
DIALOGUE IN DEVELOPMENT: 

An Analysis of Theory and Practice of Aid Projects 

Using a Case Study 

from West Timor, Indonesia. 

Wendy Asche BA (Monash) 

A thesis submitted for the degree of 
Master of Arts from the 

Northern Territory University 

1995 



To the best of my knowledge and belief this thesis is the original 
work of the author except where acknowledged in the text. 

This material has not been submitted in whole or in part, 
for a degree at this or any other university 

Wendy Asche 
Anthropology Department 

Northern Territory University 



CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS vi 

INTRODUCTION 1 

CHAPTER ONE AID PROJECTS IN PERSPECTIVE 13 

CHAPTER TWO ENVIRONMENT AND SUBSISTENCE 29 

CHAPTER THREE SOCIO-CULTURAL BACKGROUND 70 

CHAPTER FOUR SYMBOLISM AND PRODUCTION OF 
TEXTILES 111 

CHAPTER FIVE HISTORY AND IMPLEMENTATION OF 
THE WEAVING PROJECT 145 

CHAPTER SIX MARKETING 163 

CONCLUSION 211 

ENDNOTES 219 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 224 

1 

N:T.: Tfl]TORY IVESFFY LII3IUIRY 



MAPS 
Map 1: Indigenous kingdoms of West Timor 4 
Map 2: Topography of West Timor 31 
Map 3: Matabesi village 41 

TABLES 
Table 1: Resources from Matabesi and Luniup. 64 
Table 2: Resources from Makun, Manumean and Boro. 65 
Table 3: Resources from Sainiup and Pantae. 66 
Table 4: Resources from Kuluan. 67 
Table 5: Weaving groups, 1992. 152 
Table 6: Expenditure for Matabesi and Luniup. 178 
Table 7: Expenditure for Makun, Manumean and Boro. 178 
Table 8: Expenditure for Kuluan. 179 
Table 9: Weaving production in Matabesi by groups and individuals, 1991. 207 

FIGURES 
Figure 1: Models of international development project interaction. 11 
Figure 2: Government organisation in Indonesia. 87 
Figure 3: Organisation of Local Government in Indonesia. 91 
Figure 4: Backstrap loom. 136 

PLATES 
Chapter Two 
Plate 1: Woman sowing corn. 47 
Plate 2: Man going out to hunt with blowpipe. 47 
Plate 3: Lopo. 52 
Plate 4: Men cooperating in building. 62 
Plate 5: Children collecting firewood. 62 

Chapter Three 
Celebration for newly ordained priests in Miomafo: 
Plate 6: On entering village priests are greeted by dancers. 101 
Plate 7: Village spokesmen. 101 
Plate 8: Priests exit adat house after being dressed ceremonially. 102 
Plate 9: Villagers and priests circumambulate traditional altar. 102 

First Communion celebration in Luniup: 
Plate 10: Priest and villagers during ceremony. 104 
Plate 11: Some of the children after the ceremony. 104 

Chapter Four 
Weaving motifs: 
Plate 12: Mak'af motif. 121 
Plate 13: Biboeksa motif. 121 

Women's tube skirts (tais): 
Plate 14: Older style with hand spun cotton and natural dyes. 125 
Plate 15: Modern style with machine spun cotton and chemical dyes. 125 

Preparing raw cotton for weaving: 
Plate 16: Ginning- the seed is separated with a wooden mangle. 128 
Plate 17: Cotton is fluffed by means of a stringed bow. 128 
Plate 18: Cotton is spun using a spindle revolving in a bowl. 129 

II 



Ikat process: 
Plate 19: Fibre is tied onto the warp thread into a pattern. 131 

Dyeing process: 
Plate 20: Extension worker with weavers preparing the chemical dye. 134 
Plate 21: Dyeing the tied warp. Once dyed the thread is hung to dry. 134 

Weaving process: 
Plate 22: Weaver is aligning individual warp threads by means of a small metal pick. 139 

Chapter Five 
Weavers from Matabesi: 
Plate 23: Marta, the leader of the weaving groups in the village. 149 
Plate 24: Some of the weavers and their children. 149 

Plate 25: Pak Ande stands beside a bamboo percolating device. 159 

Chapter Six 
Plate 26: Manufui market. 172 
Plate 27: Villagers returning to Matabesi from Manufui market. 172 
Plate 28: Pak and Thu Ande Meta at the opening of the 1992 selling exhibition. 194 

111 



ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the interaction between donor and recipient in development projects, 

at the implementation stage. It will be argued that the best outcome for both donor and 

recipient follows from a dynamic, interactive dialogue between both parties. A case study 

situated in Matabesi, a village in West Timor, Indonesia, is used to support the argument. 

