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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 Macaçar’ (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.1 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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Paths and riversxii

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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Paths and riversxiv

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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Paths and riversxvi

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. I 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.2 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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Map 2. Tana Toraja, showing the 32 districts at the time of the Dutch  
administration (after Seinstra 1940)
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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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Rindingallo

Rantepao

Ma’kale

Sangalla’

Mengkendek

Luwu’

Enrekang
Pinrang
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Mamuju

Luwu’

0 10 20 30 km

Map 3. Tana Toraja, showing the nine kecamatan (districts) into which the Regency 
was divided in the late 1970s
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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 

Saluputti
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Rindingallo

Rantepao

Ma’kale

Sangalla’

Mengkendek

Luwu’

Enrekang
Pinrang
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Mamuju
Luwu’

0 10 20 30 km

Bittuang

Sa’dan-Balusu

Buntao’-Rantebua

Rantetaio

Simbuang

Tondon-Nanggala

Map 4. Tana Toraja, showing the fifteen kecamatan (districts) into which  
the Regency is now divided
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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 I 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),3 
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 
pre occupation 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. Part Three, ‘Village life’, reflects my own experience of living in Buttang, 
focusing on gender relations, marriage, and the ties to the land which provide 
the basis for the subsistence economy which still sustains most Toraja today. 
Part Four, ‘Smoke of the rising and the setting sun’, concerns the indigenous 
religion, Aluk to Dolo or ‘Way of the Ancestors’. In it, I seek to record how a 
local religion was harmoniously adapted to a particular landscape and way of 
life, and trace the progress of its increasingly rapid decline. In my final chap-
ter, I attempt to explain what for outsiders presents itself as the greatest puz-
zle of Toraja life – the continuing escalation of the ceremonial economy bound 
up with the celebration of mortuary rites, which appears to have defied the 
drastic changes in world view brought about by conversion to Christianity, 
as well as integration into a monetized global economy over the course of 
the twentieth century, and which has survived even the strain of Indonesia’s 
monetary crisis of 1997. This chapter attempts a synthetic approach to ritual 
life and economy, showing the embedding of the ceremonial economy within 
systems of kinship, social and political relations, which it serves dynamically 
to express and reproduce, even if in changing forms. 

In my Conclusion, I speculate as best I can about the directions which a 
still evolving sense of ethnic identity as ‘Toraja’ seems to be taking in the new 
political landscape of Indonesia. Since the restoration of democracy in 1998, 
and the subsequent devolution of power from Jakarta, the regions have redis-
covered an array of possibilities, both for self-definition and the design of 
local administration, as well as potentially for redefining relationships with 
neighbouring districts, and the formation of new provinces. At present these 
possibilities are still being worked out in highland South Sulawesi, and it is 
too soon to say whether further changes may yet materialise. Let us now set 
out to trace the paths and rivers of social memory through the highlands.
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The uses of the past
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Paths and rivers2

presents; less interested in traditions than in the way in which traditions are 
constituted and passed on’ (Nora 1996:xxiv). Other writers such as Tonkin 
(1992) and Fentress and Wickham (1992) have also been a source of inspira-
tion in my efforts to make sense of Toraja memories of the past. 

On modes of remembering the past

History is constantly being produced and refashioned within particular social 
and political contexts, whether in a professionalised, literate tradition or a 
predominantly oral one. It can also take many forms. Tonkin (1992:8) has 
argued persuasively for the need to broaden our definitions of what counts as 
history, and pay attention to the way all forms of recording the past involve 
some shaping by narrative conventions. ‘Historians,’ she notes, ‘have labelled 
as “myth” what seem unrealistic ways of representing the past, but it can 
sometimes be shown that mythic structures encode history, that is, they reg-
ister actual happenings or significant changes. “Realism”, on the other hand, 
is an equally culture-bound judgement of likelihood.’ The problem of even 
trying to distinguish ‘myth’ from ‘history’ in predominantly oral societies has 
been astutely pointed out by Fentress and Wickham (1992:82), who observe 
that: ‘There is no inherent incompatibility between mythology and genealogy, 
or, indeed, between either of the two and true narrative history [...]. As a rule, 
oral tradition combines mythology, genealogy and narrative history rather 
than holding them apart.’ I will show how essential this understanding is for 
an interpretation of social memory in Toraja. 

Tonkin’s studies of the forms taken by oral history among the Jlao of 
Liberia shows how – as in many West African societies – they have a strongly 
performative element. Specialised musicians and praise-singers are the bear-
ers of local history, shaping and reshaping their renderings of the past accord-
ing to the occasion and the audience. Among the Toraja, too, some stories of 
the past have been kept alive by their performance in ritual settings, and also 
show signs of adaptation by different narrators in different areas. Another 
typical feature in Jlao mythic accounts of their origins – which likewise 
bears comparison with the style of Toraja accounts – is that they are struc-
tured by the record of people’s movements through a landscape, with much 
topographical detail built in to the narrative. Such progressions through a 
landscape (which in the Toraja case are generally associated with the sites 
of origin-houses), are such a distinctive characteristic of oral historical nar-
ratives in Austronesian societies that Fox (1997:8) has introduced the term 
‘topogeny’ to describe them. He defines a topogeny as ‘the recitation of an 
ordered sequence of place names’, representing ‘a projected externalization 
of memories that can be lived in as well as thought about.’ It is a form which 
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I  Toraja and their neighbours 3

can serve a variety of functions – relating migrations, establishing claims to 
precedence, explaining the origins and transmission of objects – but it has 
not, until recently, been identified as a distinct means for the ordering and 
transmission of local knowledge in Austronesian societies. In a broader sense, 
however, intimate connection to landscape has been more deeply and widely 
typical of human communities: Fentress and Wickham (1992:113-4) remark 
on how ‘peasant’ memory tends to display recurrent patterns cross-culturally, 
including ‘the constantly recurring importance of local geography as a struc-
ture for remembrance’. 

In thinking about the connections between oral, written, performative and 
other genres of conveying historical knowledge, Tonkin (1992:121) concludes 
that:

there is practical history as there is practical reason and through it the past informs 
the present. Trying to reconstruct ‘what really happened’ in the distant past is a 
tiny proportion of historical action and discourse in any community.

It is not a matter here of belittling, still less of abandoning, the historian’s 
project, the fascination with ‘what really happened’; that in any case might 
be a cultural impossibility for many of us. In an area like South Sulawesi 
one must also take into account the fact that people have their own very 
significant indigenous tradition of historical writing, developed from the sev-
enteenth century. The source materials it provides are invaluable to modern 
historians, though unfortunately for our purposes, Toraja society remained 
peripheral to this tradition. But as anthropologists we may rightly seek the 
broadest possible definition of ‘historical action’. There is much to be learned 
about the workings of any society from an understanding of how the past is 
put to use in the present. 

The inclusion of individual narratives and memories is also important to 
the development of a richer and more nuanced picture of the past. Larson 
(2000) has vividly made this point in his exploration of the effects of the slave 
trade on processes of state formation in Madagascar from the late eighteenth 
century – concerns which have some resonances with my own in the fol-
lowing chapters, for Toraja too still carry historical memories of a brief but 
intense period when they were threatened with enslavement, when some of 
their own chiefs willingly became local instruments of a commercial network 
of trade in human beings that was at one time spread across the archipelago. 
Like the rulers of emergent kingdoms in highland Madagascar, those chiefs 
too sought to translate their profits from the trade into an expansion of politi-
cal power, though unlike the Merina case as it turned out, their efforts in this 
direction came to little. Larson points out that certain dimensions of the 
history of enslavement in Africa, especially its very variable forms and their 
diverse impacts on different societies over time, have tended to be obscured 
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Paths and rivers4

in the abstractions and statistics of studies on the large scale. He also argues 
that a preference for written, European sources over African oral memories 
has impoverished reconstructions of Africa’s traumatic past, and that every 
personal narrative of enslavement, however fragmentary, is important in 
breaking down the anonymity both of victims and perpetrators, an anonym-
ity which has only been perpetuated in macro-studies. Larson therefore 
argues as a matter of urgency that professional historians, or what he calls 
‘guild history’, ‘must engage popular memories and draw from their inter-
pretations of the past, contextualizing those interpretations with other forms 
of available evidence’ (Larson 2000:xvii). From this perspective, history and 
memory must be viewed as interdependent, ‘complementary – not equivalent 
– representations of the past’ (Larson 2000:283; italics in original).

The aim here is not so much to distinguish what, in these narratives, might 
represent a ‘kernel’ of historical truth, though I do not deny that there may be 
one. Some oral testimony can in fact be shown to be historically accurate to 
a surprisingly high degree, like the Rotinese genealogies and oral narratives 
which Fox (1971b) was able to compare with written Dutch accounts dating 
back to the mid-seventeenth century. But even here, as Fox reminds us, the 
concurrence of ‘facts’ in no way determines the meaning that may be drawn 
from an account of historical events, which depends on who is telling the 
story, within what framework, and to what end, so that ‘events are mean-
ingless without their explanatory structures’ (Fox 1971b:70). Moreover, it is 
essential to recognise the similarities that exist between the rhetorical devices, 
and the political intentions, of written histories in Western cultures (or more 
generally in nation-states) and those produced by cultures with predomi-
nantly oral traditions. These parallels are convincingly demonstrated by Peel 
(1984) in his analysis of historical traditions among the Yoruba of Nigeria. He 
shows how strongly mythical themes, such as the ‘myth of destiny’, shape the 
writing of national histories too (De Gaulle’s conceptualisation of ‘La France’, 
for example). No history is free of myth, if we understand by this those ‘per-
suasive schemes of meaning’ which provide the framework within which 
fact and argument are presented (Peel 1984:128). And often enough, to sift 
‘fact’ from ‘myth’ is an unrealisable goal. Writing on questions of truth and 
proof among the people of Lamalera, in eastern Indonesia, Barnes (1995:259) 
comments that, while he is convinced that there is a historical truth in the 
migration narratives that clans tell to account for their present locations, ‘the 
“proofs” available to me are no sounder or different than theirs’. Whatever 
their historical truth may be, the stories he collected were also clearly car-
ried by a pattern of stereotypical elements which recur widely throughout 
eastern Indonesia. At some point in a particular story, one may find one has 
succeeded in ‘crossing the bridge between myth and oral history’ to arrive at 
a point firmly linked with modern chronology (Barnes 1995:256). Yet at the 
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I  Toraja and their neighbours 5

same time, legend and myth still have the ability to ‘come to life’ and exert a 
powerful influence on present-day events and decisions.

Rather than debating degrees of historical accuracy, then, my purpose will 
be to try and illuminate how Toraja have positioned themselves in relation to 
their neighbours, as well as the bearing that accounts of the past may have 
on internal relations in Toraja society today. In this sense any account, even 
if it appears not to fit with verifiable historical fact, may still offer a certain 
kind of meaning.1 At first I was puzzled by the apparent fusion of history 
and myth in the accounts I collected, and the ability of my informants to 
engage in heated debate about the details of accounts that to me were clearly 
mythical, while at the same time infusing accounts of what might be histori-
cal events with mythical elements or what appeared to be folk tale motifs. 
Some informants elided and confused the details of separate historical inci-
dents which happened hundreds of years apart.2 On other occasions, people 
debated which myths should be regarded as ‘true myths’, and which should 
be seen as ‘just stories’. But on repeated occasions I came to understand that 
the reasons these stories remained alive had much to do with the purposes 
to which they could be put in the present. They are often used as a means 
to establish precedence, either within Toraja or even in relation to outsiders. 
This is one of the reasons why so many variants of stories exist, so that one 
could never supply a ‘definitive’ version; on the contrary, different versions 
are maintained in order to press the competing claims of different areas and 
houses. It is interesting in this context to note the perceptive comments made 
by Chabot (1996:122, note 53) in his study of Makassar oral traditions, for his 
remarks say a lot about the nature of oral history and the conditions in which 
it is likely to be recounted:

Oral traditions are always fragmentary. Each kin group counts only a few men or 
women who know anything about the history of their kin group. Their knowledge 
is limited, however, to a few events, and only those events which prove the great-
ness of the group. A regular narrative can never be obtained. Only in a concrete 
difficult situation does one of the most important members of the group tell how 
formerly in a similar situation the solution was found, and how, in his opinion, the 
conditions at present should be viewed and the difficulties solved. The narrator 
in so doing chooses his words so casually and easily that it is clear that he does 
not regard himself as tied to a certain text or even to details. On the contrary, one 
receives the impression that he improvises and illuminates the present-day state 
of affairs by the aid of a few data, just as seems to him best for his group at that 

1 The work of Portelli (1981a, 1981b, 1990) offers many sensitive insights about the kinds of 
truth which oral histories may present to us.
2 Pelras (1977:253) describes the same kind of ‘telescoping’ of different time periods in oral 
accounts he collected in Bugis areas; compare Peel (1984:119) on how stereotypy in narrative 
forms may facilitate the merging of distinct episodes over time.
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Paths and rivers6

moment. At the same time, he seems to be completely convinced of the ‘objective’ 
correctness of his representation of the historic facts.

This reminds us that the context in which a narrative is elicited may have a 
powerful bearing on how it is told. At the same time, Toraja memories are 
not always so casual and fluid; ritual poetry has been an area of the greatest 
cultural elaboration and experts in it have been able to commit thousands 
of lines to memory, so that I believe certain individuals would be capable of 
presenting a more or less fixed form of a narrative on different occasions. 

In presenting a historical sketch I rely heavily on the thesis of Terry 
Bigalke (1981), whose impressive scholarship has added so much to our 
detailed knowledge of Toraja social history.3 Given the difficulties which I 
have encountered in deriving any coherent picture of the past from the con-
flicting and – to an outsider – often highly confusing accounts which most 
informants have to offer, my admiration for Bigalke’s achievement remains 
profound. At the same time, I have also tried to come to terms with the way in 
which Toraja tell their history, with its strong admixtures of what strikes the 
outsider as myth and legend. If Bigalke’s work on the Toraja past describes, 
further than one could have thought possible, the events that a historian can 
recognise as having ‘really happened’, I shall try to show how some of the 
accounts I was given may appear to fit, or lack fit, within that picture, and 
account for the strong element of folk tale by means of which the memory 
of past events appears to have been distilled into a durable set of images. I 
am especially interested to trace how houses themselves, and the genealogies 
that belong to them, are used as a vehicle for historical memory in Toraja 
society – a theme that will be developed over the next few chapters. Local 
oral accounts make clear how real historical events have had sharp impacts 
on the rising and falling fortunes of founding origin houses and their branch 
houses. Here, as elsewhere in Indonesia, important houses have frequently 
been burned and destroyed in times of war and civil disturbance. Sometimes 
the descendants have eventually managed to rebuild them, while at other 
times they have not. Thus, the way that houses relate to each other (which I 
depict in terms of general principles, in Part Two of this book) has often been 
dramatically affected by local historical developments. Before developing 
this theme, however, I want to situate the Toraja highlands more broadly 
within the landscape of the Austronesian world in general, as well as within 
the more detailed picture that is just now emerging of the history of South 
Sulawesi in particular. 

3 The thesis has now been published by Singapore University Press (Bigalke 2005).
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I  Toraja and their neighbours 7

Toraja in the Austronesian world

Recent studies have greatly enhanced our understanding of the historical 
dispersion of Austronesian-speaking peoples, and of the genetic, linguistic 
and cultural connections between them (see especially Bellwood 1978, 1985; 
Bellwood, Fox and Tryon 1995). Austronesian languages are spoken across 
half the world’s circumference, from Madagascar to Easter Island, and con-
stitute the largest family of languages on earth. Over 1000 Austronesian 
languages are spoken by 270 million people, representing about a quarter of 
the world’s surviving languages. These include nearly all of the languages of 
island Southeast Asia, and coastal pockets of New Guinea, as well as those of 
Micronesia and Polynesia, parts of the Malay peninsula, South Vietnam, and 
Taiwan. Austronesian speakers, of basically Mongoloid physical type, came 
originally from the mainland in the area that today is southern China, and 
migrated into island Southeast Asia through Taiwan. Linguistic reconstruc-
tions point strongly to Taiwan as the original ‘homeland’ or dispersal centre of 
Proto-Austronesian, which existed by about 6000 years ago. Three of the four 
highest-order subgroups of Austronesian continue to be spoken here, while the 
fourth, Proto-Malayo-Polynesian, became the ancestor of all the Austronesian 
languages spoken outside of Taiwan, and must have been carried by a small 
population who left the island and moved south into the Philippines around 
3000 BC. From there, further dispersal into Sulawesi, Borneo and the Moluccas 
took place in the late third and second millennia BC, and thence on into 
eastern Indonesia and Oceania, as well as west into the Malay Peninsula and 
Vietnam some time after 1000 BC. Of course the Austronesians were not the 
first people to settle in island Southeast Asia, for Sulawesi and other islands 
of the archipelago have been inhabited since Paleolithic times. Glover’s exca-
vations in the rock shelter of Leang Burung 2 near Maros, north of Makassar, 
yielded dates between 19,000 and 31,000 years ago, with the implication that 
a more primitive tool assemblage recovered by Bartstra from Cabbéngé in the 
Walennaé river valley, in the centre of the peninsula (which were unfortunately 
not in dateable deposits) should be considerably older.4 These original settlers 
of the region are known to archaeologists as the Toaleans; their remains have 
recently been studied by Bulbeck, Pasqua and Di Lello (2000). The evidence 
suggests that the Toaleans hunted, fished and gathered, occupying the land-
scape at relatively high densities along the south coast of South Sulawesi, and 
had developed a commensal relationship with the Celebes boar that would 
have bordered on domestication.5

4 See Glover 1984a, 1984b; Bellwood 1985:65.
5 There is growing evidence from New Guinea and Maluku that taro, sugar cane and sago 
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Paths and rivers8

Reconstructions of Proto-Austronesian clearly show that its speakers were 
cultivators. Initially cultivating colder climate species such as rice, millet and 
sugar cane, as they moved south into more tropical zones they began to cul-
tivate taro, yams, and other tubers, breadfruit, bananas, coconuts and sago. 
They had pigs, and probably dogs and chickens, and they supplemented 
their agricultural activities with hunting, fishing and collecting shellfish. 
They had tools of bone, wood and shell, and had mastered a number of dif-
ferent fishing techniques, as well as the making of pottery and the sailing of 
outrigger canoes (Pawley and Green 1975; Blust 1976; Bellwood 1985:114-
5). Significantly, terms reconstructed for the Malayo-Polynesian subgroups 
include several that relate to house construction, including those for ridge-
pole, rafter, thatch, house post, storage rack above the hearth, notched log 
ladder, hearth, and public building. These suggest that the Austronesians 
already built their houses on piles, with pitched roofs and other features still 
recognisable in many Southeast Asian dwellings today (Blust 1976; Waterson 
1990). Although history proves the Austronesians to have been extraordinar-
ily adventurous colonisers and traders, and their technologies would have 
given them an edge over Australoid hunter-gatherers, it is improbable that 
they simply displaced through violence already existing populations. The 
high degree of genetic admixture in the region today tells us that the groups 
assimilated with each other; Bulbeck proposes (in contrast to the general 
picture suggested by Bellwood) that in Sulawesi the Toaleans more likely 
absorbed the newcomers, rather than the reverse.6 

