Around them small square fishing platforms could be seen scat-
tered across the water. On the other side of the plane, to the east, stretched
a ridge of jagged mountain peaks, their heads in the clouds. Strange lime-
stone formations rose abruptly from the plain, looking like an underwater
landscape. Their dark greens stood out against the light brown tones of the
flooded rice fields. Every inch was cultivated, barely leaving room enough
for the houses. A greenish-brown river snaked across the landscape, growing
thinner and thinner as it disappeared towards its source in the mountains.
It vanished into the foothills, and then we passed patches of vivid green
where new rice seedlings were already being planted. We could see deep
into highland valleys between the folds of the mountains. The hills rose
ever more jagged, their forest cover punctuated here and there with small
patches of dramatically contoured, terraced fields. Here the population was
sparser, and the mountains loomed taller and closer, their slopes more heav-
ily wooded. Tiny puffs of cloud could be seen caught in the valleys. Another
river glinted in the sun. To the west the coastline was still in sight, with rice
fields reaching to the shore. We left the small port town of Pare-Pare behind
and began to turn inland, following the foothills east as they began to lift
into the deforested cattle-grazing country of Enrekang. More silky green rice
fields, then a wide brown river which must have been the Sa’dan itself, then
deep blue mountains, hill slopes covered with the rounded reddish shapes
of clove trees, and suddenly we were flying over the valleys of Tana Toraja,
with the first unmistakable curved roofs and pointed eaves of houses vis-
ible on hillocks amid clumps of palm and bamboo, the rice here already half
grown and brilliant emerald. We landed on the neat little airfield of Rantetaio,
which a century ago had been the scene of more sinister activity, as a market
for captives sold as slaves to the lowlands. Curved roofs in the traditional
style topped the tiny airport building, where we exited through the doorway
marked ‘Departures’, while a small herd of tourists waited to depart through
the door marked ‘Arrivals’. Few airports have a more casual and friendly
atmosphere than this one. A few mini buses and jeeps were awaiting pas-
sengers outside. From here, a slow and winding drive down narrow lanes
brings one, through an agricultural landscape of startling beauty, to the town
of Rantepao. The two small towns of Rantepao and Ma’kale lie at either end
of a plateau at an altitude of around 800 metres. Ridges of mountains ring this
plateau and beyond them lie further valleys, while to the north of Rantepao
looms the imposing profile of Toraja’s tallest mountain, Sesean, whose peak,
at 2176 metres, is often hidden in cloud.

In many ways this was a joyful arrival, since it meant reuniting with friends
not seen for many years. | had finally achieved respectable status as a married
woman with children, entitling me, like other adults, to a teknonym; I enjoyed
the fact that I could now be known as Mama’ Sam, or ‘Sam’s mother’. When
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Introduction xvii

my husband and children joined me for part of the time they were shown the
warmest hospitality. In the village where I had once lived for a year, my adop-
tive sister insisted on slaughtering a pig so that the villagers, all of whom had
converted to Christianity in my absence, might join us in a prayer meeting
and feast to celebrate our arrival. The children adapted remarkably quickly
to village life and their memories of their stay there remain vivid many years
later. But my return was also tinged with sadness when I learned how many
older acquaintances, valued teachers and informants, had passed away. That
news brought home to me the reality of shorter life expectancy in developing
countries. There were other changes to absorb, too, not least the decline of
the indigenous religion, which had advanced much more sharply than I had
expected. On the other hand, alterations brought by the now enlarged num-
bers of tourists coming to Tana Toraja appeared in my view largely positive.
More and better hotels and restaurants were offering a variety of employ-
ment opportunities to local people, while others were taking new courses in
their own culture and history in order to qualify as guides. The obvious inter-
est shown by foreign visitors in Toraja culture and ceremonial life has given
many Toraja reason to re-evaluate their own traditions, which at one time it
might have been predicted would soon fall into decay. Perhaps in response
to these developments, the interest of young people in learning English had
intensified, and on this visit I noticed a number of new establishments offer-
ing language courses. One of these caught my eye with its promise of ‘English
Language of International’; large brightly painted signs outside declared:
‘Ambition Has No Rest’, “Never So Fast To Say Die’, and, more enigmatically,
“You Love Me Love My Dog’. The little town of Rantepao was a livelier place
than it had been ten years earlier. But everything has its ups and downs: a
few years later, the temporary collapse of the tourist industry left the hotels
mostly empty and the guides with nothing to do.