The case study centres on a weaving project initiated by a local non-government 

organisation (NGO) that aims to improve the access to a market able to provide relatively 

good monetary returns for weavers wishing to sell their textiles. One indication of the 

success of this project so far is evident in the weavers' choice to participate in the 

marketing of cloth available through the NGO. The villagers' choice must be seen in the 

context of alternative strategies for earning cash. Both the village as a whole and 

individual weavers make contingent judgements about weaving and selling cloth. This is 

demonstrated by comparison with weaving production in other areas of eastern Indonesia 

and differing rates of participation in the project by weavers in Matabesi itself. 

In considering why the project has been accepted by the villagers, an understanding of the 

context of weaving in the socio-economic sphere is necessary. A description of the 

economic environment is given which shows the villagers are subsistence agriculturalists 

drawing on a variety of resources. However, there is increasing pressure to earn cash 

because of government exigency and environmental degradation which is diminishing the 

arable land. Villagers acquire cash through a number of means, including the sale of 

cloth. 

lv 



It is demonstrated that textiles have an essential place within the cultural system of the 

villagers. This is important for the project because, even when used in commodity 

exchange, non-economic factors such as expression of identity, cannot be ignored. I will 

argue that a contributory factor in the project's success comes from the fact that the 

implementing agent in this case is a non-government organisation specifically identified 

with the recipient's identity. 

V 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The production of any thesis is aided by the contribution of a variety of people, but 

ethnographic fieldwork is necessarily collaborative. I would like to acknowledge some of 

the most important contributors in the process of my resaerch. 

I wish to thank my supervisor, Associate Professor Christopher Healey. He first directed 

me to Indonesia as a place of fieldwork. He has been unfailingly patient and 

encouraging. Any insights I gained were prompted by his guidance and any deficiencies 

are my own responsibility. 

In Australia I received support from many friends and family, including Magda Toth, 

Katherine Padgett, Randal Williams, Jessie Johnston, Bev Tolliday and Margaret Florey. 

I particularly wish to mention my gratitude to my parents, Austin and Valerie Asche, and 

my friends Phillip Tolliday and Kitty Kahn, who provided both moral and practical aid. 

In Indonesia I would like to acknowledge a number of expatriates who were welcoming 

and helpful to me when I first arrived, and have since become valued friends. These are 

David and Jan Snowball, Peter and Gwen Deacon, Sally Brockwell and Andrew 

McWilliam. I am particularly appreciative of Andrew McWilliams generosity in 

introducing me to his area of fieldwork and encouraging me to work there. 

The many Indonesians who assisted me included Dr Frans Radja Haba and his wife 

Corey. They introduced me to Pak and Thu Ande Meta in Kefamenanu. Pak and Ibu 

Ande warmly accepted a complete stranger into their home and they became my "second 

vi 



family" in Indonesia. I hope some of my admiration for their energy and commitment in 

implementing the weaving project is communicated in this thesis. 

Last but not least I would like to thank the contribution of the villagers in Matabesi. They 

were willing to answer questions and explain something of their way of life. I am 

grateful for the opportunity of having experienced something of their world for a short 

time. I particularly want to mention Maria Feo (Pak Andes mother), and the members of 

her household who accommodated me, making me feel welcome in their home. 

vi-! 



INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this thesis is to provide a critique of the prevalent contemporary theory 

and practice of aid projects, using a case study from Indonesia to support the 

argument. The case study examines the development of a co-operative weaving 

enterprise that provides additional cash income for the village of Matabesi in West 

Timor. It will be shown that, despite rhetoric suggesting aid agencies are moving 

towards a more interactive model of donor-recipient relations, in practice donors still 

often adopt a determinative, interventionist stance toward recipients, who are 

concomitantly seen as passive. This one-sided communication I argue is flawed, and 

usually results in aid projects being less able to attain goals based on the donor's ideal 

of "improving" life for the poor and disadvantaged. 