The earliest Austronesian settlers of Sulawesi, then, came from the north. 
However, over time the languages of South Sulawesi came to form a distinct 
subgroup, which shows some links with, but also a separate development 
from, those of Central Sulawesi. This group has been demonstrated to have 
such a close relation with the Tamanic languages of central Borneo as to jus-
tify placing them together as a single subgroup (Adelaar 1994, 1995:84-7). The 
Tamanic languages show phonological developments in common with Bugis 
in particular; together these may be seen as forming a separate branch within 
the South Sulawesi language group. Adelaar proposes that the split between 
Bugis and Tamanic must have occurred in the distant past with the migration 
of the original Tamanic speakers from South Sulawesi to Borneo.7 

were all originally domesticated there, then spread westward through the islands as far as Luzon, 
though at present there is insufficient evidence to say whether the Toaleans might have been cul-
tivators of any of these, in addition to foraging (Bulbeck, personal communication, April 2004). 
6 Detailed examination of the anatomical features evident in early human remains from 
South Sulawesi, and their implications, can be found in Bulbeck (2004). 
7 On the grouping of South Sulawesi languages, see also Mills (1975), Sirk (1975), and Grimes 
and Grimes (1987). A survey of linguistic studies is provided by Noorduyn (1991). 
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I  Toraja and their neighbours 9

The Austronesians, then, in the words of Bellwood, Tryon and Fox (1995:4) 
should be thought of as sharing ‘branching but not sealed lines of com-
mon ancestry spanning the past 6000 years or so’. This common ancestry is 
reflected not only in language but in cultural patterns. The fascination of this 
region for the comparative ethnographer lies in the many common threads 
of identity which are woven through its extraordinary diversity of cultural 
practices, giving rise to certain cultural ‘themes’ that recur widely throughout 
the archipelago and which point to a common heritage. Over time as I have 
grown more aware of these underlying themes, I have come to see Toraja 
society in a comparative light more fully than was possible for me at first. 
This has become part of my efforts to make sense of Toraja cultural patterns, 
and where relevant I shall use comparative data to illuminate these connec-
tions. Ideas about the nature of power in the cosmos, and of vitality and life 
processes, the use of botanical metaphors to talk of kinship relations and 
social processes, and the possibility of seeing Austronesian patterns of social 
organization as a set of linked variations (Fox 1985), at the heart of which we 
find the house as the focus of organization – these are some of the distinctive 
themes which, recurring across the archipelago, enable us to interpret Toraja 
society as a distinctive, and yet in many ways characteristic, member of the 
Austronesian family. 

Naming the Toraja

Bigalke, whose study begins with the 1870s, puts the name ‘Tana Toraja’ 
(Toraja Land) in inverted commas, and reminds us that Sa’dan highlanders’ 
adoption of the name Toraja does not predate the 1930s. The name itself, like 
that of so many peoples who have become the object of ethnographic study, 
turns out to have been given them by outsiders. Though tourist brochures 
have sometimes combined a false association with the Indonesian term raja 
(‘king’, ‘ruler’) with reference to myths about individuals who descended 
from the sky, to make bombastic claims about Tana Toraja as the ‘Land of 
Heavenly Kings’, the name Toraja in fact derives from the Bugis to ri aja, or 
‘people of the uplands’, as opposed to to luu’ (‘people of the sea’, or ‘coastal 
people’).8 This term was taken up by the Dutch missionaries Nicholas Adriani 
and Albert Kruyt, who came to work in the Poso area of Central Sulawesi in 
1892. They applied it to the peoples of Central Sulawesi, whom they divided 
into two main linguistic groupings, the ‘East’ or ‘Bare’e’ Toraja and the ‘West’ 
Toraja. The Sa’dan highlanders of South Sulawesi they called the ‘South’ or 

8 From whence the name Luwu’ is also said to derive (Hamonic 1987:12).
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Paths and rivers10

‘Tae’’ Toraja.9 It seems that Kruyt decided on the term ‘Toraja’ as an alterna-
tive to the derogatory alfuru (‘heathen’, derived from a Ternate word meaning 
literally ‘wilderness, forest’) which up to that point had been borrowed by 
European explorers to refer loosely to the unconverted in eastern Indonesia 
generally (Aragon 2000:52). However, links between the peoples of Central 
Sulawesi and the Sa’dan Toraja are more remote than these labels would 
suggest. By the time Adriani and Kruyt came to write the third volume of 
their work on the Bare’e Toraja, they had decided that the Sa’dan Toraja were 
culturally and linguistically distinct from the Toraja of Central Sulawesi, and 
that in fact they were more closely related to the Bugis and Makassar of South 
Sulawesi. The position is made clear in two notes in the Adatrechtbundels (Vol. 
17:129 and Vol. 33:369). In the latter (1918) Adriani writes: ‘Indeed, I am of 
the opinion that the Sa’dan Toraja are not closely linked with our (that is, the 
Bare’e) Toraja; their language has much more of a Buginese character than the 
Eastern and Western Toraja languages.’ More recent linguistic studies confirm 
this conclusion. In fact Sa’dan Toraja shares more cognates (about 50%) with 
Bugis than Bugis does with Makassar (about 40%).10 

Ironically, it is only among the Sa’dan that the name ‘Toraja’ has stuck. 
In post-colonial times, Central Sulawesi peoples have rejected the label and 
now prefer to be known by more distinctive local names, while in the South 
Sulawesi highlands a new ethnic identity has been crafted under the name 
‘Toraja’.11 The terms Bare’e and Tae’ have not lasted either. They were taken 
from the word for ‘no’ in the respective languages; this curiously negative 
classification is no longer appreciated by the people concerned. The emer-

9 See Adriani and Kruyt 1912-14, III:1; A. Kruyt 1923-24, 1938; A. and J. Kruyt 1922.
10 Grimes and Grimes 1987:19. The distinctiveness of the Makassar language leads to the 
conclusion that Proto-Makassar was the first language to split off the main line of descent of the 
South Sulawesi languages; at that time its speakers may have been living in the coastal area north 
of Pare-Pare, where the lower reaches of the Sa’dan River then flowed into the Strait of Makassar 
(Mills 1975). Pelras’s (1996:41) idea that Makassar speakers, having migrated into the south of 
the peninsula, might have remained geographically cut off for a long period by a large inland 
sea, is deduced from descriptions found in the La Galigo epic cycle. On the contrary Macknight 
(1993:35), wary of the ‘seductiveness’ of using La Galigo too literally to reconstruct the past, 
insists that ‘the concept of an “age of I La Galigo” must be strenuously resisted’. Caldwell has 
put the idea to the test by having geological core samples taken from the western shores of Lake 
Tempe which confirm definitively that the lake has been stable in size for thousands of years 
(Ian Caldwell, personal communication, September 1999). Scenarios for the diversification of the 
South Sulawesi languages will likely continue to be rethought and refined as new excavations 
yield fresh archaeological data (such as pottery sequences) to integrate with the evidence from 
historical linguistics. 
11 In the Toraja language, ‘y’ often replaces the Indonesian ‘j’, and in spoken Toraja the name is 
pronounced ‘Toraya’. However, since for national and administrative purposes, the name Toraja 
is now standard usage, and Toraja people themselves use the two more or less interchangeably, 
I have used this spelling.
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I  Toraja and their neighbours 11

gence of ethnic consciousness had a great deal to do with the colonial experi-
ence. The label ‘Toraja’, Bigalke (1981:16) points out, ‘was a conceptual unity 
imposed on the highlanders along with boundaries, taxes, and schools, which 
helped to change their view of themselves.’ Approaching the Sa’dan high-
lands through the old Bugis kingdom of Luwu’ to the east, the Dutch were 
influenced to define ‘the Toraja lands’ as a dependency of Luwu’ (Bigalke 
1981:120). Under Dutch administration, the region was joined to the afdeeling 
or administrative unit of Luwu’, from which it was separated only after World 
War II. Within this unit, the Toraja area itself was split into two subdistricts 
or onderafdelingen, Ma’kale and Rantepao. Since Indonesian Independence 
became a reality in 1950, ‘Tana Toraja’, or ‘Toraja Land’ has been the name 
given to the present sub-provincial district (kabupaten or ‘regency’).

Intimacies and enmities: Toraja relations with the Bugis

As the close linguistic relationship might suggest, Toraja and Bugis cultures 
share more underlying similarities than might at first sight be supposed. 
These would undoubtedly have been more obvious in the distant past, and 
especially prior to the early seventeenth century, before South Sulawesi 
lowlanders accepted Islam. Paiva, a Portuguese traveller who visited the 
Makassarese of Siang (Pangkajene) in 1544, witnessed an elaborate and fes-
tive funeral, evidently taking place in two stages (as is still customary among 
the Toraja), with the corpse being wrapped in cloths and placed in a wooden 
coffin in a way which sounds strongly reminiscent of former Toraja practice:

The custom of these people was that when a person died they kept him in the 
house for three months in a great arc of wood [...] and they put in it all the rich 
cloths, patola, and other fine white cloths, and gold, according to the status which 
each possessed [...] At the end of this period [...] the coffin is placed on a great 
wagon in which they carry it to the place where it is buried [...] At the burial there 
are great celebrations and games with no mourning; they eat and drink at this 
burial as we do in Portugal for weddings.12

At a later date, the adoption of Islam led to a great simplifying of funeral 
practices in the lowlands, and it is tempting to speculate that all of the ritual 
elaboration formerly vested in the funeral (with its implications for social dis-
play) subsequently became displaced onto weddings. These are now par excel-

12 See Jacobs 1966. Patola are double-ikat silk textiles produced in Gujerat and traded into 
Indonesia in exchange for spices from at least the fifteenth century, perhaps much earlier (Guy 
1987). As a luxury item in Indonesian societies they are treasured as heirlooms and are frequently 
deployed in rituals.
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Paths and rivers12

lence the arena for status competition among lowlanders, whereas in Toraja 
weddings were traditionally very modest occasions, and funerals remain the 
most highly elaborated social events.13 Hamonic (1987), in his wide-ranging 
study of Bugis texts and the liturgies of Bugis transvestite ritual specialists 
(the bissu), has also revealed a number of similarities between Bugis and 
Toraja culture, myths and traditions. Many details of the rites described, for 
example, in the famous Bugis epic La Galigo, have no parallels in current 
Bugis practice, but show great similarities to still extant Toraja ritual.14 All 
of these former similarities have tended to become obscured as Islam came 
to mark a distinction between lowlanders and highlanders, perhaps most 
deeply felt in terms of a shift of emotional attitudes towards the pig, which 
remains an essential feature of the Toraja prestige economy.15 A number of 
historical incidents involving aggressive incursions of Bugis into the Toraja 
highlands have become enshrined in oral memory in Toraja, where, I shall 
argue, they have come to serve a certain purpose in defining ‘Toraja’ identity 
through opposition to their neighbours. This feeling of opposition has been 
reactivated by more recent hostilities – including the slave trade of the late 
nineteenth century and the guerrilla activities of the 1950s – until it has come 
to obscure the long periods in which peaceful co-existence, cooperation and 
trade were the norm.16 Moreover, the Toraja nobility of several areas have 

13 Millar (1989) provides a most illuminating analysis of Bugis weddings as ‘rituals of social 
location’. 
14 These include buffalo sacrifices, kickfighting, a kind of small drum described in the epic 
as being used by the bissu, also used by Toraja priests (to minaa) and priestesses (to burake), and 
details of ritual performance paralleled in the Toraja maro rite (Hamonic 1987:36-7). 
15 It is curious that the Toraja word for Muslims, sallang (said to be a corruption of ‘Islam’) 
is identical to another (though apparently etymologically unrelated) term meaning ‘enemy’; 
Tammu and Van der Veen (1972:513), in their dictionary of Toraja, give as an illustrative sentence: 
sisallangraka nene’mu tu bai, mumokara ungkandei tu duku’ bai? (‘Were your ancestors enemies of the 
pig, that you should refuse to eat pork?’). Historically, attitudes to the pig have tended to be the 
defining feature of the divide between Muslims and non-Muslims in Sulawesi. All the same, it 
would be a mistake to see Toraja-Bugis opposition as having been intrinsically religious, since it 
was only in the 1950s, when Islam became a focus of South Sulawesi’s guerrilla movement, that 
it began to be cast in those terms.
16 These points are also made by Pelras (1996:16), who notes the close ties which have existed 
historically between Toraja and Luwu’, as well as other Bugis areas. He observes: ‘A number of 
seignories [domains of chiefs] in north Wajo’ and in Sidenreng are even said by the Bugis them-
selves to have been created some time around the fourteenth century by Toraja aristocrats from 
Sangalla’’. Steven Druce (1999) has analysed lontara’ (palm leaf manuscripts) from Sidenreng 
describing a myth of its founding by seven brothers from Sangalla’, later joined by an eighth, 
their eldest brother. So far as I have been able to ascertain, people in Sangalla’ are not aware of 
this story, not that this necessarily detracts from its significance. Druce comments: ‘Whether or 
not one accepts the historicity of the tradition of the brothers from Sangalla’, it certainly suggests 
that Sidenreng had important ties with Sangalla’, perhaps through trade and marriage, and that 
the origin of this relationship predates the acceptance of Islam’ (personal communication). 
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I  Toraja and their neighbours 13

intermarried over long periods with the ruling families of lowland kingdoms, 
forming ties that are still acknowledged by both highlanders and lowlanders 
alike. These areas include most notably the Tallu Lembangna, a federation 
of the ‘Three Domains’ of Ma’kale, Sangalla’ and Mengkendek (the only part 
of Toraja which by the colonial period had achieved any degree of political 
integration), as well as Kesu’. 

In this process of mutual influence, the Toraja aristocracy appears to have 
made use of certain ideas which in the lowlands had already been put to use 
to legitimate the development of more centralised kingdoms from around 
the thirteenth century. One such shared idea was the notion that nobles 
had ‘white’ blood (compare Pelras 1996:169); another was the adoption of 
founding myths about supernatural ancestors. In the Toraja case, these are 
couples, of whom the man is said to have descended from the sky, while the 
woman rose out of a river pool; they founded important origin-houses and 
were adopted by local people as rulers. These beings (about whom more 
will be said below) are called to manurung (‘ones who descended’) by the 
Bugis, tu manurung by the Makassar, and to manurun in Toraja. The political 
significance (both past and present) of these myths among the Bugis has been 
discussed by Noorduyn (1965), Mattulada (1978) and Zainal Abidin (1984). 
A to manurung story serves as the starting point for almost all indigenous 
accounts of Cina, Bone, Soppeng, Gowa, and the other traditional polities 
of South Sulawesi, but the original instance is provided in Luwu’ by the La 
Galigo epic cycle, which describes how the divine Batara Guru descended 
from heaven to establish the first dynasty in Luwu’, and married a woman 
who rose from the underworld (to tompo’), Wé Nyili’ Timo’ (‘Eastern Wink’), 
also known as Tompoé ri Busa Empong, ‘She who Rose from the Foam of the 
Waves’.17 The pairing of upper- and underworld beings, male and female, sky 
and water, is thus clearly an original feature of the myths, which the Toraja 
have also retained. It is in fact a widespread Austronesian motif; it occurs for 
instance in a number of Malay chronicles, where it serves a similar legitimat-
ing function.18 It has been suggested that Toraja borrowed these ideas from 
their neighbours, but given their authentically Austronesian status, we can 
equally well regard the Toraja variant as a genuinely indigenous, rather than 

17 Andaya 1984b:23. According to La Galigo’s genealogy of the deities, she was also Batara 
Guru’s first cousin (Zainal Abidin 1974:162). At the close of the epic cycle, the descendants of the 
gods all return to the upper and lower worlds, leaving only one couple and their child on earth, 
and the gates between the earth and the upper and lower worlds are closed. The origins of ruler-
ship in Luwu’ are thus only indirectly linked to the heroes of La Galigo, but the centrality of the 
motif is clear.
18 Ras 1968. These chronicles also include another motif familiar in Toraja myths of origin, 
the appearance of a woman from inside a bamboo. Since bamboo grows out of the ground, Ras 
(1968:94-7) interprets this as another kind of association with the earth or nether world.
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Map 5. South Sulawesi, showing places mentioned in Chapter I
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I  Toraja and their neighbours 15

imported, theme. In a contrary movement, Toraja depict themselves in myth 
and legend as being the original ancestors of lowland royalty, and make a 
Toraja protagonist the source of ethnic differences such as the Muslim prohi-
bition on pork observed by the Bugis. These stories (which are not untypical 
of regions on the margins of more powerful polities) will be examined in 
more detail later. 