My first long spell of fieldwork in Tana Toraja had been in 1978-1979,
when I did research for my doctoral thesis; this was followed by a second visit
of 8 months in 1982-1983. At the time of my first trip, Tana Toraja was divided
into nine kecamatan or districts, and I spent an initial six months visiting most
of these and trying to gain some picture of the differences between them.
Finally I decided to settle in the village of Buttang, in the desa (or sub-district)
of Malimbong, part of the western kecamatan of Saluputti, where I lived for
the next year.? I was attracted by the beauty of the landscapes in this rugged

2 Maps 2, 3 and 4 illustrate changes in administrative divisions within Tana Toraja from colo-

nial days to the present. The names of administrative units changed frequently under the New
Order. Later, in the 1980s, desa became known as lurah, and kampung (villages) were renamed
lingkungan or dusun. Many larger lurah were also subdivided, enabling each unit to claim its
own administrative funds. Since the new Regional Autonomy ruling of 1999, some lurah have
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Rantepaq,r‘:,‘

1 Kesu 12 Piongan 23 Sangalla’
2 Tikala 13 Kurra’ 24 Mengkendek
3 Buntao’ 14  Ulusalu 25 Mappa’
4 Rantebua 15 Sesseng 26 Buakayu
5 Tondon 16  Bittuang 27 Rano

6 Nanggala 17 Pali 28 Simbuang
7 Balusu 18 Ratte 29 Bau

8 Sa'dan 19 Balepe’ 30 Banga

9 Pangala’ 20 Malimbong 31 Palesan
10 Dende’ 21 Talion 32 Tapparan
11 Madandan 22 Ma’kale

Map 2. Tana Toraja, showing the 32 districts at the time of the Dutch
administration (after Seinstra 1940)
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Map 3. Tana Toraja, showing the nine kecamatan (districts) into which the Regency
was divided in the late 1970s

part of the country. Whereas many Toraja villages take the form of scattered
hamlets, on small hillocks with space for only two or three houses grouped
together, Buttang had the advantage of having a relatively large number
of households — twenty-four at that time, expanded to thirty-two today -
grouped together on a single hill that reared up steeply out of the sea of

reconfigured themselves and reverted to the older, Toraja term lembang (which had also been
used in Dutch days) — mostly, so far as I could gather, in places where New Order boundaries had
disrupted older patterns of community based on meat distribution at funerals. In 2002, the three
lurah of Malimbong, Kole and Sawangan combined to form one lembang (called Malimbong),
while neighbouring Menduruk and Lemo (also part of desa Malimbong when I first lived there)
have joined to form lembang Menduruk.
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Map 4. Tana Toraja, showing the fifteen kecamatan (districts) into which
the Regency is now divided

terraced rice fields around it. I reasoned that this would make it easier to get
to know the community and its affairs, and moreover, Malimbong appealed
to me because at that time, very few of its inhabitants had converted to
Christianity. The indigenous religion, known officially as Aluk To Dolo ("Way
of the Ancestors’) or simply as Alukta (‘Our Way’), and often more familiarly
in conversation as pa’kandean nene’ (‘feeding the ancestors’), was an aspect
of Toraja life that especially interested me. Its rituals marked the rhythm of
the agricultural cycle, and punctuated the generally monotonous pace of vil-
lage life with occasional spectacular events, when people would stay up all
night dancing, singing and feasting. In ma’bugi’, a rite to ward off illness, the
dancers would summon the deata — deities immanent in nature — to descend
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from their mountain tops and possess them. I was lucky, in choosing to live
in Malimbong at that time, to experience this integration of the rhythms of
life and religion, for by the time I returned in the mid-1990s, many of these
everyday experiences were already a memory. The last section of this book
deals in more detail with the character of Alukta and with the process of its
decline.