Aid projects encompass both emergency assistance, as a result of natural and human-

generated disasters, and development projects which aim to assist the poor and 

disadvantaged to improve their situation. Emergency assistance has been a largely 

taken-for-granted part of aid because of the more 'straightforward' immediate 

concerns of food, water and accommodation. Development projects usually have 

wider aims and a longer time frame between conception and end of project compared 

to emergency aid. It is therefore a more complicated task to assess results of 

development projects. There is considerably more debate about the theory underlying 

development aid and its process of implementation than emergency aid. However, 

both forms of aid are not unrelated in sharing questions of scale and manner of 

operation; and many hold the view that some "disasters" are the culmination of pre-

existing circumstances that could have been alleviated by development projects. One 

example of a contributing factor to a 'natural' disaster is the overuse of fragile soil by 
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farmers with no other alternatives, who are sometimes even encouraged by 

governments to move to ecologically fragile areas, such as the Brazilian rainforest. 

This land, cleared of natural vegetation and not given sufficient time to recover after 

use in agriculture, has been shown to contribute to more frequent and extensive 

flooding, because natural drainage is disturbed. Appropriate development programs 

would aim to increase information and options available to these people so that they 

could farm less destructively or engage in other economic activities.1  However, for 

the purposes of this thesis my use of the term "aid project' refers to development 

projects. 

The heuristic tools of anthropology provide the means to examine the context of 

interaction in aid projects, not only at the local level, but also encompassing a wider 

sphere. The anthropological perspective attempts to understand the indigenous point 

of view. Its methodology, particularly that of extended fieldwork, allows for a holistic 

view of recipients, using analysis in varied fields such as social, economic and 

religious spheres. The recipients are then seen as active agents. Being an active agent 

means recipients become involved in the development process through a conscious 

accommodation and acceptance of the objectives of a development project, negotiating 

a modification, or rejecting the project entirely. From both the micro and macro 

perspective, it will be shown that a dynamic model of two-way communication 

between donor and recipient is essential in order to achieve more realistic and mutually 

successful outcomes in development projects. 

The case study will support this dynamic model in implementation of aid projects by 

providing an example where this has largely been followed. Some of the positive 

outcomes on the target community in this case will be apparent. One obvious 

achievement to date has been providing access to additional income to villagers 

through the weaving project. Also, as the case study is an instance of an interactive 

relationship between donor and recipient, the project has positive effects on the donor 
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as well. The Darwin museum, for instance, by showing photos of some of the 

weavers and giving a description of the villages from where the weaving came, was 

able to give the public attending the exhibition a more appealing and informative 

human background, demonstrating textiles and their producers as being less inanimate 

and static, and more living and evolving. 

The case study centres on Matabesi, a village in North Central Timor, where the 

villagers are predominantly poor shifting cultivators (refer to Map 1 on page 4). The 

people rely on a self-sufficient subsistence economy; but a variety of forces, for 

example, increasing environmental degradation that is reducing the area of arable land, 

and government pressure through taxes and promotion of education, is creating an 

increasing need for cash. There are limited options for villagers to generate large cash 

amounts. Agricultural surplus is small and not seasonally reliable, and there are few 

paying jobs outside the towns. This economic background is described in Chapter 

Two. The development project used as the case study in this thesis has as one of its 

aims, income generation for the villagers. The particular focus of the thesis is a 

weaving project that provides access to a non-exploitative commercial market for 

village weavers. The project is co-ordinated through a local non-government 

organisation (NGO), Yayasan Tafean Pah. The NGO has been supported by a 

number of foreign aid agencies, particularly the Australian International Development 

Assistance Bureau (AIDAB)2, Oxfam UK, and the Northern Territory Museum of Arts 

and Sciences. A description of the genesis of the weaving project is given in Chapter 

Five. Tafean Pah acts as intermediary between village weavers and the commercial 

market accessed through the donors mentioned above. As will be explained in Chapter 

Six, Matabesi villagers have limited marketing options. Monetary returns for textiles 

sold to local merchants barely cover the cost of materials. Therefore, the access to a 

non-exploitative market provided through Tafean Pah has given an opportunity for a 

significant additional income for those weavers who choose to participate in the 

project. 
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The study gives a snap shot in time and place of donor-recipient relationships in 

progress. It is particularly well suited for an anthropological analysis of how aid 

projects can have positive outcomes when they fit into the ethnographic context in 

which they are developed. In other words, they answer specific needs of the people 

for which the project is implemented, in a way that is culturally appropriate. I will 

argue this can only be achieved through dialogue and understanding between donor 

and recipient. 