In spite of their distance from centres of power, the Sa’dan highlanders 
were never entirely isolated, and their links with lowland South Sulawesi 
undoubtedly have a long history. Bronze finds from coastal areas of South 
Sulawesi, dating to circa 300-100 BC, point to the fact that the island itself was 
already at that period part of a trade network which extended through the 
archipelago and beyond into mainland Southeast Asia (Pelras 1996:47). Three 
bronze Buddhist statues of the 7th-8th centuries AD, found at Takalar (also on 
the south coast), suggest the presence of Tamil or perhaps Malay traders from 
Srivijaya in South Sumatra, who may have come to the region in search of 
gold, iron, or forest products (Bougas 1998:88). Much new evidence of long-
distance trade in the first millennium AD has been found in recent excava-
tions in Luwu’.19 From the ninth or tenth century AD, Chinese ceramics were 
reaching South Sulawesi, probably via the Philippines, becoming especially 
plentiful from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries (Hadimuljono and 
Macknight 1983; Bulbeck 1996-97; Bulbeck and Caldwell 2002). At least from 
the fifteenth century, other luxury items such as Indian silks found their way 
along the trading routes and far inland, where they became the precious heir-
looms of aristocratic houses. Gold panned from the rivers of central Sulawesi, 
forest products such as resins and sandalwood, and iron from the plentiful 
deposits of iron ore and nickelous iron (pamor) to be found north of Toraja, in 
Seko and near present-day Malili at the head of the Gulf of Bone, were among 
the products most sought after in exchange.20 Javanese smiths in particular 
especially valued Sulawesi iron because of its admixture of heavy metals, 
which enabled them to develop the skilful techniques by which they pro-
duced the most superb laminated and pattern-welded blades.21 The forgers 
of Seko and Luwu’ were also familiar with these techniques, and their swords 

19 Bulbeck and Caldwell 2002. This includes iron and a glass bead dated to the early centuries 
AD at Sabbang Loang, and a first millennium AD site (Katue, near Cerekang) with local iron 
smelting and imported glass beads and gold, as well as the presence of Majapahit Javanese set-
tlers at the fourteenth-century centre of Luwu’, Pattimang Tua, at the head of the Gulf of Bone, 
and abundant imports of ceramics at numerous sites, beginning in the twelfth century.
20 Supplies of sandalwood became exhausted by the early seventeenth century (Pelras 
1977:238).
21 Bronson 1992:73; Bulbeck and Caldwell 2002:33. Although Java is not without deposits 
of iron ore, the Javanese seem never to have produced any iron of their own, but have always 
imported it from other places (Bronson 1992:89).
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Paths and rivers16

were traded throughout the archipelago, being much sought after by the 
Malays (Zerner 1981:97). Toraja themselves were prepared to pay high prices 
in cloth, buffalo, or Portuguese or Dutch silver coins for the swords of Seko 
smiths, the la’bo’ to dolo (‘swords of the ancestors’), which are still treated as 
ancestral heirlooms (Zerner 1981:98). Toraja traders also travelled to the low-
lands to exchange surplus rice for fish and salt. At a later date, coffee became 
a significant export from the highlands. Coffee may have been introduced 
to Sulawesi by Arab traders even before the Dutch began to encourage its 
cultivation, perhaps in the early seventeenth century, though the evidence is 
suggestive rather than conclusive.22 Its cultivation became greatly expanded 
only in the nineteenth century, however. Bigalke (1981:67) has shown how 
the export of coffee from Toraja, control of which became the object of wars 
fought by rival lowland powers, became linked in the late nineteenth century 
with the development of a trade in Toraja slaves; when coffee prices fell, the 
trade in slaves from the highlands increased. These developments will be 
further described below.

If trade routes provided threads of connection with the lowlands, it 
remains true that highlanders and lowlanders lived in different political 
worlds. Most Toraja lived in small villages which were often at war with each 
other, and a predominant memory of older times is that people rarely dared 
to travel far afield, even within the highlands, for fear of headhunters. Clearly 
there were some important consequences for Sa’dan highlanders of living 
on the margins of more powerful and centralized polities. When I began my 
research, the history of South Sulawesi had barely begun to be written, but 
in the last few years, important new research has helped to fill many gaps 
in our knowledge, and it is now possible to paint a much clearer picture of 
the development of those Bugis and Makassar polities which from time to 
time impinged upon the Sa’dan highlands. These were the polities that had 
the power to interfere, to varying degrees, in the affairs of the highlanders: 
it was to them that at different periods, parts of the highlands were obliged 
to pay at least nominal tribute, and they who eventually came to view Toraja 
as a source of slaves. The Bugis kingdoms also provided the nearest avail-
able models from which Toraja leaders might have drawn inspiration in 
their efforts to consolidate political power – limited as these efforts appear to 
have been. What was the nature of these lowland kingdoms? How were they 
formed? And how may we account for the absence of political centralization 
in the highlands, when over several hundred years, their lowland neighbours 
had been steadily drawn into larger and larger political entities?

22 Bigalke 1981:30-1. Certainly the Toraja word for coffee, kawa or kaa, appears to derive from 
the Arabic qahwah, and not (like Malay kopi) from the Dutch koffie.
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I  Toraja and their neighbours 17

Marginality and resistance: political relations between highlands and lowlands

Tracing the earliest rise of centralised kingdoms in lowland South Sulawesi is 
a task made more difficult by the sparsity of early records. Even to establish 
the date at which an Indic-based Bugis script was developed is a matter of 
some speculation: Caldwell, after cautious assessment of the available evi-
dence, now proposes a date some time in the second half of the fourteenth 
century. Recent archaeological investigations have been fruitfully coupled 
with close analysis of texts such as the Bugis court chronicles, to build a fuller 
picture of developments (Caldwell 1988; Macknight 1993; Pelras 1996). There 
is also the famous Bugis epic of La Galigo, which had a previous, oral exist-
ence and describes a political geography very different from that of the time 
when it came to be written down (from the late seventeenth century).23 The 
Bugis kingdoms of Luwu’ and Cina both feature prominently in the La Galigo 
narrative; but the world conjured in this remarkable work of literature is at 
least partially fanciful, and most scholars are wary of treating its evidence too 
literally. The court chronicles were written in the latter half of the seventeenth 
century. Their accounts of the earliest rulers include large elements of myth 
and conspicuously lack the anecdotal detail which surrounds the figures of the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. These latter persons can be cross-referenced 
between genealogies, which also helps to confirm their existence, whereas this 
is not possible for any of the fourteenth century individuals. After AD 1400, 
many more individuals are recorded, and the historicity of rulers becomes 
much easier to establish because of the evidence the chronicles provide. Bugis 
and Makassar texts are dominated by genealogies, which provide records 
of first marriages as well as descent; vassal lists are also important clues to 
the growth of kingdoms through the incorporation of subjugated domains. 
These domains, in turn, had their own lists of vassal settlements, suggesting 
a structure of nesting units within units, hierarchically linked in three ascend-
ing tiers of settlement, domain and kingdom. The smaller units kept their own 
leaders and adat councils and appear to have regarded the ruler as principally 
an arbitrator in case of disputes. The many vertical bonds between leaders 
and clients, which connect people in lowland societies, must have provided 
one of the means by which larger entities could be formed. A point of par-

23 On La Galigo, see Zainal Abidin (1974), Kern (1989) and Nurhayati Rahman, Anil Hukma 
and Idwar Anwar (2003). This is almost certainly the longest and most elaborate epic cycle ever 
created (Macknight 2003:351 note 4). Political devolution in Indonesia since the fall of Suharto 
has produced a new surge of interest in La Galigo, as cultural heritage not only of South Sulawesi 
but of the world. The latter volume (the product of an international seminar held in 2002) proud-
ly attests to this. International interest was also aroused by the world premiere in Singapore, in 
March 2004, of the theatrical production ‘I La Galigo’, produced by renowned American chore-
ographer Robert Wilson in collaboration with Bugis scholars and artistes. 
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Paths and rivers18

ticular interest is that, unlike in Java, Bali or the Malay states, there is almost 
no evidence of Indianization in South Sulawesi.24 The kingdoms that formed 
in South Sulawesi must therefore be seen as a genuinely indigenous develop-
ment, drawing on Austronesian rather than Indic social and political concepts. 
Another distinctive feature, which Bugis principalities shared with many early 
Malay kingdoms, is that they initially developed in the absence of large urban 
centres (Macknight 1975:127-9), though there is evidence for dense concentra-
tions of population by the sixteenth century, not only in Makassar and the 
surrounding fortified palace centres of the Makassar overseers (Bulbeck 1998), 
but also in Luwu’ (Bulbeck and Caldwell 2002:76), and quite possibly in other 
centres such as Bone. According to Reid’s estimates, Makassar in the seven-
teenth century could boast a population as high as 160,000 (Reid 1980:238).

At what point we can realistically speak of a ‘state’ in South Sulawesi is 
partly a matter of definition. In writing of these kingdoms, I have favoured 
words such as ‘polity’ and ‘principality’, rather than ‘state’, to describe them, 
while I have opted for the term ‘domain’ as possibly the most accurate label 
for even the most centralized political entity in Toraja. Caldwell (1995) and 
Bougas (1998) both suggest that the early Bugis kingdoms were more like 
‘complex chiefdoms’, organized on the basis of a ranked kinship system. 
There is weak evidence for any centralised administrative structure or supra-
kinship level of organization in these early principalities. Vassal domains 
appear to have retained a large degree of autonomy in daily affairs, and the 
ruler’s demands on the people were intermittent rather than continuous. 
Relations of vassalage, or bilateral agreements with a central power, were 
sometimes cast in terms of adoption, or kinship relations such as elder sibling-
younger sibling, and were often reinforced by political marriages. Descent 
was traced bilaterally; though male rulers predominate, women were not 
excluded from office, and queens feature quite prominently in Bugis history. 
In such instances, the high rank of women rulers clearly overrode considera-
tions of gender. Caldwell shows that the tracing of descent through women 
was of great importance in establishing eligibility for high office, in spite of 
a strong patrilineal bias in the actual appointments of rulers. The importance 
attached to military prowess in these perpetually warring kingdoms, all the 
same, would have tended to favour males (Caldwell 1995:408). 

One thing seems clear: once people had taken the first steps toward cen-

24 Although Errington (1989) assumes that South Sulawesi states were ‘Indic’, this view has 
incurred strong criticism (see in particular Caldwell 1991, 1995:403). Evidence for Indianization 
in other parts of Southeast Asia includes the use of Sanskrit or Pali vocabulary and inscriptions, 
the adoption of an Indic model of kingship and social order, and the influence of a Hindu-
Buddhist cosmology, often reflected in the construction of monumental architecture, as well as 
in the performing arts (see for example Lansing 1983; Gesick 1983).

Boek Waterson.indb   18 27-1-2009   8:22:53

Rosana Waterson - 978-90-04-25385-8
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 09:02:16PM

via free access



I  Toraja and their neighbours 19

tralization, they became much more vulnerable to further integration. Anyone 
mounting an attack against a domain which already had a single recognized 
ruler had only to capture the obedience of that person for the whole area 
to fall to the invader. Once some ambitious chiefs had expanded the areas 
under their control, either through force or the threat of force, other areas 
came under pressure to unite if only in order to protect themselves from the 
same fate. At any rate, political consolidation was a long-drawn-out process, 
extending over several hundred years in which warfare appears as a regular 
feature. Not until the sixteenth century, with the rise of the twin Makassar 
kingdoms of Gowa and Tallo’, do we find strong historical evidence in the 
chronicles for the codification of law, the rise of a bureaucracy, and systems of 
military draft and taxation. These supra-kinship levels of organization, inte-
grating subject domains increasingly directly with a central power, provide 
incontrovertible evidence of state formation.

As for evidence of the earliest principalities, Bulbeck’s survey of Chinese 
ceramic sherds at West Soppeng suggests the existence of a prosperous port 
and power centre there from as early as the twelfth century. Quantities of 
imported ceramics increased markedly from 1400 to 1600, and Caldwell has 
argued that, in the same period, rulers’ efforts to direct and intensify wet rice 
agriculture may have been sufficient to allow the trade of surplus rice for the 
valued imports (Macknight 1993:42; Caldwell 1995:414). At Bantaeng, on the 
south coast of the peninsula, a kingdom formed within each of three river 
valleys during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The centres of these 
kingdoms, initially located in defensible upriver sites, later shifted to coastal 
sites where wet rice lands in the coastal plains could be more easily exploited. 
These kingdoms were located in the middle of a trade network linking the 
Javanese kingdom of Majapahit with Luwu’ to the north, and the spice islands 
of Maluku to the east. By the fifteenth century, the kingdoms of the three val-
leys became integrated, as one of them grew powerful enough to dominate the 
others (Bougas 1998). Bougas proposes that this process was partly the result 
of a feedback effect from the intensification of wet rice agriculture. Where this 
was most successful, the resulting population growth could have eventually 
been translated into the ability to raise larger and more powerful armies. By 
the end of the sixteenth century, Bantaeng in turn had been eclipsed by the 
growing power of Gowa, which attacked and incorporated it. 

Other early polities include Sidenreng, Cina, and Luwu’. The strategic sit-
uation of Luwu’ near the head of the Gulf of Bone gave it control over access 
to the gold and iron ores of the interior, enabling it to rise to prominence in 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Dammar, a forest resin, was another 
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valuable export.25 Luwu’ was much more directly dependent on trade than 
the other kingdoms; there was little development of agriculture, and sago for 
long remained the staple food, at least in the area around the fourteenth- to 
sixteenth-century capital of Malangke. Iron weaponry obviously played a 
crucial part in the many wars of expansion by which smaller communities 
became subdued and consolidated into larger units, and the connections 
between swords, power and legitimation is strongly suggested by the sacred 
status of certain famous named heirloom swords belonging to elite families 
both in the lowlands and in the Toraja highlands (Zerner 1981:102). According 
to Pelras (1996:175), Luwu’ remains ‘the mythic point of origin of the Bugis 
nobility and culture’, although by the early sixteenth century its hegemony 
was eclipsed as newer states such as Sidenreng, Bone, Wajo’ and Gowa strove 
to expand their power.

An unusual and interesting feature of court chronicles is that the stories 
of the to manurung, or ‘descended ones’, include detailed accounts of the con-
tracts that were entered into between the new rulers and the matoa (‘elders’ and 
traditional chiefs), as representatives of the people. The matoa, while swearing 
allegiance, simultaneously made clear statements limiting the powers of the 
ruler, declaring the people’s obedience only so long as the ruler’s demands 
were not in conflict with the adat or customary laws, obliging the ruler to 
act in consultation with the adat council, and threatening him or her with 
supernatural sanctions should the welfare of the people be neglected (Zainal 
Abidin 1984). A remarkable emphasis on the personal freedoms of the subjects, 
including their right to travel and to enter and leave the kingdom at will, is 
to be found most notably in the chronicle of Wajo’ (Reid 1998), where another 
unusual feature was the rotation of the office of ruler among a group of aris-
tocratic families who formed a council. In this kingdom, the office was con-
sequently not necessarily held for life and was never inherited, but was won 
only through appointment by a consensus of council members (Zainal Abidin 
1985). All the same, the elaboration of hierarchy, and the powers allowed to the 
rulers in Bugis states, were still far greater than any Toraja chief could claim. 
One must beware, too, of building a picture based too heavily on written 
sources alone, for the contracts described in the chronicles must be interpreted 
as expressing an ideal state of affairs. The rest of the historical record regard-
ing the formation of kingdoms points to the interaction of far more familiar, 
less idealised features: ‘greed, ambition and violence’, to put it in Caldwell’s 
terms (1995:405). Surviving European accounts indicate that in practice, some 
Bugis and Makassar rulers certainly did behave despotically; one or two are 

25 It continued to be so into the nineteenth century, when it was used in the manufacture of 
European paints and varnishes. In 1900, export of dammar from Central Sulawesi was worth 
almost ƒ 2 million per year (Schrauwers 1997:373).
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recorded in local chronicles as having been deposed for this reason.
A similar caution should be exercised in assessing the importance of 

symbolic objects. Andaya follows Chabot (1996) and earlier Dutch writers 
in hypothesising that a crucial feature in the process of state-formation was 
the importance which local communities attached to the possession of sacred 
regalia, the arajang (B.). These heirlooms had been a significant feature of 
older small communities and were intimately associated with particular 
places and with the ancestors. A special category of arajang was the gaukeng 
(B.) or gaukang (M.) – an object such as an oddly-shaped stone, an old ban-
ner, a plough or a sword, which was often believed to have magical proper-
ties and was regarded as the palladium of the community (Chabot 1996:120; 
Andaya 1984a:118). Worship of this ‘ornament’, according to Chabot, was a 
cohesive force for Makassarese communities of all sizes (though membership 
over time was very fluid) and was in effect a kind of ancestor-worship. He 
adds that, while some regalia belonged to ordinary people in small villages, 
others had much larger followings, while ‘the ornaments of the most power-
ful provinces, such as Bone, Luwu, and Goa, are worshipped all over South 
Celebes’ (Chabot 1996:121). Macknight (1993:41) on the other hand has pro-
posed that this model overstates the importance of sacred objects. They may 
have provided a legitimating ideology, but they were hardly prime movers 
in the formation of states.26 Instead, he proposes that for the earliest period 
of state formation, prior to the fourteenth century, control of trade was a key 
factor (Macknight 1983). Like many other maritime states of the archipelago, 
the first small kingdoms were focused on river mouths offering rulers an 
anchorage for ships and the possibility of generating surplus from acting 
as middlemen in the exchange of forest products from the hinterland for 
luxury manufactures brought by sea from distant places. Later, a key period 
of expansion occurred from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries, when 
accounts such as the Chronicle of Bone give us a picture of rulers investing 
their efforts in the opening of new sawahs and the intensification of wet rice 
agriculture. From this point, warfare combined with the expansion of wet 
rice agriculture were the two most powerfully interacting factors. Still, the 
large quantities of imported ceramics from this period indicate that trade 
did not cease to be of importance. The limiting factor here was the relatively 
low population in relation to cultivable land area that has historically been 
typical of Southeast Asian societies, and which meant that the ambitions of 
expansionist rulers were perennially hampered by a shortage of agricultural 

26 Caldwell (personal communication), having examined at first hand some of these items, 
is similarly of the opinion that gaukeng objects have been used strategically by ambitious non-
nobles or minor aristocrats as a means to increase their prestige; arajang, he states, are similar 
objects held by high-ranking nobles.
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labour. For this reason, the main object of warfare was not to capture land, but 
people; excessive casualties were avoided, and large numbers of war captives 
would if possible be led off as slaves to be used as agricultural labour.27 The 
combination of warfare and agricultural intensification thus tends to predis-
pose a state to expansion. Typically, each kingdom initially extended its con-
trol within a particular lowland plain where land was suitable for agriculture, 
its expansion then being checked by geographical barriers. The Chronicle 
of Wajo’ describes the ruler’s campaigns as seasonal, taking place after the 
harvest each year, with each newly subjected community being issued orders 
to cultivate the land. Bone itself, according to its chronicle, begins as a very 
minor settlement. Its key period of expansion occurred under its third ruler, 
Kerrampélua’ (who reigned circa 1420-circa 1490). He undertook a long series 
of aggressions against immediate, and then more distant, neighbours, until 
he had incorporated a large part of the coastal plain, and imposed his domi-
nance over outlying communities (Macknight 1983:106-7). 

The formation of political alliances through marriage between the high-
ranking nobles of different areas also plays a significant part in the process of 
integration. In the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries, there is abundant evidence 
of marriages being used as a consolidating strategy within kingdoms, as a 
means of binding vassal lords to the ruler (Caldwell 1995:397). Although mar-
riages between kingdoms were less numerous, eventually many of them did 
become linked. Given the supreme importance of descent for the determin-
ing of rank, such marriage strategies are easily understandable; as elsewhere, 
those who wish to maintain their claims to the highest status will have to 
find marriage partners either very close to them (by marrying cousins) or 
very far away (among the ruling families of more distant areas). By the four-
teenth century, Caldwell suggests, the highest-ranking families of the South 
Sulawesi kingdoms had already become so closely related that some of their 
members could claim the rights to rule in more than one kingdom, and they 
were ‘well on their way to becoming a single, closely related and politically 
mobile class’ (Caldwell 1995:418). 