Life in Buttang

When I first went to live in Buttang, the village lay 3 km from the nearest
road, and could be reached only on foot by way of steep and narrow paths.
The wide and fertile valley of Malimbong in which it stands is ringed by
mountains and from the vantage-point afforded by the long, narrow hill
on which Buttang is built, one can enjoy magnificent views toward the sur-
rounding peaks of Messila, Sado’ko’ and Ullin. The steep slopes of the hill
on which Buttang stands are covered in huge clumps of bamboo, so that,
seen from a distance, the village is quite hidden from view. Internally, its 24
houses were divided into five hamlets, though these divisions had little prac-
tical consequence in the daily lives of the villagers. The uppermost, southern
end is called Buttang (‘full of water’), after the pool formed by the stream
which runs down from here along the western side of the village. This stream
forms the main irrigation channel for the surrounding fields, being diverted
to flood them when necessary. Then comes Tondok Tanga (‘middle hamlet’),
and below that, Papa Batu (‘stone roof’, after the old origin house or tong-
konan, once roofed with stone slabs, which by the 1970s had been replaced
with corrugated zinc). This house in its heyday had been wealthy enough to
have six rice barns ranged in front of it, though now these were reduced to
one. Lower down is a group of houses known simply as Tondok (“hamlet’),
while the last section, at the northernmost end of the hill, is known as Bamba
(‘courtyard’). The average size of the households in Buttang and neighbour-
ing villages which I surveyed was 5 or 6 persons. Most households consist
of nuclear families, often augmented by the presence of a grandparent, an
aunt, or additional grandchildren or foster-children. It is very common for
grandparents, as their own children marry and form their own households,
to request a child or two from them to keep them company and help with the
household chores. There were other variations, too. At that time there were
two village women whose husbands had gone to Palu in Central Sulawesi
to work for logging companies. Too young to have grandchildren, they had
each brought a younger sibling to live with them for company, and to help
with the daily chores. I lodged in the house of Indo’ Teken and her husband,
Ambe’ Teken, a fine timber house in traditional style, though without carv-
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ing, with a leanto bamboo kitchen built on to the east side. The house was a
branch of the origin house called Papa Batu. It held a ritual title connected to
the rice growing cycle, the duties of which were officially held by Indo’ Teken,
since the house belonged to her family. When offerings were to be made, her
uxorilocally residing husband took care of the man’s job of slaughtering the
pig required, while she prepared the rice. The household exemplified a Toraja
attitude of religious tolerance, for Indo’ Teken and several of her married chil-
dren maintained their allegiance to the Aluk to Dolo, while her husband, who
had been forced in the 1950s to join one of the bands of Islamic guerrillas from
the Darul Islam movement, which at that time had roamed the highlands,
had converted to Islam and had subsequently remained loyal to his new faith,
bringing up one of his daughters as a Muslim; some of the other children,
under the influence of schoolteachers, had become Christian. The household
at that time contained three grandchildren, along with the three remaining
unmarried children of a set of ten siblings. The older ones had already formed
their own households in nearby villages, and often dropped by to visit. In the
absence of electricity or television in the 1970s, children were seen not least
as a source of entertainment and pleasure, and a household without them
was considered uncomfortably quiet. When darkness fell, the hurricane lamp
would be pumped up and hung from the ceiling while we waited for the
evening rice to cook, and besides the occasional game of dominoes or cards,
it was the children who provided the main source of amusement. They were
never put to bed by themselves, but would stay awake as long as they cared,
eventually crawling into the lap of a parent or grandparent and nodding off.
These arrangements for the borrowing of children between households are
rather flexible, for by the time children are about ten years old they exercise
a great deal of independence. If they are not happy in one household, they
are quite capable of moving to another. The grandparents may spoil them to
encourage them to stay, or the parents may miss them and try to lure them
back home. At the time I first got to know the Buttang households, there
was a neighbour’s boy staying in one house, who had been there for about a
month, and seemed to have decided he preferred it to his own home. He was
currently accepted as a member of the household; nobody knew how long he
might stay, and nobody asked him.