Most of the anthropological studies of development projects have been highly critical 

of particular instances of aid in action. They provide numerous examples of situations 

where donors have "acted upon" recipients, making little attempt to understand their 

needs and perspective. The recipients of such aid have actively or passively rejected 

this imposition, with the result that the aims of the project are not fulfilled and in some 

cases the recipients are worse off than before (Porter, Allen and Thompson (1991), 

Grillo and Rew, eds. (1985), Pottier, ed. (1993) among others described below). 

This study is unusual in that, although ultimate evaluation of success or failure is not 

possible at this point, as the project is still in progress, it can be judged positively in a 

number of ways and has been largely accepted by the recipients. I will elaborate on 

this later in the thesis, but in material terms the villagers have been increasing their 

participation in the project, shown quantitatively in the number of textiles produced 

and weavers involved in the project. 

A more difficult qualitative assessment will be put forward which I will argue is at 

least of equal importance to Matabesi. This concerns the assertion of cultural identity 

expressed through weaving. This is important in the context of the Indonesian nation 

state, which is dominated politically and demographically by the Javanese. Although 

the government recognises ethnic minorities and adat, the heritage of indigenous 

tradition, sometimes inadequately translated as "traditional law", is praised in 
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government ideology, there are a number of forces that encourage national 

homogeneity. In practice government officials disparage adat. As discussed in 

Chapter Three, adat is portrayed by civil servants as backward and thus retarding 

national development. These officials actively campaign against it through a number 

of measures, such as village lectures and regulations. A more indirect method of 

discouraging adat is described by Acciaioli (1985). This is achieved through the 

emasculation of adat by government officials who confine it to cultural performance, 

separating it from indigenous roots in religion and culture. 

This consideration of the non-economic factors of a development project must be 

based on the specific ethnographic setting of the participants involved. Matabesi 

villagers identify themselves as part of the indigenous kingdom of Biboki.' I argue 

that the local NGO's identity as a specifically Biboki organisation is essential in the 

indigenous acceptance of Tafean Pah and its actions. A further identification for the 

villagers is as part of the Atoin meto4  people who are the main inhabitants of central 

West Timor. One of their distinguishing characteristics is the Dawan language (refer 

to Chapter Three and Map 1). 

The ethnographic literature on the Atoin meto includes Middelkoop (1960), Ormeling 

(1956), Schulte Nordholdt (1971), Cunningham (1962, 1967) and McWilhiam (1982, 

1989). Eastern Indonesia is another area of anthropological research into which 

Matabesi falls, but with which the Biboki people themselves do not specifically 

identify. Van Wouden, in Types of Social Structure in Eastern Indonesia (1968), 

compares a number of eastern Indonesian islands, including Timor. Many other 

anthropologists have followed this lead in considering eastern Indonesia as a field of 

research, for example, Fox ed., (1980, 1988). Van Wouden argues there are common 

ontological characteristics expressed in social and symbolic classification of the region. 

He examines marriage exchange, kin classification and myth to demonstrate a system 

of dual asymmetric paired relationships, for instance between older/younger or 



male/female. I believe this focus to be of relevance to the case study, as it gives 

insight into the Matabesi case, particularly when comparing the similarities of ideology 

and practice in weaving, addressed in Chapter Four. In addition, I will argue that the 

dual classificatory system prevalent in eastern Indonesia, explained in Chapter Three, 

provides a useful heuristic tool when discussing issues of gender which are apposite to 

the development project, because weaving is a gender-specific activity. 

The location of the case study in eastern Indonesia is also significant in that eastern 

Indonesia can be considered as located on the "periphery" in relation to the Indonesian 

political and economic centre of Java, and the world economic centres of capitalism, 

that comprise the majority of donors in projects of this kind. This situation brings into 

focus political and economic theories of control and exchange between capitalist and 

indigenous society, which will be discussed in Chapters One and Six. 