Faint echoes of all these features can be found in Toraja, where genea-
logical claims and supernaturally powerful heirlooms were also put to use 
as tools of legitimacy by politically dominant families. The intermarriage of 
some of these families with ruling noble families in the lowlands means that 
they obviously had knowledge of more powerful polities. The absence of 
state formation in Toraja, in spite of this knowledge, raises some interesting 
questions. In asking them, we must avoid being drawn into seeing political 
centralization as a form of progress, or its absence as a failing. This is a ten-

27 This point has been explored by Reid (1980, 1988:122-4).
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dency to which writers on state formation may easily succumb, but given that 
life for ordinary people is often worse within centralized political systems, 
we might rather rephrase the question to ask, ‘How did the Toraja succeed 
in avoiding such a development?’ If the logic of state formation in the rest of 
South Sulawesi (as in so many other parts of the archipelago) rested upon the 
ability to generate surplus wealth by establishing a port at a river mouth and 
participating in long-distance trade networks, we must first of all observe that 
Toraja has no river mouths. Without access to the ocean, perhaps the possi-
bilities for the concentration of wealth were not sufficient. If highland leaders 
could not thus situate themselves as mediating nodes in the networks by 
which indigenous products were exchanged for costly, exotic items, the pres-
ence of ancient Indian silk patola cloths in the highlands – some only recently 
dated by new techniques to as long ago as the fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ries (Maxwell 2003:114, 128-32) – would indicate at least that this area has for 
centuries been recognised as the end-point of such a network. Once arrived 
at their destination, these rare items were transformed into the magical heir-
looms and authority symbols of politically powerful tongkonan. 

Clearly geographical conditions here were much less favourable to politi-
cal unification in other ways, for the rugged topography of the highlands still 
makes communication slow and difficult today, and the costs of enforcing 
submission to a central authority would have been correspondingly higher. 
Most of the population was concentrated in the central valley running north-
south between the present-day towns of Ma’kale and Rantepao, and in fact 
it is in this area, especially in the southern part, that the nobility were most 
powerful. Whether or not the aristocracy found things to admire in Bugis 
arrangements, other sections of society may well have disagreed with them. 
This is certainly suggested by the stories commonly related that Saluputti 
was at least partially settled by people fleeing the oppressive influence of the 
southern Puang, and that the nobles there called themselves Ma’dika (‘Free’) 
to indicate that they refused any allegiance to the latter. We must, therefore, 
consider the possibility that from the rest of the population there was a turn-
ing away from the state, and a conscious resistance to moves toward cen-
tralization.28 Such resistance has been convincingly demonstrated for groups 
living on the margins of Malay polities, such as the Temiar of the Malay 
peninsula (Benjamin 1996, 2002) and the Gerai of West Kalimantan (Helliwell 

28 Interestingly, Donzelli (2003:40) found that the inhabitants of Sillanan in southern 
Mengkendek, even though it is within the Tallu Lembangna, deny having ever been ruled by the 
Puang, and claim instead to be part of the Ma’dika area or padang dima’dikai, offering as further 
proof the fact that, just like the people of Saluputti, they use only the single, egalitarian term iko 
(‘you’) as the pronominal form of address, without the respectful terms deemed essential when 
addressing those of high rank in the Tallu Lembangna.
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1992). Castles (1975) has asked similar questions about the lack of state-form-
ing tendencies among the pre-colonial Batak of Sumatra, and concludes that 
‘Batak society did not need any state’, and that they were ‘able to solve their 
problems without the need of a central authority’.29 Toraja too seem to have 
maintained a strong preference for autonomy, and rather than assimilating to 
lowland models, developed a distinctive identity based partly on their politi-
cal and cultural opposition to the people of the lowlands. 

Within the Sa’dan highlands, people lived in small villages (tondok) or 
scattered hamlets generally situated on hillocks above the rice fields. In trou-
bled times, many villages were located on high and defensible hilltops, some 
of them fortified with earth or stone walls. (Later the Dutch administration 
encouraged people to relocate to more accessible sites near roads.) As in many 
parts of Southeast Asia, the population was divided into hereditary ranks of 
nobles, commoners and slaves. Villages or groups of villages were domi-
nated by local nobles, who lived in finely carved houses with a characteristic 
extended and curved roof ridge. Quarrels and feuds between these chiefs 
frequently gave rise to raids or a ritualised form of warfare (sira’) involving 
pitched battles with limited casualties. Both of these sometimes occasioned 
the taking of heads.30 In pre-colonial times people would most usually have 
identified themselves as members of a tondok, rather than any larger entity. 
Larger groupings, the bua’ or penanian, were formed on a ritual basis. They 
consisted of several neighbouring communities, who would join together 
under the leadership of a dominant noble house in order to host the larger and 
more expensive rites of the Toraja ritual cycle. These might be celebrated only 
at intervals of several years, however. A lembang (literally ‘boat’, which I have 
chosen to translate as ‘domain’) was the name given to a federation of bua’ 
controlled by ruling nobles, but this was about the limit of concentration of 
power, which had advanced furthest in the southern areas. Valuable descrip-
tions of socio-political organization in different regions of Toraja, including 

29 Castles 1975:75. Castles notes that geographically, there was nothing to prevent the consoli-
dation of the Batak valleys and plateaus with their extensive rice fields. Land, however, remained 
firmly in the communal control of the clans. The Batak did have a dynasty of priest-kings, the 
Singamangaraja, but these rulers held largely ritual functions in a limited group of clans and 
their demands upon the populace appear to have been only occasional. In the late nineteenth 
century, the secular chiefs successfully thwarted a move to allow Singamangaraja XII more 
political power. Economically, the Batak lands offered little that outsiders wanted; moreover, 
they took pleasure in cultivating a fierce reputation which discouraged outsiders from notions 
of conquest. 
30 It is difficult now, on the basis of largely anecdotal evidence, to assess the relative impor-
tance of headhunting, which may have been changing even before Dutch penetration into the 
highlands. It does not appear to have been either as common or as symbolically elaborated as in 
a number of other societies, either in Sulawesi itself (Downs 1955; George 1996; Schrauwers 1997) 
or in other parts of Southeast Asia (Hoskins 1996).
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the more hierarchical southern lembang, can be found in Nooy-Palm (1979). 
Only the federation of the ‘Three Domains’ (Tallu Lembangna) of Ma’kale, 
Sangalla’ and Mengkendek showed any resemblance to a centralized polity 
in the political universe of the Toraja before Dutch times. Here, emulation of 
Bugis models of hierarchy led to sharper social distinctions, the nobles giv-
ing themselves the title of Puang (‘lord’). Nooy-Palm’s account indicates just 
how much variation there was throughout the Toraja region, which appears 
as a patchwork of hundreds of autonomous villages interspersed with dozens 
of tiny federations of groups of villages. A significant unifying feature is the 
attachment of offices to particular noble tongkonan or origin-houses. It is nota-
ble that in almost all cases, such named offices were clearly ritual functions. 
In Kesu’, for instance, the village of Angin-Angin is divided into two parts, 
each with seven ritual titles. The titles are held by particular named tongko-
nan, and designate the roles to be played in specific rituals by the resident of 
that origin-house (Nooy-Palm 1979:98). 

Of all the regions, Sangalla’ is the one which appears to have gone furthest 
toward the development of a genuinely political and administrative division 
of labour (Nooy-Palm 1979:79-91). Here again, each office or title is attached 
to a particular origin house or tongkonan, with some heritable tasks allotted 
even to the origin houses of commoners and of slaves. The leading tongkonan 
of Sangalla’ is Kaero, a female descendant of which, Patola Baine, is said to 
have been the first Puang or ruler of Sangalla’ (my informant, Pak Pasang 
Kanan, also used the Indonesian term raja and, like Nooy-Palm’s informants, 
drew comparisons between the titled functionaries of different houses and 
the ministers of the modern nation-state, though this may well be mislead-
ing). Kaero is surrounded by four other leading houses called the Tongkonan 
A’pa’ (‘Four Origin- houses’): Buntu Tongko, in charge of defence, Suaya, in 
charge of economic matters, Dulang, in charge of dispute settlement and 
justice, and Solo’, in charge of matters relating to ritual. It was the leaders of 
these four houses who had the right to appoint a new Puang after the death 
of the old one. The Puang is poetically described as ‘sleeping’ like a huge and 
lovingly-tended buffalo bull, while the leaders of the Four Origin-houses, the 
To A’pa’, actually acted as his executives. This expected inactivity of a central 
ruling figure, surrounded by his executives, is reminiscent of the immobil-
ity expected of the lords of some other pre-colonial domains, as for instance 
among the Atoni of Timor (Cunningham 1964:54; Waterson 1990:191-6). Four 
more houses were responsible for the defence of Kaero; they were called 
the ‘Four Corner-Posts of the Land of Sangalla’ (Limbu A’pa’na Padang ri 
Sangalla’). The locations of all these important houses form a protective ring 
around Kaero. The numbers appear significant, since they produce the com-
bination of four (or four plus four) around a central point. This 4/5 pattern 
was famously analysed with reference to the layout of Javanese villages in a 
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pioneering article by Van Ossenbruggen (1977), who proposed that it had a 
Hindu origin. The scheme, representing the cardinal points with a fifth point 
in the centre, is reflected in political organization, as well as design motifs, in 
several parts of the archipelago; it is very likely that the Hindu cosmology, 
where it did have an influence, was mapped on to an already existing con-
figuration with which it happened to accord very closely. 

Around Kaero itself were arranged a number of lesser penanian (ritual com-
munities) – generally said to be twenty-four, although as Nooy-Palm points 
out, this is an ‘ideal’ number which need not be taken too literally. Nooy-Palm 
describes them as dependent regions (lili’), a word presumably cognate with 
Bugis palili’, ‘vassal’, though not necessarily having the same connotations.31 
Each of these had its central tongkonan which had a special ceremonial title 
accorded to it, describing in some way (not always very explicit) its duties 
toward Kaero. Other, lesser dependencies, of slave status, also had named 
tongkonan with special functions attached; they suggest the allotment of tasks 
to do with rice cultivation, fetching firewood and water, and cooking, sewing 
clothes, or acting as midwives to the Kaero tongkonan (Nooy-Palm 1979:86). 
Some of the house titles are elaborate and poetic, rather than plainly func-
tional, and it is not clear how often any of them, from the highest to the low-
est, were necessarily called upon to perform their tasks. Pak Pasang Kanan 
described how, as a symbolic mark of respect for Kaero, one of its rice fields 
had to be worked first at the beginning of the agricultural season. The field 
is called Sangkanuku Mellambi’, which means ‘One Fingernail Early in the 
Morning’. It was so called because all the people had to come and dig with 
their bare hands in this field; but there were so many of them that the work 
would be finished almost immediately. When the harvest from this field was 
cut, the sheaves were not carried to the rice barns in the normal manner. 
Instead, the people would form a chain reaching all the way from the field 
up to the house, and pass the sheaves from hand to hand without anyone 
having to move. This again is said to have demonstrated how numerous and 
unified were the people of Sangalla’. In fact it was usual in other bua’ (or ritual 
communities) all over Toraja, until recent times, to have one sacred rice field, 
attached to a leading tongkonan of the bua’, that had to be ploughed and har-
vested first. The leader of that house held the office of Indo’ Padang (‘Leader 
[literally, ‘Mother’] of the Land’), and his offerings in this rice field were neces-
sary to start and coordinate the agricultural cycle. The elaboration of this idea 
in Sangalla’ appears as an attempt to give additional, political significance to 
this ritual practice, while applying it to a much larger territorial unit. 

What we see in Sangalla’ might be described as the incipient formation of 

31 The primary meaning of (T.) lili’ is ‘boundary, edge’.
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a centralised polity on a small scale. Its organization is founded entirely upon 
the already existing, house-based kinship system, without the evolution of an 
impersonal day-to-day administration organized on a supra-kinship level, or 
of any larger population centres. In fact nowhere in the Toraja highlands was 
there anything resembling a town, until the Dutch created the two present 
administrative centres of Ma’kale and Rantepao. (The decidedly unimpressive 
appearance of the former is said to be reflected in the name given to it, which 
literally means ‘naked’.) Like the Puang of Sangalla’, the Puang of Ma’kale 
and Mengkendek had also had a certain amount of success in subduing and 
integrating surrounding communities, and the three regions had an alliance 
between them. Outside of the ‘Three Domains’, there is much less evidence of 
centralization. The aristocracies of each region competed among themselves, 
without any individual ever being able to gain sufficient power to unite a 
larger area politically. It is notable that, even in the story of the resistance 
to an invasion from Bone (see below), which is enshrined in memory as the 
time of greatest political unity in the highlands, there is no question of the 
emergence of a single leader, but only of (temporary) mutual cooperation 
between the leaders of dozens of different villages. On the ill-defined borders 
of Toraja areas, raids from or against neighbouring groups appear to have 
been as frequent as they were between Toraja villages themselves. Sometimes 
these were used as an excuse for interference by rulers of lowland states, 
while at other times, no such excuse seems to have been required. According 
to Bigalke (1981:25), the western regions of the highlands (presumably areas 
such as Simbuang, Mappa’ and Buakayu in the present-day kecamatan of 
Bonggakaradeng) were so devastated by Bugis attacks at the turn of the sev-
enteenth century that their agricultural lands were laid waste and their popu-
lations never recovered. The northern areas of Sa’dan and Balusu lay on the 
borders of Luwu’, which historically made grandiose claims to control of the 
highlands. In practice, though, the tributary relationship of these areas to the 
rulers of Luwu’ appears to have been rather nominal, while their nobility had 
become related through marriage with Luwu’ royalty. These relations will be 
examined more closely in the next chapter.

Nooy-Palm (1986:304) has suggested that the regular dissipation of wealth 
in funeral sacrifices might have been an economic factor acting as a brake on 
any designs by the nobility to concentrate greater power in their own hands. 
Schrauwers (1997) provides an interesting comparative picture from Central 
Sulawesi of highland societies like the To Pamona who, like the Toraja, 
existed on the fringes of more powerful and demanding polities like Luwu’ 
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and Mori’. Schrauwers is partly concerned to explore whether the To Pamona 
constitute a ‘house society’ in Lévi-Strauss’s terms.32 He suggests that here, 
even more than in the Sa’dan highlands, a feasting economy tended to have a 
levelling effect, producing a political system which ‘can be characterised less 
as a “politics of Houses” than as a “Big Man” system’ (Lévi-Strauss 1997:370). 
Bridewealth payments (not a factor for the Sa’dan Toraja) were yet another 
way in which the houses of the To Pamona nobility regularly dispersed their 
wealth, such that Schrauwers concludes that they were unable to maintain 
their control over valuables long enough to consolidate their claims to abso-
lute rank and make their houses into enduring entities. What he chooses to 
call their ‘proto-Houses’ therefore contrast with the image of the ‘House’ as 
a kinship grouping (kapolo) in Luwu’, as presented by Errington (1989). In 
Errington’s image, the state of Luwu’ was envisaged as a series of hierarchi-
cally nested Houses within Houses; the royal House, with its claims to divine 
descent and pure ‘white blood’, symbolically encompassed those of all its 
followers. How well Toraja fits the concept of a ‘house society’ is a question 
which I shall explore in more detail in future chapters; here, it is sufficient to 
note that in terms of social differentiation it may be seen to lie somewhere in 
the middle of this continuum. If it had a more rigidified ranking system than 
that of the To Pamona, yet its nobility had been unable to carry through any 
project to exploit the possibilities of the house as the basis of Luwu’’s style 
of segmentary state. We can see, all the same, that within their own com-
munities, the nobility did exploit the potentials of architecture as a mark of 
distinction, and an assertion of their own power. Kis-Jovak et al. (1988) have 
meticulously documented how the dimensions of the traditional origin house 
(tongkonan) have grown over the past 350 years. The roof in particular has 
been extended further, and developed more exaggerated curves, becoming 
quite disproportionate to the cramped area of living space which it contains, 
to the point where in recent times it has pushed the very limit of what is 
structurally feasible. 

Nooy-Palm (1986:304) also records evidence from older informants that 
spending on funerals in Toraja had started to increase during the 1870s, when 
new profits from the cultivation of coffee began to be channelled into the 
prestige economy. She suggests that the rich had a problem finding anything 
to spend their money on, apart from the few luxury items (such as Indian 
textiles, batiks, Chinese porcelain, and gold and silver coins) which had tradi-
tionally been made available by trade with the Bugis; and so they repeatedly 

32 Schrauwers chooses to reserve the capitalized ‘House’ to distinguish enduring kinship 
groupings of the aristocracy, as in ‘the House of Windsor’. See Waterson (1995a) for a compara-
tive discussion of the ‘house society’ concept and its potential application to both hierarchical 
and egalitarian social systems of Southeast Asia.
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exhausted their capital in ritual expenditure instead. This interesting point 
overlooks the desire for new weapons which in just this period was about to 
create new possibilities for warrior aristocrats to achieve a greater concentra-
tion of power. In the last few decades of the nineteenth century, a few ambi-
tious chiefs were engaged in increasingly ruthless and violent campaigns to 
seize lands from their weaker neighbours, and their purchase of guns from 
Bugis traders was giving rise to a newly destructive style of warfare. This 
process might have culminated eventually in the formation of larger and 
more centralized chiefdoms. But instead it was to be halted in the early years 
of the twentieth century by the intervention of the Dutch. 
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in the attendance, in 1983, of the elderly Datu of Luwu’ and members of his 
family at a ceremony held to celebrate the rebuilding of a famous tongkonan, 
Nonongan, in Sanggalangi’ district. The founder of this tongkonan is a woman, 
Manaek, and Laki Padada features prominently in its genealogy, along with 
several other mythical figures. Many origin houses in other parts of Toraja 
can trace a tie to this tongkonan, and more than a hundred separate groups 
of descendants attended the ceremony. Each brought with them a huge pig 
for sacrifice, trussed into a tall decorated litter (lettoan) as is customary at 
Toraja house ceremonies. The Datu sent a letter in advance, acknowledging 
that he counted himself among the descendants of Manaek (bati’na Manaek), 
and despite being Muslim, his party showed deference to Toraja custom in 
bringing a conspicuously large pig. Links with Gowa were represented at 
this ceremony by the presence of Puang Tandilangi’ of Sangalla’, who mar-
ried a woman of the Gowa royal family from which he is himself descended 
through marriages in previous generations. Also attending were Torajans 
intermarried with the royal family of Bone.