During the year I spent living in Buttang, I had the opportunity to join in
all kinds of everyday tasks (at most of which I was hopelessly inept, though
my efforts at least provided a source of amusement for everyone else), includ-
ing rice planting, harvesting, and gardening. I often kept company with the
youngest daughter of my adoptive household, a young woman of seventeen
named Sebo’. From her I learned a great deal about all sorts of everyday mat-
ters. Not much attracted to school work, she had attended the local primary
school for only two years, but she was already very competent at all the jobs
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she would need to know as a farmer, and practically ran our household, since
her parents were already quite old and appreciated her energies. Nowadays,
Sebo’ lives in neighbouring Menduruk, and has three children of her own.
Toraja people practice teknonymy; when a person has their first child, they
become known as ‘Mother of” or ‘Father of’ their child. So Sebo’” and her
husband Rerung are known now as Indo” Bolle’ and Ambe” Bolle’. With
grandparenthood, one’s name changes again; if one’s first grandchild is called
Pare, for instance, one will become known as Nene'na Pare, ‘Grandparent of
Pare’.

Every household has its pig-pen, and also its collection of variously-col-
oured chickens scratching in the yard, and sometimes ducks. The pigs are fed
twice daily on a mush cooked from chopped vegetables, sweet potatoes and
the chaff and broken grains of rice left over from pounding. Usually there
will also be a dog, and a cat whose favourite place is in the warm ashes of the
kitchen hearth. As a wise old Menduruk villager, Ambe’ Ka'pan, explained
to me, a house is not considered complete without its dog, its cat, its long
wooden mortar (issong) for pounding the rice, and its cockerels and chickens.
The cock ‘guards the eaves’ of the house (kappa longa) and acts as an alarm
clock; the dog ‘guards the porch’ (kappa tangdo’) and barks to announce the
arrival of visitors; the rice-mortar ‘sings out’ (ma’noni) when rice is being
pounded for the evening meal. It would be tempting to add the cat to this
trio as guardian of the hearth, though Ambe’ Ka’pan did not express it thus
— perhaps because the cat does not add so significantly to the cheerful noises
of life as the other three do. But cats are greatly respected in Toraja, and there
is scarcely a house without one. In a well-known folk tale, told to me by
Ambe’ Teken in the early months of my residence in Buttang, the cat is indeed
the guardian of the family’s wealth. When hit on the nose and denied a piece
of fish by an ungrateful owner, she summons all the family’s livestock, their
stores of rice, and their heirloom valuables to follow her. Assuming human
shape, they all depart to seek a more generous master, leaving the original
owner destitute. Sebo’ expressed the necessity of having a cat by the saying,
Moi ponno bulaan dianna ke tae’ sese’ (‘Even if [the house] is full of stored gold,
[it's no good] without a cat’).

To be truly complete, a house must also have its rice barn, always facing
it on the north side. The barn is the “husband’ (muanena) or “pair’ (balinna) of
the house, which is female. Alternatively, the pairing is expressed in terms
of mother and child: ‘the house holds the barn in its lap’ (banua ria alang) the
Toraja say, evoking not a simple binary opposition but the image of an organ-
ic relationship. Every afternoon in Malimbong, the characteristic sound of
the rice mortars would echo to and fro across the valleys from one hamlet to
another as women and children gathered to share the hard work, made more
congenial by being done together. When the harvest season commenced, the
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atmosphere would be very joyful, and pounding sometimes continued into
the night, for it meant an end to the hungry season (elo) when most people’s
rice stocks had been exhausted. It was customary then for the young men to
come and join in with the girls. Some would pound while others knocked the
long bamboo pounders in complex rhythms against the sides of the mortar,
providing a welcome excuse for flirtation, while other boys would play on
trumpets (pelle’) made from a huge leaf wrapped into a cone. Then the vil-
lage on its hill seemed to me truly a world unto itself, riding like a great ship
above the sea of rice fields.