Other literature relevant to this case study includes the extensive amount of research 

done on weaving in eastern Indonesia. A sample of this contains: Adams (1969, 

1973), Barnes (1989), Geirnaert-Martin (1989, 1992), Gittinger (1990), Fox (1973, 

1980) and Howell (1989). These provide essential background information about the 

socio-cultural place of weaving. However, in examining the issues of implementation 

of a development project in Matabesi, the most apposite literature comes from Moss 

(1986, 1994) and Volkman (1994), who explain the contingent nature of participation 

in weaving and other potentially marketable products. In Chapter Six it will be shown 

that where Matabesi villagers have few alternatives to generate cash, they are willing 

participants in the weaving project. 

West Timor is the site of a number of development projects. It is part of the province 

of Nusa Ten ggara Timur (NTT), which has been specifically targeted for development 

by the Indonesian government because it is one of the poorest provinces, having a per 

capita income of Rp25 1 ,720, approximately one-third of the national average 
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(Fernandez, 1991: 8). The fieldwork data were gathered from a six-month stay in 

1992 and two short visits to the area preceding this time.6  

The case study was originally conceived as a means to investigate the difference 

between government-to-government aid projects, and non-government organisation-

to-non-government organisation aid projects.' However, apart from the fact that my 

limited time in the field could not encompass such a study, I was soon challenging my 

presuppositions about these two forms of aid. My initial proposition was that a 

government-based aid project, because of the nature of the monolithic and bureaucratic 

structures involved and economic and political concerns, would be less able to have an 

interactive and empathic relationship between donor and recipient than NGOs. Non-

government organisations, as they are smaller and community-based, I expected to be 

closer and more receptive to indigenous people. This assumption is valid to some 

extent, but government-to-government aid projects are increasingly placing greater 

emphasis on participation of indigenous people, using terms such as 'bottom-up' 

development, ideology borrowed from NGOs. Along with recognition of the 

particular positive attributes of NGOs, there is greater government funding and 

growing inclusion of NGOs, from both donor and recipient countries, into 

government-funded projects. In Australia, government financial support for 

Australian NGOs grew from ten million dollars in 1983 to fifty million dollars in 

1989, some NGOs deriving up to 70% of their income from this source (Rugendyke, 

1991: 13). However, where NGOs are also being asked to participate in large 

government projects, one criticism made is that they have become an extension of the 

government sponsoring them (Porter et al., 1991: 140). 

From observation of the situation in West Timor, I discovered the distinction between 

the government and non-government aid is not as clear-cut in practice as in theory. As 

will be explained in Chapter Five, the impetus in the formation of the NGO operating 

in Matabesi came from a government-to-government project. Tafean Pah has linkages 



with the Indonesian government, which is advantageous in the current socio-political 

situation. Also, as will be discussed later in the thesis, the indigenous NGO in its 

relationship with a foreign NGO, can be faced with barriers in communication, as 

government-to-government projects are, but perhaps arising from different reasons. A 

Western ideological focus on issues such as Women In Development, for example, 

may preclude concerns identified as more important by the indigenous NGO from 

being funded. Therefore, I consider the question of government-to-government 

versus NGO-to-NGO aid from within the encompassing context of interaction between 

donor and recipient. 

Government and NGO development projects are often asymmetrical, characterised by 

what Porter et at. (1991) have termed control-oriented" planning and practice. Porter, 

Allen and Thompson argue that in good development practice a pluralistic approach is 

necessary, recognising the multiplicity of voices and factors involved that are best 

answered by flexibility, not rigidity. Other critics have echoed this view. Curtis has 

similarly characterised most project management as linear, following a donor-

determined program of identification, appraisal, planning, implementation, 

maintenance and evaluation. He suggests an alternative model that is cyclical, 

allowing for greater feedback and change throughout the progress of a project (Curtis, 

1985: 103). Pottier states that anthropologists are particularly suited to engendering 

this new perspective by providing a model of the "messy business" of development, 

which portrays it as a "negotiated, socially constructed, never-ending interaction 

between many social actors" (Pottier, 1993: 27). Korten (1990) has encapsulated his 

argument in terms of traditional government-to-government and NGO-intermediary 

projects being "heavily top down and welfare oriented", as opposed to an alternate 

model of "people-centred development vision" where global problems such as 

environmental degradation, rapid population growth and inequitable wealth 

distribution require mutual problem-solving action by both people and governments. 