Laki Padada is represented in several genealogies as a grandson of Tamboro 
Langi’, one of Toraja’s most famous to manurun. His father Puang Sanda Boro 
married a woman whom he discovererd inside a bamboo; she was called To 
Bu’tu ri Pattung (‘One who Appeared from a Bamboo’) or Puang Ao’ Gading 
(‘Lady of the Bamboo’). She gave birth to two children, a son, Laki Padada, 
and a daughter, Puang Mate Mangura or Puang Mate Malolo (both names 
mean ‘Lady who Died Young’). Distraught at his sister’s death, Laki Padada 
vowed to travel the world in search of the secret of eternal life. His journeys 
eventually brought him to the Makassarese kingdom of Gowa.2 Here after 
many adventures he married the ruler’s daughter. Of their three children, 
one, Pattala Bantan, returned to Toraja and married Petimba Bulaan (‘Golden 
Dipper’), variously depicted as the daughter or granddaughter of Manaek, 
founder of tongkonan Nonongan. Pattala Bantan went to Sangalla’ and ruled 
over the Tallu Lembangna, the ‘Three Domains’ of Ma’kale, Sangalla’, and 
Mengkendek, taking on the title ‘Matasak ri Toraja’ (matasak: literally ‘ripe’; 
here said to have the sense of ‘pure’ or ‘original’). A daughter, Pattala Bunga, 
became the ruler of Gowa, with the title ‘Somba ri Gowa’; the third child, 
Pattala Merang, also a daughter, became the ruler of Luwu’, with the title 
‘Payung ri Luwu’’ (payung: ‘umbrella’, an item of regalia). Later descend-
ants of Laki Padada are said to have married into the royal family of Bone, 
adopting the title Manggau’ ri Bone. Many versions of the story also describe 
the heirlooms each received from Laki Padada as their share, including 

2 Published versions of the Laki Padada myth can be found in Nooy-Palm (1979:148-53) and 
Koubi (1982:346-58). In Nooy-Palm’s version and some others, the children of Laki Padada were 
three sons. The version given here follows that recounted to me by Bua’ Sarungallo in 1978.
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ancient textiles and swords. The sword named Sudan, or Sudanga, remained 
in Gowa; another, Bunga Waru, is preserved by the ruler of Luwu’, while 
Pattala Bantan returned to Toraja with two swords, Maniang and Dosso, as 
well as a precious banner, the Bate Manurun. Tongkonan Kaero (founded by 
children of Pattala Bantan) holds the sword Maniang, which was drawn from 
its sheath and displayed to the crowds after the Datu of Luwu’ had given a 
speech at the ceremony.3 

Reid (1983b:130) writes that it is impossible to be sure whether the Laki 
Padada myth was borrowed by Toraja from Gowa (he appears not to enter-
tain the reverse possibility), perhaps during the early seventeenth century 
when Makassar in its period of greatness had some influence in the high-
lands, or whether it might provide some more real evidence of historical 
contact between the two areas. Nothing more than speculation is possible 
on this count, though he suggests that, if so, Laki Padada with his famous 
swords may represent the spread of sword-smithing technology from Toraja 
to Gowa – an interpretation that is bolstered by other traditions among the 
Bugis which acknowledge Toraja as the source of metal-working techniques. 
In this respect at least, highlanders had the edge over the lowland kingdoms, 
since this technology was obviously very highly valued, and it is noticeable 
that many other stories also feature remarkable swords.

Heroes, tricksters, and relations with lowland kingdoms

It is difficult to establish just how far Luwu’ dominated the highlands in 
times past. So far as I could establish, regions closest to the borders of Luwu’ 
paid some customary tribute without, it seems, expecting any interference 
in their affairs; there were no officials from Luwu’ posted in Toraja. Pak Ulia 
Salu Rapa’ of Nanggala described how only those areas which had marriage 
links with Luwu’ royalty would bring their seed rice to be blessed by the 
Datu at the start of the agricultural cycle, in a ritual called medatu (compare 
Nooy-Palm 1979:91). Bua’ Sarungallo described how the Toraja annual tribute 
consisted of one buffalo per district, which continued to be paid until Dutch 
times, but others claimed only those regions closest to Luwu’ paid tribute, and 
not always in buffaloes. In any case, Sarungallo maintained, Torajans looked 

3 According to the story as told to me by Bua’ Sarungallo, Laki Padada in his search for eter-
nal life reached an island where the inhabitants promised to grant his wish if he could stay awake 
all night. But he slept, and after calling his name three times, they cut off the tip of his sword as 
he was sleeping; thus he failed in his quest for immortality. Maniang is this sword with no tip; its 
public display is clearly a form of proof both of the legend and of the relations of descent which 
were being reaffirmed by participants in the ritual.
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on it merely as an acknowledgement of their blood relations (rara buku) and 
respect for the fact that Luwu’ had a king, which Toraja did not. Luwu’ for 
its part also desired good relations with Toraja in order to trade for rice and 
forest products.4 The buffaloes would all be led together to the Datu’s palace 
in Palopo, and surrendered to palace servants; but the representative from 
Kesu’ was allowed to sit on his buffalo, which would be led to a special enclo-
sure. Coming from Kesu’, Bua’ Sarungallo had a number of other stories to 
tell, most of them humorous, which established Kesu’s claim to a privileged 
relation with Luwu’, while simultaneously asserting precedence over the 
rival districts of Sangalla’, or of Ma’kale; or which described how Kesu’ had 
outwitted Luwu’ at the same time as its local rivals. Needless to say, experts 
from the latter areas have their own claims to precedence. An instance can be 
found in a narrative published by Puang Paliwan Tandilangi’ (1975:102), the 
point of which is to establish both a marriage relation between Luwu’ and 
Sangalla’, and the precedence of tongkonan Kaero in Sangalla’ over Rano (for-
merly a dominant tongkonan in Ma’kale). Pelras provides more evidence for a 
historically close relation between Luwu’ and Toraja: the Datu of Luwu’ must 
have some Toraja blood in order to be an acceptable candidate for office, and 
traditionally wears a Toraja loincloth beneath his other garments at his inves-
titure. The Puang (or Lord) of Sangalla’ is always invited to such ceremonies 
and has the unique privilege of ordering the Datu around, while all the other 
nobles present must treat him (or her) with the greatest deference.5

Several popular tales recount how a Toraja ‘trickster’ manages to outwit 
the Datu of Luwu’.6 The tendency of these stories is to downplay the extent 
of Toraja subservience to Luwu’, or even to claim a degree of precedence over 
Luwu’. One recurring theme concerns a hero, known in variants I collected in 
the Kesu’ area as Tali Siba’ba, whose mother is a wild pig. He weds the female 
Datu of Luwu’ and secretly installs his mother in the attic of the palace, for-
bidding the local populace to eat pork out of deference to her; this is claimed 
to account for why the people of Luwu’ (who have been Muslim since the 
early seventeenth century) do not eat pork. In one version, the hero ends by 
changing his name to Karaenge Dua (‘Twice Noble’), having become a noble 
of Luwu’ as well as Toraja. An almost identical tale concerns the sons of 

4 Sago has traditionally provided an alternative staple in Luwu’, while rice agriculture 
remained for long underdeveloped.
5 Pelras, personal communication.
6 See Volkman (1985:22) for an example. A variety of ‘trickster’ tales feature a hero called 
Dana’ or Dalana’i; he is often depicted as playing outrageous tricks on fellow-villagers and 
even his own parents. There is a kind of continuity between these tales, the putatively historical 
accounts in which one area outwits more powerful rivals, and the stories that men sometimes 
enjoy telling about themselves, in day-to-day conversation, of how by their wits they outfaced a 
competitor or punctured the arrogance of a more powerful or wealthy individual. 
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Bonggakaradeng, a blacksmith who has given his name to the most westerly 
present-day kecamatan (district) of Tana Toraja; but in this case the story con-
cerns relations with the Bugis area of Sawitto (present-day Pinrang), which 
borders on West Toraja and with which the Toraja regions of Bonggakaradeng 
and Simbuang have historically had close connections.7 Bonggakaradeng 
came from a village called Batu Tandung, near the Masuppu’ River. He was 
another person who found his wife inside a bamboo; her name was Datu 
Baringan, and she had a sister who was a python. Once while out in the for-
est on a hunting trip, Bonggakaradeng stopped to rest beneath an uru tree 
at a place called Pokka Uru on Buttu Karua (a mountain in Simbuang).8 He 
urinated on a fallen tree, unaware that in doing so, he had impregnated a 
spirit pig inside the tree. The pig gave birth to twin boys, Buttu Karua and 
Buttu Layuk. When they were about six years old, the mother sent them to 
look for their father, and they came to where Bonggakaradeng was working 
in his forge. They offered to help him in the forge, but he refused, not seeing 
how they could be of any use to him. But while he was eating his lunch in 
the house, they finished all his work for him, and to a standard exceeding his 
own. According to another version, they made a sword of gold (la’bo’ penai 
bulawan) called Tonapa. This sword became a famous heirloom whose sheath 
is still kept in Sawitto, while the blade is in Simbuang.9 Eventually they per-
suaded the astonished Bonggakaradeng that he was indeed their father, and 
lived with him for a time, but, offended by his persistence in eating pork, 
they set off again by boat down the Masuppu River, taking their mother with 
them, until they reached Sawitto, where the pig-mother eventually turned 
into stone.10 They made magic there, causing the sky to go dark except 
around their own house, until the local people begged for an explanation. 
The brothers told them that they would bring back the sunlight if the  people 
would agree henceforth always to show them various marks of respect, and 

7 The account given here is condensed from much longer versions of the Bonggakareng story 
which I collected in 1978 from Ambe’ Sora of tongkonan Rea, and Indo’ Lembang, the to manakka 
or female priest of Tondok Tanga’, both in Simbuang. Another variant, given by Mappa’, the 
elderly headman of Balepe’, concerned a hero called Pokka Linoan, and demonstrated the pre-
cedence of the district known in Dutch times as Bau, over the adjoining Bugis-inhabited area of 
Enrekang. In this tale, one of the sons of Pokka Linoan marries a beautiful princess of Enrekang, 
who gives birth to Sawerigading and his twin sister (see below).
8 Uru is a kind of large hardwood tree, favoured for house timbers.
9 The sword and sheath were divided at the making of the great oath (basse kasalle) after 
Arung Palakka’s failed invasion of Toraja in the seventeenth century. The blade is said to be kept 
at tongkonan Paken in Simbuang. If Bugis ever again invade Toraja, the sword can be taken out 
and given offerings, and when pointed directly at Sawitto and with the correct spells recited over 
it, will stand straight up and thus ‘awaken the oath’ (ma’tundan basse).
10 In the Tali Siba’ba story, it was her trough that turned to stone and is said to be still in 
Luwu’.

Boek Waterson.indb   35 27-1-2009   8:22:53

Rosana Waterson - 978-90-04-25385-8
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 09:02:16PM

via free access



Paths and rivers36

to abstain from eating pork or the meat of any animal that died without 
being slaughtered. Thus the people of Sawitto became Muslim, while the two 
brothers married the daughters of a great aristocratic family, and had several 
children who became important ancestors in their turn. This is one of several 
tales told in justification of a saying in Simbuang: nene’ Simbuang, appo Sawitto, 
or ‘Simbuang is the grandfather and Sawitto is the grandchild’. Clearly this 
is an attempt to assert precedence over Sawitto, interesting because, just as 
in the case of Toraja-Luwu’ relations, objectively Sawitto was a more power-
ful kingdom. According to Bigalke (1981:25), from the seventeenth to the 
nineteenth century Simbuang was drawn into a tributary relationship to this 
small state; the Dutch, however, terminated this relationship by incorporat-
ing Simbuang into the administrative subdivision of Ma’kale, as a means of 
punishing Sawitto for its heavy resistance to Dutch forces. 

From Saluputti comes an almost identical story, told to me by Bine’ of 
Tombang (Menduruk), an elderly aristocratic lady, about the ancestor Kila’ 
Ta’pa ri Ba’tang (‘Lightning Striking a Tree’). He is said to have descended 
on top of Mount Messila in a lightning storm. In Menduruk there is a village 
called Bone, and this version of the story was used to explain how the Bugis 
Bone got its name. As in the previous version, Kila’ had a child by a pig moth-
er on Buttu Karua. The son was called Tali Tallu. Taking his pig-mother and 
her trough, as well as a large quantity of earth from Bone village, he travelled 
first to Palopo and thence to the Bugis Bone, which at that time was called 
Same’. Here he deposited the earth, which became Palakka (an area in the 
heartland of the Bone kingdom), and built himself a house on it, the steps of 
which are said to have turned to stone and to be still visible there today. The 
original Toraja Bone then became known as Bone Matua (‘Old Bone’), while 
the Bugis region was known as Bone Malolo (‘Young Bone’). Tali Tallu mar-
ried the daughter of the Datu of Same’, and as in the previous story, turned 
the sky dark for seven days and nights and made the local people give up 
eating pork. This story’s claims are even more audacious than those of the 
previous one, given that Bone was at one time the most powerful of all the 
Bugis kingdoms. 

In Sa’dan and Balusu, areas of northeast Toraja bordering on Luwu’, a 
different story is told about an unusual hero from Sa’dan named Bulu Nanga 
(‘Hairy Penis’). Bulu Nanga once travelled with a party of his followers and 
slaves to purchase buffaloes and salt in Palopo. The attendants of the Datu 
of Luwu’ saw him bathing in the river and, catching sight of his remark-
able appendage, made a report to the Datu. Bulu Nanga married the Datu’s 
daughter, and his sword, called La Karurung, is said to be still kept in the 
palace at Palopo. Although these stories were no doubt told largely for local 
benefit, reference to myth can still be useful on occasion in interactions with 
lowlanders; an acquaintance recounted how on a visit to the provincial capi-
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tal of Ujung Pandang, an elderly Toraja priest (to minaa), on meeting a Bugis 
government official, impressed the latter by his genealogical inquiries, by 
means of which he quickly established that the official must be the descend-
ant of a mythical Toraja ancestor!11 

While these tales establish Bugis descent from Toraja heroes, some Toraja 
noble houses conversely claim descent from Bugis heroes. An example is 
Sawerigading, father of La Galigo, whose many adventures are recorded in 
the Bugis epic cycle of I La Galigo and known throughout Sulawesi. Such 
legitimating claims are made chiefly by the aristocracies of the districts 
adjoining Luwu’, who have historically had, and still have, more contact with 
the former kingdom through intermarriage. I encountered examples both 
from Sa’dan and Balusu in the northeast, and from the southern federation 
of Ma’kale, Mengkendek and Sangalla’. Pak Banti (Papa’ Mawiring), who is 
a descendant of tongkonan Galugu Dua in Sa’dan district, provided me with 
a written genealogy of 16 generations, the founding figure of which is Andi 
Tendriabeng (B.: Wé Tenriabeng), Sawerigading’s sister, shown as having 
married one Ramman di Langi’ of tongkonan Punti in Sesean.12 This geneal-
ogy meticulously records the names of many other tongkonan founded by the 
descendants of the original couple, exemplifying the importance in Toraja 
memory of houses as much as individuals. Five generations later, two broth-
ers, both called Galugu (hence the present name of the settlement, Galugu 
Dua, meaning ‘two Galugus’), are said to have been among the ‘Ancestors of 
the Same Dream’ (Nene’ Pada Tindo) who ‘held back the mountain of Bone’ 
(untulak buntuna Bone), or resisted Arung Palakka’s invasion of the mid-
seventeenth century. Further south, I collected versions of the Sawerigading 
story from to minaa sando Tato’ Dena’ of Mandetek in Ma’kale, and from 
an elderly blind storyteller, Indo’ Somba, of Kandora in Mengkendek, who 
was one of several informants providing detailed accounts to Salombe’ 
(1975). Indo’ Somba’s version, like that published by Salombe’ (1975), retains 
Sawerigading’s origins as the grandson of Batara Guru (the mythical first 
ruler of Luwu’, descended from heaven). Tato’ Dena’’s, on the other hand, 
transposed the whole story to Toraja, explaining that Sawerigading and his 

11 Certain orientations may be maintained partly through details of everyday practice. 
According to Bua’ Sarungallo, it is, or was, a habit of the aristocracy of Kesu’ not to eat bananas 
that grow on the side of the trunk facing toward Luwu’; they milk their buffaloes with their backs 
to Luwu’, and won’t drink palm wine if the tube it drips through points toward Luwu’. Similarly, 
I was told in Simbuang that the aristocracy there refuse to eat bananas that grow pointing toward 
Sangalla’. Both these cases represent the acting out of a separation from, or denial of claims to 
precedence by, a potentially more powerful adversary. 
12 Other mythical figures in this genealogy include Bua Lolo’, the daughter of Lambe’ Susu 
(see Koubi 1978), and Suloara’, the legendary first priest or to minaa from Sesean.
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twin sister had appeared from no-one knew where at Tengan (Kandora).13 
Kandora seems to have established for itself a particularly strong associa-
tion with Sawerigading, for a special ‘house’ in the form of a rice barn here 
at Potok Tengan contains stones, treasured as powerful heirlooms, which are 
said to be the petrified remains of La Pindakati of Cina, Sawerigading’s first 
wife.14 The stones were brought here by La Pindakati’s daughter Jamanlomo 
or Jamallomo, who married Puang Samang of Gasing (a mountain in Ma’kale 
district). In Salombe’’s account, it is stressed that Jamallomo, being a descend-
ant of Batara Guru, could only wed a man who was also a descendant of a 
to manurung or one descended from the heavens. Puang Samang, being a 
descendant of the Toraja to manurun Tamboro Langi’ (claimed in this region to 
have descended on Mount Kandora), proved an acceptable suitor. Jamallomo 
returned with him to Toraja, where they founded tongkonan Dulang at Potok 
Tengan (Salombe’ 1975:276-7). A notable feature of the account given by 
Salombe’ is the naming of particular places connected to the travels and deeds 
of the protagonists, names which survive to the present day. A place with a 
large mango tree is still called Pao (‘mango’), for example, while a spot where 
buffaloes were bathed is still called Pa’burasan (‘place of foam’) (Salombe’ 
1975:275). A local landscape is in this way given meaning in a manner familiar 
to us from many other societies.15

The stories told here form part of a pool of mythical narratives to which 
peoples throughout Sulawesi have contributed. The fact that the Sawerigading 
story, for instance, occurs in such an amazing number of variants all over 
Sulawesi, being deployed in different forms to suit local claims and purposes, 
is itself evidence of historical processes linking neighbouring peoples on this 
vast island. The tales of Toraja heroes and their supernatural abilities operate 

13 Nourse (1998:135) records a similar process of ‘cooptation and simultaneous denial of Bugis 
heritage’ in the Sawerigading stories of Central Sulawesi.
14 In Salombe’’s version, Pindakati came from Biduk, on the slopes of Mount Latimojong; it 
was his second wife, Lisudai (B.: Wé Cudai) who was from Cina. This accords with Bugis ver-
sions. (It is possible that the variation is due simply to the twenty years or more that have elapsed 
between Salombe’’s interviews and mine with the same informant.) Lack of familiarity with 
Bugis history and geography results in a more curious transposition: Indo’ Somba was insistent 
that ‘Cina’ referred to the People’s Republic of China, rather than the ancient Bugis kingdom. A 
similar amnesia tends to obtain in Central Sulawesi (Nourse 1998:136). 
15 Interestingly, although Indo’ Somba knew such a wealth of detail about the history and 
myths attached to the houses of Kandora, she mentioned only in passing the name of Manaek, 
the Datu Baine or ‘Female Lord’ who founded tongkonan Nonongan and who is such a prominent 
ancestor in the Kesu’ region. She mentioned a saying to the effect that the people of Kandora 
also traced descent from Manaek, and that this must not be forgotten or they would be struck by 
lightning; but she thought Manaek was a man, and her husband, Ondo Ira, was a woman; she 
knew little else about them. I take this as evidence of how localised even the knowledge of local 
experts is about matters of genealogy and myth (see Nooy-Palm 1979:153-4).
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both to establish claims of precedence at home, and to depict longstanding 
links with more powerful neighbouring states in ways that are flattering to 
the Toraja sense of agency and autonomy. They provide genealogical links 
between the Toraja aristocracy, with their claims to descent from the sky, and 
the ruling nobility of Bugis and Makassarese kingdoms. But there is another 
story which seems to be even more deeply embedded in Toraja collective 
memory, a tale of treachery, violence and collective resistance. Though its 
thrust is more oppositional, this story has had a special salience as a potential 
source of Toraja identity. It is the story of the Ancestors of the Same Dream, 
to which I now turn. 
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their story actually had anything to do with Arung Palakka. The tale has 
received only passing mention in published sources to date, and I myself came 
only belatedly to understand the extent of its salience for the Toraja view of 
themselves. This narrative has played a particular role both in the maintenance 
of status divisions within Toraja society, and as a foundational narrative serv-
ing, however precariously, to underpin notions of a unified ‘Toraja’ territory 
and identity. More than this, it has become a kind of template for future action 
and has been repeatedly reactivated whenever the need for defence arises. In 
this chapter, I first explain what is known of Arung Palakka’s historical inva-
sion, then relate the story of the ‘Ancestors of the Same Dream’. In the next 
chapter, I shall consider how the narrative has been deployed in recent times, 
and its continuing salience for the Toraja today.