Nearly every family in Buttang could trace some link, through kinship or
marriage, with the others. Many of these ties, especially sibling links, were
through women, for the vast majority of marriages (20 out of 24 households)
were uxorilocal, a socially declared preference that was reflected equally in
a wider household survey I made of neighbouring villages. The villagers of
course also had numerous kin ties to people in surrounding villages, and
our frequent attendance at funerals in neighbouring communities gradually
helped me to learn more of these connections. In 1978 many of the houses,
including the one I lived in, were built in traditional style, with extended roof
ridges and high, curved eaves. In 1982 there was a severe drought, and no rain
fell for eight months. Just before I made my second long visit to Malimbong,
a disastrous fire destroyed many of the houses. A woman had taken her oil
lamp with her as she went to feed the pigs after dark, and the flame from the
lamp had set her thatch on fire as she left the kitchen door. The fire had swept
up the hill, destroying houses and barns, though the people had escaped
unharmed. Over the ensuing years, the houses were rebuilt, but almost all of
them now in the Bugis style popular in the lowlands, with large rooms and
glass windows, which people nowadays find more convenient than the tradi-
tional style. Three out of four of the old noble origin houses (tongkonan) have
been rebuilt, though the woodcarver once resident in the village has passed
away, and carpenters from more distant places had been sought to decorate
them. By 1994, a road had been opened past Buttang and on into Menduruk,
and mini-buses plied up and down several times a day, making access much
easier. On my next visit two years later, electricity pylons were marching up
the hill as part of the national government’s programme to bring electricity to
rural villages across the country. By the late 1990s, four houses had installed
satellite dishes and for the first time the villagers could watch television,
crowding into the front rooms of those households for an evening of com-
munal viewing. Far more than radio, it struck me, this brought politics closer
to the people, since at least they could now see what their politicians looked
and sounded like. This was a contrast with the 1970s, when what happened
in Jakarta had seemed very remote. (Newspapers have never been readily
available in Tana Toraja; even in the towns, they are available only to those
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who pay regular subscriptions, and rather few people take them.) What may
be the effects on local culture of access to international TV channels no-one
has yet studied, but already by the time of my most recent visit, in 2004, the
number of televisions had grown from four to nineteen.

In the past few years, Buttang has expanded with the addition of some
extra houses, bringing the total number of households to 32. While a new
generation are now resident in the village, there is nevertheless a strong sense
of continuity in the practice of naming children after their grandparents.
People who figured as elderly grandparents, or already deceased ancestors,
in the genealogies I collected in 1978, now have living replacements in the
children growing up in Buttang today. In small ways such as these, though
so much has changed, the villagers continue to weave comforting threads of
connection with the past.

While I lived in Buttang, I tried to learn as much as I could by joining in
everyday activities. Although I could speak basic Indonesian by the time I
moved there, this was insufficient for research purposes, since the villagers
for preference spoke Toraja among themselves, and many older people did
not speak Indonesian at all. Toraja shares a few items of vocabulary in com-
mon with Indonesian, but it is a very distinct language with its own unusual
grammatical features, including a variety of particles which have to be insert-
ed into a sentence to give it the proper rhythm. My efforts to learn Toraja in
the absence of books and grammars provided plenty of amusement, since
my attempts to string sentences together were usually grammatical failures.
A friend who was a schoolteacher in town tried to help me by lending me his
Toraja-language copy of the New Testament. This had been translated by the
unusually gifted Dutch linguist Van der Veen into the higher registers of the
Toraja language, so refined and poetic that Toraja themselves sometimes said
they found it hard to understand. Regrettably it bore little resemblance to the
everyday manner of speaking, and so was not much help to a beginner. In
my ignorance of the proper ways of doing things, I often made mistakes, and
since Tumonglo, a two-year-old grandchild who was the youngest member
of our household, was in certain respects more culturally competent than I
was, it was not surprising that I sometimes found myself being treated rather
like him. Anyone who has done fieldwork in a culture different from their
own has similar stories to tell of the sometimes painful process of being re-
modelled and re-educated to behave in ways that at least (it is hoped) will not
too seriously embarrass one’s hosts. The villagers of Buttang were extraordi-
narily kind and tolerant of my awkwardness, and I can only express my deep
gratitude to them for their freely proffered friendship and the general good
humour with which they put up with my inadequacies and my constant and
sometimes intrusive questions. Tumonglo at that time had his hair cut in the
traditional manner for children, leaving a tuft at the front of his head, and
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mostly went naked but for a protective string of old silver coins around his
neck. His childhood, too, now seems to belong to an older era. I never saw
him again; in the years I spent away from Buttang, he became a teenager and
left the village to seek his fortune, taking ship to Kalimantan where he joined
the steady trickle of migrants who slip across the border into Sabah to find
work on Malaysian plantations. He had never been back to visit, but the fam-
ily kept a letter from him with his photograph, looking cool in dark glasses
and a brightly coloured shirt.