Korten's model of international co-operation indicates the complexity and centrality of 



the Voluntary Organisation or NGO position. In the project Tafean Pah stands as 

recipient to international donors such as Oxfam, but can be characterised as donor to 

the village weavers. (Refer to Figure 1 on following page). I will expand these 

arguments in Chapter One and support these calls for greater flexibility in development 

projects through theoretical and practical examples. I characterise this alternative 

approach as an interactive orientation between donor and recipient. 

Chapter One reviews the theoretical basis, history and practice of aid projects. It 

shows how the determinative theories of dependent development have influenced 

donor-directed aid and how this approach is flawed when attempted in practice. In the 

light of these examples I argue for the importance of a two-way communication for 

mutually agreeable outcomes between donor and recipient that is supported by the 

evidence of the case study. 

In the succeeding chapters I will demonstrate how the weaving project has 

accommodated and enhanced the economic and cultural context of the villagers, in 

contrast to some projects which impose an alien system on the recipients. 

Chapter Two will describe the physical environment in which the project is set. The 

associated resources that people draw on and the contribution of each to the 

subsistence-based economy will be examined. From this it will be seen how weaving 

is a component of the whole system and why it is an appropriate activity for the project 

to support. 

Chapter Three shows the recipients' socio-cultural background. This is described, and 

particular aspects relevant in the implementation of the project are discussed, such as 

the Indonesian government's disparaging attitude to adat. Adaz' is specific to each 

indigenous group and therefore it can be seen as expression of their culture. As 

10 



Figure 1 
Models of international development project interaction. 

Two Models of Conventional International Assistance 
Model 1 Model 2 

Government to Government NGO Intermediary 
Donor Recipient 
Government Government 

Financial Flows Poor  

Donor Recipient 
Government Government •\\/>• 

NGON 

Financial Flows Poor 

A Model of International Cooperation 
Model 3 

Mutual Empowerment 

Collaborating Collaborating 
Government Government 

/zYVON 

People People 
Information Flows 

VOs: Voluntary Organisations 

(Adapted from Korten, 1990: 8,9.) 



mentioned above, one of the non-economic results of the project is the assertion of 

indigenous identity. This then counterbalances government attitudes. 

Chapter Four explains the significance of weaving in the indigenous context. The 

importance of weaving as part of the ontology of Biboki people in the expression of 

their identity is explained. The complicated process of textile production is outlined as 

well. This chapter gives essential background to the following chapter. 

Chapter Five describes the particular details of the weaving project implementation. 

The administrative structure of the NGO involved and characteristics of staff and 

weavers are given. Some preliminary results of the project are discussed. 

Chapter Six explains the different spheres of exchange used in Matabesi, considered in 

the light of the importance of textiles in the indigenous world view. Weaving 

production for commodity-based exchange will only be successful in the long term if 

the socio-cultural attributes of textiles described in Chapter Four are taken into 

account. This chapter also describes the contingency of weaving production in 

commodity exchange. It shows that people make choices depending on many variable 

factors, such as differing monetary return and the availability of attractive alternatives. 

The Conclusion reiterates the main argument and supporting evidence in the thesis to 

make a synthesis and concluding remarks. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

AID PROJECTS IN PERSPECTIVE 

I will first examine some of the theories of development that have influenced both 

government and non-government aid. Then I will give examples of their application in 

practice, explaining the shortcomings of some of these approaches and why aid 

projects functioning from an interactive paradigm are more successful. 

Aid projects largely began after World War II in an attempt to alleviate some of the 

widespread devastation and displacement that had occurred. Porter, Allen and 

Thompson (1991) believe one phenomenon that had an effect on the thinking of the 

time was the dramatic recovery of Western Europe that was seen to be the result of the 

Marshall Aid Plan. This "led to a sense of optimism; development was almost an 

inevitable outcome of technology and money controlled on the basis of prescriptive 

economic theory' (Porter et al., 1991: 93). In the late 1950s adherents of 

modernisation theory predicted development in the Third World whereby the central 

tenets of modernity, particularly Western capital, technology and values diffuse to 

traditional societies. Development was seen as a "set of achievements" reproducing 

the economic and political development of the industrial West (Higgott et al., 1985: 

19). 