‘Holding back the mountain of Bone’: the seventeenth century

After the Portuguese conquered Malacca in 1511, a significant part of the spice 
trade became diverted to the port of Makassar, enabling the Makassarese 
kingdom of Gowa to grow more powerful as a rival trading state. By the sev-
enteenth century, up until the Dutch conquest of 1667, Gowa was extending 
its influence through other parts of Sulawesi, including northern Sulawesi 
and the Sa’dan highlands (Bigalke 1981:31). It also became a powerful force 
in other islands of Eastern Indonesia, as it attempted through repeated 
expeditions to secure bases by which to control the spice routes. The ruler 
of Luwu’ had been the first to accept Islam in February of 1605, following 
the proselytising efforts of three Minangkabau clerics. He was followed only 
eight months later by the rulers of Gowa and its twin state of Tallo’, who then 
used their conversion as an excuse to enhance their claims to leadership in the 
peninsula. In the next few years they went to war and by 1611 – in the teeth 
of fierce opposition – had enforced the conversion of all the other Bugis states 
including Sidenreng, Soppeng, Wajo’ and finally Bone (Pelras 1996:135-7). The 
resistance they encountered may have had to do with a well-founded suspi-
cion on the part of local community leaders about the potentials of Islam to 
be used as a tool by which rulers might enhance their powers at the expense 
of the people (Andaya 1984b:37). Bone in turn spread the new religion to its 
subordinate states in Enrekang and Duri to the north.2 The Toraja highlands 
were thus the only part of South Sulawesi that remained unreceptive to Islam, 
and where people continued to maintain their own indigenous religion.3 

that the king of Bone who features in the story was necessarily Arung Palakka. 
2 This area at the time formed a federation known as Massenrempulu’.
3 Of course, Islamisation only gradually suppressed some elements of pagan practice in the 
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Gowa in its period of glory had twice defeated Bone and driven into exile 
a group of Bugis refugees under the leadership of Arung Palakka. Their 
control of the spice trade however was an obstacle to the monopoly which 
the Dutch were determined to establish. When the Dutch wanted to attack 
Gowa in 1666, the people of Bone, resentful of the humiliations they had suf-
fered, entered into alliance with them and played a decisive part in Gowa’s 
ensuing defeat. Arung Palakka was later declared ruler of Bone in 1672, and 
set about consolidating his power throughout South Sulawesi. The Toraja 
highlands remained the last region to acknowledge his supremacy. Due to 
the Dutch involvement with Arung Palakka, quite detailed records of his 
doings have survived in Dutch colonial archives to provide corroboration 
of Bugis and other indigenous sources, and Andaya (1981:258-60) draws on 
these to describe several occasions on which punitive expeditions were sent 
to subdue the Toraja. ‘Toraja’ in these accounts, it should be noted, is used 
in a fairly broad way to include areas in Duri and Enrekang, which at that 
time were culturally still part of the Toraja world, but which lie outside the 
borders of present-day Tana Toraja and whose populations now are Muslim. 
Apparently Arung Palakka had received complaints from the residents of 
Sawitto, Batu Lappa and Enrekang about raids by the Toraja of Leta (an area 
now part of Enrekang), and this provided the excuse for him to raise an allied 
force of troops from all over South Sulawesi – proof in itself of the extent of 
his power. The people of Leta were duly overwhelmed and many of them 
brought back as slaves. The success of this expedition encouraged Arung 
Palakka to extend his campaign further into the highlands. His troops num-
bered around 50,000; in August 1683, he further requested, and was granted, 
the assistance of a small contingent of Dutch soldiers. It seems that Luwu’ 
had also asked for Arung Palakka’s help against the Toraja, from whom it 
could no longer command the respect it had formerly. An additional incen-
tive was that Arung Palakka was hoping to marry his nephew and successor, 
La Patau’, to the daughter of the Datu of Luwu’, with the promise that their 
offspring would become the next ruler of Luwu’. The Datu, however, had 
made Arung Palakka’s participation in a war against the Toraja a condition 
for his consent. Dutch reports of the ensuing events from August to October 
1683 reveal that the Toraja understood rather well how to mount an effective 
guerrilla resistance against the invading force. They drew the troops deeper 
and deeper into the mountains while making surprise attacks on their camps. 
Losses from poisoned darts and man traps, as well as some pitched battles, 

rest of South Sulawesi, where some pre-Islamic customs have survived into the contemporary 
era. One form of an indigenous pre-Islamic religion still claimed up to 50,000 followers in the 
1980s (Maeda 1984), and an estimated 35,000 in 2000 (Ramstedt 2004). Its followers are called the 
To Wani To Lotang, and are concentrated in the neighbourhood of Amparita, in the present-day 
kabupaten of Sidrap. 
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were heavy. Arung Palakka himself took bold risks and was himself twice 
nearly hit by poisoned darts. Eventually on 10 October the Toraja chiefs sued 
for peace and promised to pay 1,000 gantang (3,125 kg) of rice and 1,000 water 
buffaloes. 600 Toraja captives were taken away as slaves. In the following 
years up to 1694, at least four more punitive expeditions were sent into the 
highlands, though the areas explicitly mentioned are once again southern 
ones in Enrekang and Duri. Each time the Toraja were subdued and captives 
taken as slaves, but none of these campaigns united the Toraja in as memora-
ble a fashion as in 1683.

According to Andaya’s account, the areas which submitted to the might 
of Bone in that year were chiefly those of the Tallu Lembangna, and from the 
available details it is difficult to ascertain just how far north Arung Palakka’s 
troops were able to penetrate. However, if this was the event that has left 
such indelible impressions in Toraja oral memory, it is remembered in the 
highlands as a Toraja victory. In fact it is recalled as the only time when the 
many small and autonomous highland communities banded together against 
an external threat. The alliance it seems was short-lived, but for that brief 
time, perhaps, people had sensed a common identity which gave rise to a 
poetic phrase still used to describe Toraja territory: Tondok Lepongan Bulan, 
Tana Matarik Allo, or ‘Country as Round as the Moon, Land Circular like 
the Sun’ – imagery intended to convey a sense of completeness.4 The warrior 
ancestors who united in order to ‘hold back the mountain of Bone’ (untulak 
buntuna Bone) were called the Nene’ Pada Tindo, the ‘Ancestors of the Same 
Dream’. They are still remembered by name in oral accounts all over Toraja, 
though the vehicle by which they have been remembered is a story which 
bears little resemblance, if any, to the one in the history books. According to 
Toraja versions of events, after their defeat of the Bone troops, a great oath 
(basse kasalle) was sworn between Bone and Toraja that if either side should 
ever again disturb the peace between them, disaster would befall them. The 
oath can be ritually ‘woken up’ in time of need. As we shall see, it was indeed 
reactivated in the troubled days of the 1950s, when Bugis forces were twice 
driven out of Toraja. Even in the new millennium, within the shifting land-
scape of provincial power relations in the post-Suharto era of Reformasi and 
regional devolution, the story of the oath has continued to retain its salience 
as a potential symbolic resource.

How far was Toraja really subjugated to Bone after these events? In spite 
of indemnities paid, and slaves carried off, Bone’s presence in the highlands 
was certainly not continuous. Van Rijn (1902:349) writes that after the inva-
sion, Toraja paid tribute to Arung Palakka in the form of a few bottles of gold 

4 The Toraja author Tandilangi’ (1975:96), on the other hand, attributes the origin of this 
phrase to the ancestor Tamboro Langi’. 
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dust. He could also raise troops there when required: a contingent of Toraja 
warriors was present as part of the massed allied forces raised throughout 
South Sulawesi by Arung Palakka to assist the Dutch East Indies Company 
in a war against Sumbawa in 1695, and took part in the oath-taking ceremony 
over which he presided in September of that year (Andaya 1981:291-3). The 
Bugis had their own strongly developed tradition of making treaties, and 
their version of the treaty drawn up with Toraja has survived in a palm leaf 
manuscript (lontara’) cited by Andaya (1981:112). Interstate relationships, as 
Andaya explains, were generally cast in terms of clearly defined kin relation-
ships, which metaphorically embodied different degrees of hierarchy. The 
two parties in an alliance of full equality were described as brothers who 
were ‘equally great’, but more often, inequalities of power and status were 
expressed in terms of a relationship between ‘elder sibling’ and ‘younger sib-
ling’, or, more emphatically, between ‘mother’ and ‘child’. At the very bottom 
of the hierarchy of possible relationships was that between ‘master’ (puang) 
and ‘slave’ (ata). After Arung Palakka’s expedition, Toraja were considered to 
be ‘slaves’ of Bone. A vassal state in this unfavourable position, while suppos-
edly totally at the mercy of the master, however, retained a surprising degree 
of autonomy, for the treaty reads:

Keep the land which is your land, the rocks which are your rocks, the rivers which 
are your rivers, the grass which is your grass, the water which is your water, the 
water buffaloes which are your water buffaloes, the ipo5 which is your ipo, the 
weapons which are your weapons, the adat which is your adat, and the bicara [legal 
process] which is your bicara.

Andaya concludes, ‘Even a “slave” state in South Sulawesi treaty tradi-
tions retains its identity and its self-esteem’. Whether or not a copy of this 
treaty was ever kept in the highlands, it seems that no such memory of their 
newly subjugated status has been retained orally. On the contrary, what was 
kept alive in Toraja was a story of triumph, and the rout of invading forces. 
Existing evidence suggests that slave raids into the highlands continued only 
very intermittently during the remainder of the seventeenth and the eight-
eenth centuries, and even through the first half of the nineteenth century, so 
that after this a long period of effective peace was enjoyed without serious 
intervention from lowland powers (Bigalke 1981:61-2). 

5 Ipo is a forest tree whose highly toxic resin was used for blowdart- and arrow-poison. Nooy-
Palm (1979:227) identifies it as either Strychnos nux vomica (also called ipo by Borneo peoples), or 
possibly Antiaris toxicaria (I.: upas). See also the lengthy entry on upas in Yule and Burnell (1968: 
952-9), which equates upas/ipo (the literal meaning of both words is simply ‘poison’) with the 
latter species, with numerous references to its use in South Sulawesi.
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III  The Ancestors of the Same Dream 47

The Ancestors of the Same Dream in oral memory

Oral memories of an invasion from Bone, though similar in form, show con-
siderable local variation in content. They are cast in the form of a dramatic 
narrative, closely linked to local landscapes, which tells how a misunder-
standing arose between certain Toraja protagonists and the king of Bone. Like 
many of the narratives thus far recounted, this story, too, begins with a sword. 
Significantly, the initial event is a misunderstanding over what is perceived 
to be an unfair exchange between highlanders and lowlanders. This is the 
story (slightly abbreviated) as it was told to me by Pak Paulus Pasang Kanan 
of Sangalla’ in June 1996:6

It is said that in the past, there was a man called Porrade’, who forged a kris in 
Sa’dan, called Gayang Mata I Pindan (‘Kris with an ‘Eye’ of Porcelain’).7 Now Pong 
Barani of Marinding went to sell this kris in Bone. But when he showed the Kris 
with an Eye of Porcelain at night, it shone because it had been rubbed with phos-
phorescent fungus (ki’di’). The Arung Bone (the Lord of Bone) asked, ‘Where is the 
kris you have brought?’, and Pong Barani answered, ‘This kris is what I get my fish 
and eels with’ (meaning, that it was his livelihood, and that he intended to sell it, 
not give it away). The Lord of Bone kept the kris. And Pong Barani continued to 
stay in Bone. Now when he had been a long time in Bone, the Lord of Bone asked 
him why he had not gone home yet? And he replied, ‘I have not yet received from 
the Lord the price of my kris.’8 The Lord of Bone was angry, and said, ‘Stab Pong 
Barani, because he has deceived me: when I asked him he said, ‘This is what I get 
my fish and eels with’, and now he wants to be paid for it.’ At that, Pong Barani 
left Bone and returned home, and went to see Porrade’ at Sa’dan. He told him what 
had happened, and they fell to thinking, how they could recover the price of the 
kris, so as not to incur a loss. And they had the idea that they would buy rice and 
go down to Bone, and sell it very cheap, cheaper than the rice in Bone. And that 
way, the people down there would all come and buy their rice, and they would 
make enough money to recover the cost of the kris. So they carried out this plan. 

When it was mid-day and they began to sell the rice, they made the price very 
cheap. People were very surprised, and Pong Barani was summoned before the 
Lord of Bone. He asked, ‘What is the reason your rice is so very cheap? Is there 
so much rice where you come from?’ And Pong Barani replied, ‘There’s so much 
rice in Toraja, that every time we go out for a walk, we’re knee-deep in it.’ [...] The 
Lord of Bone agreed to send some people up there, to bring back some of this 
rice. When Pong Barani was ready to go home, some men of Bone were ordered 
to accompany him, ‘seven helmets’ (pitu palo-palo songko’), which means, as many 
men were ordered to stand up, as the number of grains of maize it would take to 
fill seven Bugis helmets made of woven bamboo. Now, when they arrived back in 

6 This was by far the most detailed version I collected, and seems to be integrally linked to place 
names in Sangalla’. Tato’ Dena’ gave me another version, which differs only in minor details.
7 The ‘eye’ refers to a circular ornament set into the hilt or sheath.
8 According to Tato’ Dena’’s version, the kris was worth 24 buffaloes.
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Toraja, some were sold into slavery and others were killed. People in Bone awaited 
their return, but nobody came back, and then they received news that many had 
been murdered or sold into slavery. Then an army was raised in Bone, once again 
numbering ‘seven helmets’, and they set out to make war on Toraja. At Randan 
Batu (near Sangalla’), the home of Pakila’ Allo, they did battle, and Pakila’ Allo was 
captured alive. He could not be killed, because he had a magic stone (balo’) which 
made him invulnerable to iron. He was taken back to Bone, where the people tried 
to kill him. They drove a stake of guava wood up his anus and threw him into the 
sea. And he floated in the sea. When he had been in the sea a long time and still did 
not die, they took him out of the sea and removed the stake, and took him to the 
house of the Lord of Bone. The Lord of Bone adopted him and treated him like his 
own son. And because of the fondness that was shown him by the Lord of Bone, 
Pakila’ Allo ended up becoming very friendly with the Lord of Bone, and hating 
his own people in Toraja.9 Once the Lord of Bone saw that he had Pakila’ Allo’s 
loyalty, he ordered him to return to Toraja. 