Besides the people of Buttang, there are many other individuals to whom
I must express a debt of gratitude. For the most part, I have not used pseu-
donyms in this book, except for purposes of discretion in rare instances.
Although this used to be common ethnographic practice, it seems more
important to recognise the debts owed especially to the many older people
with great stores of cultural knowledge, who taught me so much of what
appears in these pages. I came to know a range of such people in different
parts of Saluputti as well as in other districts, and visited most of them many
times over. Basso (1996) prefers to call such cultural experts ‘consultants’, a
more respectful and accurate word than the commonly used but uncomfort-
able term ‘informants’, and I follow his example here. Most anthropologists
owe enormous debts to these individuals who share their knowledge with
us. By changing our vocabulary, we cannot simply dissolve away the power
dimension which continues to adhere in the relationship between academics
from wealthier countries imposing themselves on less wealthy communi-
ties, either within their own country (as in Basso’s case) or in the develop-
ing world. But we can at least strive to show our respect for their expertise,
and acknowledge their importance to our endeavours. The names of some
of these individuals will recur many times in my text, where I have tried
to maintain transparency about the sources of my information. In Saluputti
itself, they include Pak Mangesa’ (Ambe’ Pakiding), who lived at Parappo,
and was a former Kepala Desa (Desa Head) of Malimbong. He taught me a
great deal about ada’ or customary law, including the rules of inheritance and
the complex patterns of meat sharing that bound villages together over time.
Then there was Bine’ of Tombang, a diminutive aristocractic old lady with
impressive force of personality, who was known (unusually for a woman) for
her eloquence in meetings of local village councils, when they were called
to hear disputes; Sambayang of Menduruk, an elderly man of lively energy
whom [ visited in his village way up on a steep hillside and who would talk
for hours explaining aspects of ritual and variations in local customs; Pak
Tolele of Sawangan, whose father had been a District Head under the Dutch
and who shared his remarkable knowledge of local history; Indo” Rembon of
Ta’do in Talion, with whom I often stayed, and her sister the storyteller Indo’
Salea. In neighbouring Ulusalu, I met Isak Tandirerung and Y.B. (Butungan)
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Tandirerung, both of whom had extensive genealogical and historical memo-
ries and deep knowledge of customary law in that area. In Rantepao I
was fortunate to know Pak Bua’ Sarungallo, an aristocrat of Kesu’ and an
acknowledged cultural expert from that region, who knew by heart a body of
Toraja myth preserved in thousands of paired lines of poetry. Most important
as a teacher of religious and ritual matters has been Ne’ Sando Tato’ Dena’, of
Mandetek in Tambunan, Ma’kale district. He bears the title of to minaa sando,
a special priest of the Aluk To Dolo, who officiates especially in Rites of the
East. This hereditary title is attached to his origin house, tongkonan Mandetek,
which has produced generations of to minaa. Trained by his father, he is the
bearer of an astonishing corpus of ritual verse and genealogical knowledge.
Pak Ulia Salu Rapa’, who inherited from his mother, Si Indo’, his position as
the leading noble of Nanggala, east of Rantepao, often shared his knowledge
of that area. He is renowned throughout Tana Toraja for the unrivalled extent
and quality of his funeral sacrifices. Pak Kila’, B.A., is another unusual indi-
vidual to whom I owe a debt. Originating from the northerly Sesean district,
he is a former civil servant, who before his retirement had worked in the local
Department of Education and Culture. He had once been a Protestant but,
most unusually, had reconverted to Alukta long before I met him. He served
for many years as leader of the organization known as the Parandangan Ada’,
a committee of representatives of Alukta from each of the different kabupaten
in Tana Toraja. His life has been something of a crusade to preserve the
indigenous religion, and the cultural riches that go with it, in the face of its
inexorable erosion by the forces of Christianity. Pak Banti (Papa’ Mawiring),?
a secondary school teacher who comes from Sa’dan, north of Rantepao, and
his wife and family, have been especially generous in their friendship over
the years; his searching insights into many aspects of culture, especially to
do with funeral sacrificing, have been invaluable. The family of Fritz Basiang
in Rantepao, and their relatives on the high slopes of the mythical Mount
Ullin in Saluputti, and Frans Dengen and his wife Mama’ Gory in Ma'kale,
have likewise been close friends and teachers, especially about contemporary
politics.