When he came back to Randan Batu, Pakila’ Allo married a woman from Bokko 
and went to live at Lebani’ (another village near Sangalla’). At that time, he built 
a dam at Bolo’, which to this day is called ‘Pakila’ Allo’s dam’. And his plan was 
to rear, in the pond he had made, a baby crocodile which he had brought back 
with him from Bone. He intended to feed this crocodile, not on other animals but 
on people’s first-born children. People were shocked, here in the ‘three districts’ 
(tallu penanian) of Balik Bokko, Mangape – Tambunan, and Randan Batu, and in 
the whole of Toraja, and they were afraid their first-born would be taken and fed 
to the crocodile. And at the same time, Pakila’ Allo became a tyrant and began 
to exploit people and violate the adat (ma’panggalo-galo) in the three districts. If 
anyone was holding a ceremony, they were not allowed to proceed without Pakila’ 
Allo being present [this would mean he would have to be given a lot of meat from 
the sacrifices].10 And so, all his fellow-villagers and his relatives began to hate him. 
It happened once at Randan Batu, in the village where Pong Kalua’ was head, that 
a funeral was in progress, but Pakila’ Allo was not present, and so the buffaloes 
could not be slaughtered, though it was already afternoon. Pong Kalua’ was angry, 
and he ordered the buffaloes to be slaughtered anyway, and he took the meat [nor-
mally laid out on leaves prior to public division and distribution] and put stones in 
its place. When Pakila’ Allo finally arrived, he ordered the meat division to begin, 
but when he saw that stones were there instead, he was furious and hit people, 
and then he left the ceremony and went back to his village at Lebani’.11 As evening 
drew on, people began to be afraid that Pakila’ Allo would wreak a terrible venge-
ance on them. So they gathered together a few warriors (to barani) and when night 
fell, they surrounded Pakila’ Allo’s house, and went up into the house and attacked 
him with knives. But because he fought back boldly, and could not be hurt by 

9 According to Tato’ Dena’’s version, he was given a beautiful woman as his wife. Bu’tu 
Bulaan, the daughter born from this union, was therefore half Bugis in this version.
10 According to Tato’ Dena’, he also altered the position of boundary stakes in the rice fields 
in order to seize land belonging to his relatives.
11 This is a serious breach of the adat, which prohibits any violent or disruptive behaviour at 
rituals.
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iron, they only managed to wound him in the head. He quickly got down into the 
undercroft of his house, and clinging to the neck of his buffalo which was stalled 
there, he let it out and made his escape on it down to Bokko, at Pa’bolongan. He 
went up into the house there, and in the morning, he ordered people to build a 
tall platform (gorang). And from there he called out: ‘Tomorrow or the next day I 
shall burn down all the villages of the three districts’. The people of the three dis-
tricts were shocked, and began to plan how they might murder Pakila’ Allo. Then 
they sent people far afield to find Karusiak of Madandan and ask him to obtain 
dart-poison (ipo), for they planned to use it to kill Pakila’ Allo. So they travelled 
to Madandan and requested Karusiak to go to Baruppu’ to get some poison. And 
he returned and brought it to Randan Batu. Pong Kalua’ gave it to Pakila’ Allo’s 
sister, so that she should go and kill him with it, and stop him from causing a 
great disaster. Because this sister of his was also much upset by what Pakila’ Allo 
was doing, and feared to see him becoming more and more cruel. And everybody 
in the three districts hated Pakila’ Allo. She took the poison with her and went 
up to Randan Batu, and when she got close she began to weep; she went south 
across the bridge at Pa’bolongan, weeping all the way, and entered the house. Her 
brother was startled and asked her why she was crying. She said, ‘I heard you’d 
been attacked, and I have been so afraid that you would die of your wounds. So 
I have come to dress them with medicine.’ Pakila’ Allo exclaimed, ‘How should I 
die from this little wound? They barely scratched my head!’ But his sister said she 
could not rest easy until she had put some medicine on his wound. Pakila’ Allo 
ordered someone to wash his wound, and when it began to bleed again a little bit, 
his sister took the poison and rubbed it into the wound. When she was done, she 
bade him goodbye and started out back to her house in Randan Batu. She turned 
and left, and as she reached home, she heard people wailing, because the poison 
had taken effect and Pakila’ Allo was dead. 

Pakila’ Allo’s funeral was held at the house of his in-laws at Bokko, the house 
called Tangmundan.12 And after the rites were completed, he was placed in the 
family tomb (liang) of Pong Bira at Bokko. After Pakila’ Allo had been interred, 
his daughter went to Tambunan and spoke words that indirectly shamed his rela-
tives. They had to ask an elder what she had meant, and he explained that they 
had permitted Pakila’ Allo to be placed in a tomb where he had no right to be, 
because he was not descended from the house of Pong Bira. They became aware 
that they had been shamed. Then Pakila’ Allo’s wife went to Tondon and bought a 
carved wooden coffin (erong), for which she paid with a buffalo which had horns 
the length of three hand-spans. Then Pakila’ Allo’s remains were removed from 
the tomb of Pong Bira and placed in the coffin, and brought to Tambunan. And he 
was reinterred in the tomb called Bamba Ura’. And that is the tomb in which he 
remains to this day.

12 Normally, he should have been taken back to his own family’s tongkonan. That his relatives 
should have refused to organize his funeral, and allowed him to be buried in another family’s 
tomb, is an indication of how they had disowned him, since this would normally be a cause of 
acute shame to his family (see Waterson 1995a). The storyteller paused here to supply additional 
genealogical detail, explaining that Pong Bira had married Pakila’ Allo’s daughter Bu’tu Bulaan, 
and it was his daughter from a previous marriage who cast aspersions on Pakila’ Allo’s family. 
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After this, his daughter went and carried her complaint to the Lord of Bone, 
who had once taken Pakila’ Allo as his own son. When he heard her story, the 
Lord of Bone promised her he would come and avenge Pakila’ Allo. Pakila’ Allo’s 
daughter stayed a long time in Bone; her name was Bu’tu Bulaan (‘Golden Dawn’). 
And when she finally reappeared in Toraja, the people there, especially those of 
the three districts, knew that the people of Bone would be coming to make war in 
retaliation against them. Once more their leaders held a meeting; Tumbang Datu 
of Bokko, Patana’ of Tambunan, Mangape and Pong Kalua’ of Randan Batu, met 
to consider what they could do against the forces of Bone who would come to 
avenge Pakila’ Allo. And they knew that alone, they would never be able to hold 
out against them. So they called the leaders of other villages in the region of the 
Sarira mountains.13 They called Siapa Gunturan of Bebo’ and Ne’ Songgo i Limbu 
of Limbu, and Ne’ Sanda Kada from Sarira, and Pong Kaleleng from Angin-Angin, 
and a number of others. And they began again to discuss what they should do. 
In the end they decided that if they were to be strong enough to hold back the 
mountain of Bone, and to oppose the forces of Bone that would come to avenge 
Pakila’ Allo, they would have to call all the people of Toraja, and every wise leader 
from the whole of the Region Round like the Moon, Country Circular as the Sun. 
So they sent out word to every part of Toraja, and called them all from the east and 
the west, the south and the north. Then they held a great meeting in the country 
around Sarira, and a night market was set up. They sacrificed a pig with no tail (bai 
pokki’), and [when examined as a form of augury] its gall-bladder turned to stone 
[which was interpreted as a good omen]. These are the leaders who attended:

1 Pong Kalua’ of Randan Batu
2 Tumbang Datu of Bokko
3 Patana’ of Tambunan
4 Pong Songgo i Limbu of Limbu 
5 Karusiak of Madandan
6 Landoak and Batara Langi’ of Boto’
7 Amba Bunga’ of Ma’kale
8 Pong Boro of Maruang
9 Patobok of Tokesan
10 Kondo Patalo of Lampio
11 Pagenggung of Batu Alu
12 Ne’ Lollo of Leatung
13 Tomorere of Gantaran
14 Palondongan of Simbuang
15 To Gandang of Sarapung
16 Pagunturan of Bebo’
17 Ne’ Tikuali’ of Ba’tan
18 Tobangkudutua of Malenong
19 Pakkia’ Bassi of Angin-Angin
20 Patabang Bunga’ of Tadongkon
21 Salle Karurung of Paniki

13 A ridge of mountains running north from Ma’kale, said to be the remains of the ladder that 
once joined earth and heaven, the eran di langi’.
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22 Kattun of Buntao’
23 Palinggi’ of La’bo’
24 Sa’bu Lompo of Bonoran
25 Ne’ Birande of Tonga
26 Patasik of Pao
27 Ne’ Malo’ of Tondon
28 Poppata’ of Nanggala
29 Batoroi Langi’ of Langi’
30 Ne’ Patana’ of Kanuruan
31 Ne’ Banne Langi’ of Kadundung
32 Tibak Langi’ of Saloso
33 Ne’ Kalelean of Sarira
34 Banggai of Salu
35 Songgo i Limbu of Limbu (duplicates no. 4)
36 Songgi Patalo of Lemo
37 Arring of Mandetek
38 Lunte of Mareali
39 Rere of Lion
40 Baan Langi’ of Lapandan
41 Saa’ Rongle of Tondok Iring
42 Marimbun of Bungin
43 Panggeso of Tiromanda
44 Sando Passiu’ of Pasang
45 To Landa’ of Santun
46 Bangke Barani of Manggau
47 Parondonan of Ariang
48 Sundallak of Burake
49 Panggalo of Lemo
50 Bara’ Padang of Gandang Batu
51 Pong Arruan of Sillanan
52 Pong Dian of Tinoring
53 Pong Barani of Marinding
54 Tobo’ of Tampo
55 Pong Turo of Pangrorean
56 Puang Balu of Tangti
57 Kulu-Kulu Langi’ of Tengen
58 Darra’ Matua of Palipu’
59 Sanranga’ of Lemo
60 Tanduk Pirri’ of Alla’
61 Pokkodo of Tagari
62 Kundu Bulaan of Mendila Sa’dan
63 Pangarungan of Tallung Lipu
64 Tengkoasik of Barana’
65 Ne’ Rose’ of Bori’
66 Lotong Tara of Deri
67 Allo Paa of Ba’lele
68 Pakabatunna of Riu
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69 Tangkesalu of Buntu Tondok
70 To Langi’ of Pangala’ Tondok
71 Medila Kila’ of Rongkong
72 Ne’ Darro of Makki
73 Ne’ Mese’ of Baruppu’
74 Sarungu’ of Pangala’
75 Banggai Napo of Napo
76 Usuk Sangbamban of To’ Tallang
77 Amba Bendo’ of Awan
78 Ledong of Bittuang
79 Patikkan of Bambalu
80 Gandang Langi’ of Mamasa
81 Ne’ Darre’ of Manipi’
82 Pong Rammang of Piongan
83 Tandi ri Lambun of Tapparan
84 Batotoi Langi’ of Malimbong
85 Takumpang of Ulusalu
86 Tangdirerung of Ulusalu
87 Pong Manapa’ of Se’seng
88 Tokkondo’ of Buakayu
89 Mangi’ of Rano
90 Mangapai of Mappa’
91 Pappang of Palesan
92 Batara Bau of Bau
93 Pong Bakula’ of Redak
94 Tangdierong of Baroko
95 Bonggai Rano of Balepe’
96 To Layuk of Simbuang
97 Batittingan of Talion
98 Toissangan of Tanete Rano
99 Sa’pang of Buakayu
100 Sodang of Ratte, Buakayu
101 Lapatau of Tombang, Mappa’
102 Torisomba of Garampa’, Mappa’
103 Sege’ of Enrekang
104 Mangopai of Simbuang
105 Ponni Padang of Makkodo, Simbuang
106 Balluku’ of Batu Tandung, Mamasa
107 Masanga of Pana’, Mamasa
108 Karrang Lulaan of Mala’bo’, Mamasa
109 Kumila’ of Lapandan

And many others too came together on Mount Sarira, when the night market 
was set up. This is where, so they say, cockatoos were sold as white chickens, and 
crows were sold as black chickens, because it was dark and people didn’t realise. 
And in this night market, or great meeting, up on Sarira, a unanimous decision 
was reached to hold back the mountain of Bone, to unite all the villages of Toraja 
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III  The Ancestors of the Same Dream 53

against the enemy from Bone. And they decided, that each village would set up a 
great torch (dama’ banga) made of a nibung-palm trunk topped with dammar resin, 
as a warning signal, so that when the torch was lit in the south, down in Duri, it 
would be a sign that the enemy was in sight. And when the torch was lit in Duri, 
then another would be lit up on Sarira, and everyone who saw it would light their 
own torches on all the mountain tops of Toraja, as a sign that every Toraja should 
be ready to fight in defense of their land. It was also decided on Sarira, that if they 
were victorious against the army of Bone, they would hold a ceremony of thanks-
giving (surasan tallang) and make offerings to Puang Matua (a creator deity) on 
Sarira. It was further decided, if victory was theirs, that afterwards anyone who 
was holding a funeral ceremony, whether of five nights, seven nights, or of the 
highest level (dirapa’i), would have all the names of those who had attended this 
meeting declaimed from the meat-dividing platform (bala’kayan), and each village 
that had sent a representative to Sarira would receive a share of meat. Then all of 
the leaders went back to their own villages to prepare their warriors to defend 
themselves against the mountain of Bone.

When the army of Bone came up into Duri, to Malua’, it is said that their forces 
were divided into three: two ‘helmets’ (palo-palo songko’) went to the east, two to 
the west, and three came up through the middle of Toraja country.14 When the 
army was seen in Duri, the drums were beaten as a sign: wherever the drum was 
heard, people were to go there, because that was where the enemy was. The big 
torches were lit, to let people know that the enemy had entered Toraja. And all the 
warriors were ready in the whole of the Country Round as the Moon. The enemy 
advanced directly north toward Rantepao, and headed toward Sa’dan. Before long, 
they were driven from Sa’dan and surrounded, and a fierce battle was fought. 
Soon, the Bone troops were driven out, and many were dead. The dead outnum-
bered the living, so that they retreated back to their own country. Once the army 
of Bone had gone back to Bone, the Toraja leaders fulfilled their promise and came 
together again on Mount Sarira, at the place called Tallang Sura’, and they made 
offerings there, before returning to their own villages. From that time onwards, 
Toraja and Bone no longer got on; you could say they had become enemies (sisal-
lang), because they had quarrelled and fought to no good purpose. However, some 
of the headmen in Duri and Enrekang, the leader of Aman in Duri and Kabere’ in 
Enrekang, sent messengers to Bone and to Toraja to see if they couldn’t find a way 
to make peace between them. A big meeting was held, and so it came about that 
peace was restored between Bone and Toraja and there was a renewal of friendly 
relations. This meeting was held at Malua’, in Duri, between the leaders of Bone 
and the leaders of Toraja. And they agreed that what was past, was past, and that 
it was necessary to restore peace. So an oath was sworn, that neither should hence-
forth harm the other. The oath, so they say, was sworn in Duri, and a sacred san-
dalwood tree (sendana bonga) was planted, and a lamba’ tree [a kind of Ficus], there 

14 In a poetic image, Tato’ Dena’ described them as being so numerous that they spread out 
like a shoal of prawns or tiny fish: ma’urang simomba’, ma’bumbu’ sidoloan. He said their leaders 
were Ra’ri Amanda’ and Arung Pute, and that after these leaders had been killed, their heads had 
been kept at tongkonan Bungin in Ma’kale. They were destroyed, however, when this house was 
burned by Islamic guerrillas in 1958.
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in the south at Lamba’ Doko, and a buffalo was sacrificed, of the kind called tekken 
langi’, which has one horn pointing up and the other pointing down, and a bunch 
of alang-alang grass was burned to ash. The to minaa (priest) spoke when the oath 
was made, and said: ‘The people of Toraja and of Bone shall now be in agreement, 
and if either shall do harm to the other, whether Toraja or Bone, they shall be gored 
by the horns of this buffalo and tossed to the middle of the sky, and trampled by 
its hooves until the ground swallows them. They shall be totally destroyed like this 
burnt grass, they shall have no children or grandchildren.’ 

So this is the conclusion of the story of the Ancestors of the Same Dream. And 
if there is anyone in Toraja who has a high-level funeral, even up till today, this 
story will still be told from the meat-dividing platform (bala’kayan), and shares of 
meat will be given out to the descendants of all the chiefs of the villages of that 
time, when the night market was set up. So this is the story of the Ancestors of the 
Same Dream, so far as I know it. Supposing there are parts I don’t know, or that I 
have got wrong, you can ask others to tell you. Because in Toraja there are many 
versions, many stories. Some differ, and some are the same, because this story has 
been passed on by word of mouth, preserved like river stones touching each other, 
carefully kept like pebbles overlapping, so that it shall be like a shining torch to 
our descendants who are like precious bamboo-shoots (dianna’ batu silambi’, dise-
dan karangan siratuan, lamendadi sulo marorrongan lako taruk bulaanna).15 Because 
our ancestors had no way to pass things on in writing, but always kept things in 
memory. And I also heard it from my grandfather, who passed it on to all of his 
descendants, including myself. So that’s the end.

Pak Pasang Kanan’s concluding words establish that the story has an impor-
tant place in Toraja oral traditions. I collected several variants of the same 
tale, though none were as detailed as this one. Granted that he comes from 
the area in which the events are said to have taken place, it is still remarkable 
how tightly held in place the story is by its web of place names and genealogi-
cal detail. Other variants may be vaguer and briefer. But in this extraordinary 
story of cruelty and counter-cruelty, of treachery and betrayal, certain fea-
tures always recur. One is the focus upon the character of Pakila’ Allo, a Toraja 
who, having been adopted by the Bugis, changes his loyalties and betrays 
his own people. Another is the idea of a night market, at which crows are 
sold instead of black cocks, cockatoos or egrets instead of white cocks, kaloko’ 
(a black and red bird) instead of black and red cocks, and a poisonous leaf 
(lelating) woven into mats which cause the user unexpected irritation. In the 
above version, not much is made of this motif, and its significance is unclear. 
But it recurs so regularly in all the versions I have heard that one must see it 
as one of those narrative elements that, while it sounds more like a folk tale 
motif than a matter of history, has helped to carry the story over time (com-
pare Fentress and Wickham 1992:59). According to several versions, the Bone 

15 These are conventionalized poetic turns of phrase for the oral transmission of valued infor-
mation. 
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troops sent to occupy the highlands stayed there for a year, or even longer, 
oppressing the people and taking their daughters in forced marriages, before 
the uprising was planned. This market is then described as a means by which 
the Toraja outwitted the Bugis (an inversion perhaps of the latter’s historically 
dominant commercial role in the highlands). Others say the market provided 
a distraction which prevented the Bugis from noticing the secret meetings of 
the Ancestors of the Same Dream as they planned their revolt. One person 
described the market as having been founded by Pakila’ Allo himself as a 
way of enriching himself by attracting people to gamble all night. But a more 
intriguing explanation (provided by Tato’ Dena’) was that the market, organ-
ized by the Ancestors of the Same Dream, was intended as a warning to the 
deities, that unless they aided a Toraja victory, their offerings in future would 
be deliberately muddled up. 

The third recurrent feature is the description of the Bone troops as a mul-
titude, described as pitu palo-palo songko’ (‘seven helmets’). As they assembled 
for their assault on Toraja, each soldier placed a grain of maize into a large 
helmet, and they were so many that they filled seven helmets. Of the seven, 
only three (or, in some versions, one) of these palo-palo songko’ lived to return 
home after the Toraja uprising. Pak Pasang Kanan’s version is unique in 
describing how in fact, there were three separate occasions when such a large 
army of ‘seven helmets’ was sent – perhaps an echo of historically repeated 
raids and incursions, or perhaps merely an elaboration proving the power of 
the number three in the structure of folk tales (Propp 1968). A version from 
Sa’dan recalls further elements of trickery put to use against the Bone troops, 
when some Toraja approached the Bone camp and offered to guard the 
horses tethered outside. Then when night fell, they wrapped sugar-palm fibre 
around the horses and set fire to them, turning them loose in the camp and 
shutting the gate behind them, so that they charged about and trampled eve-
ryone, and many Bugis soldiers were killed as they tried to flee the ensuing 
confusion. At another place, the Toraja laid smooth leaf-spathes of the sugar-
palm around their own encampment, so that when the Bone troops came to 
attack them, their horses slipped and fell, while the riders were picked off one 
by one. These techniques of warfare recall some of the real accounts given in 
the Dutch reports of Arung Palakka’s Toraja campaign, and may well reflect 
memories of the guerrilla tactics which the highlanders utilized against supe-
rior forces.

The telling of the story always includes a long list of local village leaders 
(other variants may also boast over a hundred names), with their places of 
origin, who attended the meeting and swore the oath to defend their home-
land. Tato’ Dena’ said that each brought a handful of earth to a spot which 
is still called Tambunan Litak (‘Mound of Earth’) in Mandetek near Ma’kale, 
thus establishing his area as central to the story. My impression is that, while 
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a small core of names (for instance, ‘Karusiak of Madandan’) recur across 
many versions, the rest may vary widely in different areas, with a concentra-
tion of local names being recalled in each place. According to Tato’ Dena’, the 
three most important leaders were Amba Bunga’ of Bombongan (Ma’kale), 
who took charge of the southern Three Domains (Ma’kale, Sangalla’, and 
Mengkendek), Karusiak of Madandan, and Pong Songgo i Limbu, who co-
ordinated the northern and central areas. In Pak Pasang Kanan’s version, 
most of the place names are still readily identifiable today, but it is noticeable 
that, whereas many individual small villages are named from around his 
own area of Sangalla’, those of more distant places are less specific, being 
names of whole districts such as Ulusalu, Mappa’, Buakayu, Simbuang, 
and even distant Mamasa, a region bordering Tana Toraja to the west. By 
contrast, I was shown one written version in the westernmost district of 
Simbuang, which included a similarly long list containing many place names 
specific to that area. Certain mountains are also recalled as the places where 
torches were lit to send the signal for the uprising against the Bone troops – 
Tato’ Dena’, for instance, named a series of peaks from different parts of the 
highlands: Sesean (the highest peak in Toraja), Buntu Karua, Napo, Sopai, 
Sado’ko’, Sarira, Kandora, Gasing and Sinaji. By contrast a version collected 
in Malimbong rearranged the story to give priority to more westerly moun-
tain peaks, saying that the meeting of the ancestors had been held on Ullin, 
and the first torch lit on Sado’ko’. Thirdly, the site of the swearing of a ‘great 
oath’ (basse kasalle) of peace between Bone and Toraja at the end of this war 
also differs. Some variants from the more central districts say that the oath 
was sworn at Bamba Puang in present-day Enrekang (south of the present 
border of Tana Toraja), where there is a mountain peak associated with local 
origin myths. According to Tato’ Dena’, it was at a place called Pana’-Pana’ in 
Duri. But on a visit to Simbuang in 1978, I was shown three small standing 
stones in front of the ancient tongkonan of Simbuang Tua which local residents 
say mark the spot.16 The people of Bone swore that henceforth they would 
enter Toraja only in peace. The oath curses either party who might disturb 
the peaceful relations between them, and can be ritually ‘woken up’ (ditundan 
basse) to bring disaster on the offenders if the promise is broken.

An element omitted from Pak Pasang Kanan’s version, but widely told by 
others, is that one village only failed to send anyone to join the Toraja alli-

16 There is always the possibility that two or more oaths were sworn. Since Simbuang borders 
on the Bugis region of Sawitto, the part played by the Sawitto people in this war features more 
prominently in their memories. A recently published volume by a Toraja author, which includes 
a version of the Pakila’ Allo story, also records the swearing of still another oath, the basse sendana 
bonga or ‘oath of the spotted sandalwood tree’, said to have been sworn between Bone and Toraja 
circa 1710, in the reign of La Patau’, Arung Palakka’s successor (Tulak 1998:70). No account is 
given of what occasioned the swearing of this additional oath.
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III  The Ancestors of the Same Dream 57

ance. This is a place called Karunanga in Sa’dan. As a punishment for their 
failure, it is said that from that day on, anybody wanting to take a head in 
order to complete an aristocratic chief’s funeral ceremony had license to prey 
upon Karunanga. How true this is, is hard to ascertain; in the western part 
of Toraja I found the name meant little to people, while others suggest that 
headhunters may have interpreted ‘Karunanga’ rather liberally to apply to 
any convenient victim. Pak Banti, who comes from Sa’dan, explained to me 
at some length that there are really two villages at Karunanga: one, called 
Karunanga Tua, is the home of the local nobility while a neighbouring one, 
Kole, is where their slaves lived, including the to mebalun (or wrapper of 
corpses, a task inherited in certain families who have such low status that 
they are treated as being outside the status system altogether).17 The mes-
senger from the Ancestors of the Same Dream mistakenly went to the slave 
village, where the people did not respond to the call because they feared it 
was not their place to do so. But the people of Karunanga today apparently 
claim the headman of the time, Pissi-Pissi of Pea, as a genuine member of the 
alliance. Furthermore, according to Pak Banti, it was only the people of Sa’dan 
who found it convenient to take heads from the inhabitants of Karunanga, 
which they had done even before the war against Bone, while in other areas, 
such as Kesu’, it was customary to use one of their own slaves as a sacrifice 
when required. He concluded by saying that none of his own ancestors had 
ever had a head taken for their funerals because they were too humane. He 
suggested that this practice must always have been rare, which, from the 
fragmentary anecdotal evidence available, would seem to be true.18 

Sometimes the list of names and places is recalled without the complete 
story of events. I recorded one short account of the ‘Ancestors of the Same 
Dream’ from an elderly to minaa, Saleda of Kinali in Talion, in January 1978. 
He had begun our interview by telling a creation myth, going on to recount a 
genealogy which began with a marriage between two ancestors renowned in 
the western part of Toraja, Gonggang Sado’ko’ and Lai’ Ullin.19 The genealogy 
comprises a list of descendants who subsequently spread out and travelled 
to different places in order to found new houses. Saleda then proceeded to 
explain about the Ancestors of the Same Dream as another important cat-
egory of ancestors, and the roles they had played in establishing Toraja ritual 
communities. Rather than a historical account, the names of these ancestors, 

17 See Nooy-Palm (1979:280); Volkman (1985:86).
18 Another commentator, Y.B. Tandirerung of Ulusalu, maintained that the slave, like the rest 
of the funeral sacrifices for a noble lord, ought to come from the deceased’s own property, and 
that to take a head from somewhere else would leave you open to the suggestion that you were 
‘too poor’ to kill a slave of your own. 
19 They are not always considered to have married each other, however. As will be seen in 
Chapter V, genealogies in this area tended to show wide variation. 
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who ‘held back the mountain of Bone’ (untulak buntuna Bone) in the past, are 
embedded in a litany which presents them as idealised founding figures, 
combining political and ritual leadership. It locates them in a sort of Golden 
Age, reiterating a vision of a time of abundance, when everything flourished 
and multiplied in response to the celebration of rituals. The account contains 
no details of the events of the Bone invasion, but rather creates a web of 
ancestors and the houses and ritual communities which they founded. Part 
of the text is given below:

Now, this story starts here in our village [region]: [it concerns] Gonggang Sado’ko’, 
the Ancestors of the Same Dream, the Ancestors whom we revere as Lords. 
Gonggang Sado’ko’ held back the mountain of Bone, in the olden days, he stopped 
their advance into our lands. Then the harvest of the earth flourished and human 
beings multiplied. 

These were the Ancestors of the Same Dream: Pabidang lived at Buakayu; he, the 
ancestor who dwelt in Buakayu, he too joined in holding back the mountain of 
Bone, in the days gone by. He had responsibility for the [fertility of the] plains and 
hillsides; the offspring of buffaloes flourished, and human beings were born. 

Masuang of Tangsa held back the mountain of Bone, he took care of the plains and 
hillsides in the days gone by, and everything flourished and was well. He it was. 

Amba Bunga’ of Ma’kale, Pong Songgo of Limbu, also held back the mountain 
of Bone in the past. Then the harvest of the earth flourished, people multiplied, 
everything grew in abundance. These were the Ancestors of the Same Dream, the 
Ancestors whom we revere as Lords. 

Karasiak of Madandan likewise held back the mountain of Bone in the days gone 
by. He too. And the harvest of the earth was abundant at that time, and human 
beings multiplied. 

Tandi of Lambun held back the mountain of Bone, he who passed down the rules 
of ritual (sukaran aluk) to the ancestors Sawalinggi and Rangkaianan. The rituals 
were upheld, and many feasts were celebrated. The merok feast was celebrated, the 
bua’ ceremony was completed. 

Pong Manapa’ of Bittuang held back the mountain of Bone in the days of the 
Ancestors revered as Lords. Then the upward-pointing horns [that is, buffaloes] 
multiplied in the dense forests, and cuscus passing by, and forest monkeys.20 

Pauwang of Malimbong, too, held back the mountain of Bone in the past. The har-
vests were abundant, nothing at all was wanting [...]. Those were our Ancestors of 
the Same Dream, in times past...

The ancestors are presented here as exemplary, not only in their resistance to 

20 ‘Cuscus’ and ‘monkeys’ here refer metaphorically to buffaloes.
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III  The Ancestors of the Same Dream 59

Bone’s intrusion but as founders of villages and upholders of ritual.21 In his 
recitation, Saleda greatly abbreviated the list of names, but stressed those who 
were closely associated with his own region. The network of place names is 
implicitly linked with the houses founded by noble ancestors in those loca-
tions. Just as in the recitation of genealogies, the founding of houses and their 
locations is woven in with the list of names, and forms an integral part of the 
information conveyed. The structure of the recitation, with its repetition of 
set phrases, clearly provides the sort of framework from which a skilled oral 
poet can generate an account, which will be roughly similar though liable to 
variations on each particular telling. Such variations may not be perceived 
as relevant, if indeed they can be perceived at all by the performer and his 
audience.22

Fentress and Wickham (1992:59) have shown how epic stories may be 
passed on orally for centuries until they become fixed as a set of images 
which, while highly unreliable historically, may seem very lifelike and real 
to the audience. ‘Social memory’, they conclude, ‘is not stable as informa-
tion; it is stable, rather, at the level of shared meanings and remembered 
images.’ It is probably impossible to determine the links between the nar-
ratives of the Ancestors of the Same Dream, and actual historical events in 
Sulawesi. Yet we are still left with the question of how, and why, the tale has 
been so tenaciously preserved, with all of its remarkable details, especially 
the huge list of names with their associated houses. It is in the conclusion of 
Pak Pasang Kanan’s narrative that we find the key to the social significance 
of the Pakila’ Allo story. His account is confirmed by those given to me by 
Tato’ Dena’ and others, for they all end by explaining that all those who trace 
descent from the Ancestors of the Same Dream were given the right to have 
the story declaimed from the top of the meat-dividing platform at their high-
est-ranking funerals, with shares of meat to be distributed to the descendants 
of each named ancestor. It is this, then, that has not only provided a regular 
occasion for retelling the story, but has given it a continued relevance in terms 
of present social relations. The Ancestors of the Same Dream have become a 
special category of ancestors, contributing to the historical pride and status 
of the houses with which each one is connected. Once I had collected enough 
versions of the story, it became clear that there was sometimes dispute over 
who was the correct ancestor for a particular area, and one informant frankly 
suggested that families whose fortunes are on the rise may well attempt to 
have the name of their own ancestor inserted. It is very probable that the 

21 Tato’ Dena’ explained that after the defeat of Bone, the Ancestors of the Same Dream cel-
ebrated many rituals in order to restore harmony to the earth.
22 See Fentress and Wickham (1988:43-4) for a detailed discussion of the process of oral com-
position as practised by Greek, Anglo-Saxon and Serbo-Croat bards.
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list has been subject to this sort of updating over time, as well as to marked 
regional variations. The significance of the story must therefore be seen to rest 
at least partly in its repeated activation as a means of inscribing precedence 
and status within Toraja society itself. At the same time, it dramatizes the 
creation of an ephemeral sense of unity in the face of an external threat, and 
for this reason provides an enduring template for action in times of stress.

Boek Waterson.indb   60 27-1-2009   8:22:55

Rosana Waterson - 978-90-04-25385-8
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 09:02:16PM

via free access





Se
t o

f o
ld

 B
ug

is
 p

la
yi

ng
 c

ar
ds

 (t
ak

en
 fr

om
 G

ru
ba

ue
r 1

92
3)

Boek Waterson.indb   62 27-1-2009   8:22:55

Rosana Waterson - 978-90-04-25385-8
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 09:02:16PM

via free access











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Bibliography

Abidin, Andi Zainal
1974  ‘The I La Galigo epic cycle of South Celebes and its diffusion’, Indonesia 

17:161-9.
1984 ‘The emergence of early kingdoms in South Sulawesi; A preliminary 

remark on governmental contracts from the thirteenth to the fifteenth 
century’, in: Narifumi Maeda and Mattulada (eds), Transformation of 
the agricultural landscape in Indonesia, pp. 141-86. Kyoto: University of 
Kyoto, Centre for Southeast Asian Studies. 

1985 Wajo’ pada abad XV-XVI; Suatu penggalian sejarah terpendam Sulawesi 
Selatan dari lontara’. Bandung: Penerbit Alumni.

Acciaioli, Gregory 
1985 ‘Culture as art; From practice to spectacle in Indonesia’, Canberra 

Anthropology 8:148-72.
2000 ‘Revitalization of local custom in Central Sulawesi’, UWAsia (Newsletter 

of the Centre for Contemporary Asia and the Department of Asian Studies at 
the University of Western Australia) 9:14-5.

Adams, Kathleen 
1988 Carving a new identity; Ethnic and artistic change in Tana Toraja, Indonesia. 

PhD thesis, University of Washington.
1993 ‘Theologians, tourists and thieves; The Torajan effigy of the dead in 

modernizing Indonesia’, Kyoto Journal 22:38-45.
1997 ‘Ethnic tourism and the renegotiation of tradition in Tana Toraja 

(Sulawesi, Indonesia)’, Ethnology 36:309-20.
1998 ‘More than an ethnic marker; Toraja art as identity negotiator’, Ameri-

can Ethnologist 25:327-51.
Adatrechtbundels
1927 Adatrechtbundels; Bezorgd door de Commissie voor het adatrecht, uitgegeven 

door het Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde van Neder-
landsch-Indië. Vol. 17. ’s-Gravenhage: Nijhoff.

1943 Adatrechtbundels; Bezorgd door de Commissie voor het adatrecht, uitgegeven 
door het Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde van Neder-
landsch-Indië. Vol. 33. ’s-Gravenhage: Nijhoff.

Adelaar, K. Alexander
1994 ‘The classification of the Tamanic languages’, in: Tom Dutton and Dar-

rell Tryon (eds), Language contact and change in the Austronesian world, 
pp. 1-42. Berlin/New York: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Boek Waterson.indb   475 27-1-2009   8:23:33

Rosana Waterson - 978-90-04-25385-8
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 09:02:16PM

via free access

















































Adams, Kathleen  125-6, 167, 172, 373
adat (customary law)  20, 45, 48, 75, 100, 

104, 111, 149, 156, 229, 266, 268, 270, 
273-4, 286, 289, 298, 310, 327, 329, 359-
60

adoption  75, 278, 281
Adriani, Nicholas  9-10, 433
affines  194, 208, 216, 247, 261, 282, 387, 

408
 - competitive relations between  264-6, 
  398, 408
 - duties in ceremonial exchange  218, 
  235, 392-3, 397, 423-4
afterlife  see Puya
agricultural cycle  xx, 237, 335-7, 385
 - symbolically enacted in ma’bua’ rite  
  347
Allo, Pakila’  41, 48-50, 54-6, 63, 72, 87, 89
aluk (rituals)  xv, 69, 72, 127, 128-9, 135, 

138-9, 156, 165, 197, 297-303, 307-8,  
310, 348, 354, 364, 370, 372 

 - aluk pare  324-32, 334-7
 - lesoan aluk (‘steps of the aluk’)  374, 
  380, 389
 mythical origins  145-6
Aluk Rambu Solo’  see Rites of the West
Aluk Rambu Tuka’  see Rites of the East
Alukta (‘Our Way’)  see Aluk To Dolo
Aluk To Dolo  xx, xxi, xxiii, xxix, xxxii, 

92-3, 114, 128, 145, 237, 260, 267, 274, 
297-372

ancestors (to dolo)  xii, 13, 16, 31, 37, 57-9, 
72, 86, 104, 127, 130-57, 168, 178, 187, 

197, 212, 255, 273, 288, 297-306, 312-5, 
327, 331, 335, 340, 364-5, 372, 395-7, 
409, 417

 - association with the house  183, 204
 - categories  156
 - founders of origin houses  124, 141-

57, 234
 - reciprocal relations with the living  
  180
 - rituals  303-6, 319-20
 - source of blessing  247, 365-6, 374, 
  379-80, 397
 - transformation of deceased into  206-
  7, 374
‘Ancestors of the Same Dream’  see Nene’ 

Pada Tindo
a’riri posi’ (house navel post)  186-7
aristocracy  24, 27-8, 31, 37, 39, 85, 87, 90, 

98, 101, 105-8, 111, 123, 131, 137, 139, 
143, 159-72, 245, 253, 262, 265, 270-1, 
311, 393, 409-10, 413, 435

 - and ceremonial reputations  398
 - and control of labour  285, 287, 291, 
  404-5
 - cousin marriage  208-9, 216, 248, 253
 - expansion of landholdings through  

 warfare  69-71, 75, 269
 - and gambling  238, 274
 - and houses (tongkonan)  124-6, 141, 
  291
 - involvement in slave trade  64-7, 73, 
  75, 280
 - life cycle rites  232

Index

For convenience's sake, Indonesian personal names are listed according to the last 
part of their name.

Boek Waterson.indb   499 27-1-2009   8:23:33

Rosana Waterson - 978-90-04-25385-8
Downloaded from Brill.com08/11/2021 09:02:16PM

via free access
























	PATHS AND RIVERS
	Copyright

	Contents
	Acknowledgements
	A note on orthography
	Introduction
	A return journey
	Life in Buttang


	PART ONE: The uses of the past
	Chapter I: Toraja and their neighbours Historical perspectives

	On modes of remembering the past
	Toraja in the Austronesian world

	Chapter II: The view from the mountains 
	The story of Laki Padada
	Heroes, tricksters, and relations with lowland kingdoms

	Chapter III: The Ancestors of the Same Dream

	Chapter IV: A time of chaos

	Chapter V: The awakening of the oath Memory, identity and historical action

	Chapter VI: The colonial encounter and social transformation

	Dutch takeover and its initial impacts
	The Dutch Reformed Church Mission
	The modernizing process and the development of ‘Toraja’ identity
	Japanese Occupation and the struggle for independence


	PART TWO: A house society

	Chapter VII: The mythical origins of humans and their houses

	Laughter from the stone: cosmology and creation

	Chapter VIII: A system of rank under strain

	Chapter IX: Trunk and branch

	Chapter X: Blood and bone

	The inheritance of kinship substance


	PART THREE: Village life

	Chapter XI: Women and men


	PART FOUR: Smoke of the rising and the setting sun