At Alang-Alang, beside the Sa’dan River south of Rantepao, I had the
enjoyable experience of meeting Pak Tandiruru, a descendant of the house of
Nonongan. He was a genial raconteur who once talked with me for six hours
without stopping, and who often illustrated his points most effectively with
lines of traditional poetry. In more recent years, I have learned much from my
acquaintance with Pak Paulus Pasang Kanan of Sangalla’, another person of

3 Now that they have a grandchild, Papa’ and Mama’ Mawiring are also known as Nene'na
Regina; but since this makes it impossible to distinguish between them (the term nene’, ‘grand-
parent’, not differentiating between genders), I have retained their original teknonyms here.
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profound knowledge, who from childhood could have trained as a to minaa
(or priest of the traditional religion), since the position ran in his family, but
instead became a Catholic and a school teacher. There are many others who
deserve my thanks, but these are the names that will recur most often in the
pages ahead, wherever I have referred specifically to what I learned from
them about myth, history and culture.

What follows is divided into several sections. In Part One, ‘“The uses of the
past’, I begin by outlining what can be ascertained about the history of the
Toraja highlands, drawing on both written historical research and the orally
transmitted accounts that have survived in collective memory and which I
learned from my consultants. We shall see how the highlands passed through
a period of extreme social disruption in the late nineteenth century, when the
indigenous status system, with its rather ‘closed” system of rank, suddenly
became caught up in a wider and more ‘open’ commercial network, which
linked Toraja chiefs to leaders and mercenaries from lowland kingdoms.
They combined forces to raid remote and vulnerable villages, whose cap-
tured populations became human merchandise for sale in the lowlands. The
profits from trade, either in slaves or in coffee, were at this time being fed by
the chiefs into the purchase of firearms, or into ritual expenditure, for they
had few other things on which to spend their wealth. This began a process
of ritual inflation which, whenever economic conditions allow, has continued
until today. In the twentieth century, there followed all the transformations
of Dutch colonialism, Japanese Occupation, and the struggle for a free and
independent Indonesia; then changes of a different order, though in their way
just as radical, under the modernizing régime of Suharto’s New Order, and
finally, in 1998, the abrupt transition to a new and still evolving democracy,
with its sudden devolution of power to local levels of government. My main
concern in these chapters is to examine the forms and contexts within which
social memory has been preserved in Tana Toraja, and how these continue
to have a bearing on present-day concerns. The final chapter in this section
seeks to assess the impacts of the Dutch colonial period, for although this was
very short, spanning a mere thirty-five years, in retrospect the full extent of
these changes could only be appreciated later.

Part Two, ‘A House Society’, focuses on concepts of kinship, structured
around houses as sites of origin. I argue that Toraja society provides an excel-
lent opportunity to explore the potentials of Lévi-Strauss’s (1983) concept
of ‘House Societies’ as a means toward a better understanding of the work-
ings of kinship systems in Indonesia. This is a theme that has been a major
preoccupation in my research and which subsequently led me to a wider
comparative study of indigenous architectures in Southeast Asia generally
(Waterson 1986, 1990, 1995a, 1995b, 2003). Because I have written at such
length on this theme in previous work, I do not rehearse here all of the com-
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parative theoretical arguments about ‘House Societies’, but the material in
this section is intended to provide a sufficiently detailed account of the Toraja
kinship system to show how structurally central is the place of houses within
it.