The most influential writer of the neo-classical economists of the time was Rostow, 

whose book The Stages of Economic Growth was published in 1960. He sets forth 

five stages of development through which, he argues, all societies will pass, namely; 
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"traditional society, preconditions for take off, the take off itself, the drive to maturity 

and ultimately the age of high mass consumption". Rostow assumes a hypothetical 

economically maximising individual who will accumulate wealth through maximising 

profits and minimising costs. He supposes that as economic growth occurs, the 

standard of living will rise, and benefits will trickle down to the mass of the population 

(Clements, 1980: 12-15). The tenets of this theory are still apparent in the rhetoric and 

application of some development programs, for example, in Indonesia. In 1979 in a 

public address, the Governor of NTT province outlined the Indonesian government's 

process of national five-year development plans (Rencana Pembangunan Lima Tahun: 

Replita) that began in 1969/70 with Replita I, continuing to the present Replita V from 

1989/90 to 1993/94. He explained, 

• . .the development effort represents a long-term process and its 
implementation is carried out in stages... Replita V represents the latest 
stage in 25 years of development. This means that it is the last preparation 
stage before we enter the process of take-off in Replita VI (Fernandez, 
1991: 7). 

By the 1970s the expected economic growth predicted by modernisation and growth 

theorists had not universally occurred, particularly in Latin America. Where it had, in 

some Asian countries, poverty amongst the majority had actually increased (Clements, 

1980: 16). 

An opposing theory of linked development and underdevelopment was put forward by 

Frank in Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America (1967). Frank describes 

how Latin America is structurally underdeveloped at both the national and local level 

because of the process of expansion of the world capitalist economy. 

Underdevelopment is based on a universal metropolis-satellite dichotomy, where a 

metropolis dominates and extracts surplus from its satellite. In "chainlike fashion" 

satellites may in turn dominate their own satellites. So, within the Spanish Empire, 

Lima became the principal intermediary for imported European goods and the export 

point for South American products. Within a particular country the national centre 
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would then tend to exploit regional centres and so on. In Chile, for example, grants of 

land in rural areas were made only to those resident in the cities, and these absentee 

landlords exploited bonded peasant labour from the countryside (Frank 1967: 23, 41). 

In Frank's model, development and underdevelopment are related in complementary 

fashion in terms of quantitative economics and qualitative structure. Frank notes that 

Chile's principal exports (that is, potentially re-investible surplus) have always been 

owned and controlled by foreign interests (Frank 1967: 17). The model predicts that 

when metropolis-satellite relations are weak, some local development can occur. 

When such relations are strong, the model would predict underdevelopment in the 

satellite, due to greater domination by the metropolis. Frank looks at the history of 

Chile and Brazil where he sees both countries supporting this expectation. In Chile, 

for example, local manufacturing expanded for a short time during the European 

depression of the seventeenth Century. O'Brien (1975) has pointed out the tautology 

in this argument (see below). 

Contemporaries of Frank, who also studied Latin America, agreed on a theory of 

dependent development, but differed in emphasis on the manifestation of its effect. 

Cardoso and Faletto, for instance, are interested in the way economics affects the 

social process. They suggest that ruling groups in Latin America form an alliance with 

foreign interests, as they accumulate capital through taxes on the foreign enclave 

(Cardoso and Faletto, 1979). 

These dependency theorists shared the view that while Latin America "may have been 

undeveloped before Western penetration, it only became underdeveloped after 

incorporation into the international capitalist system" (Higgott, 1981: 76). They 

adopted a "periodisation approach" to show how changes in capitalism had an effect 

within Latin America (O'Brien, 1975: 13). This divides Western influence into three 

periods: 
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colonial, 

the period of outward focussed trade and development which ended with the 

world economic collapse in 1929, and 

1929 to the present. 

The current period began with an attempt at outward focussed development, especially 

through 'import substitution industrialisation". Theorists explain that this was 

unsuccessful because of the existing structures of underdevelopment and the 

increasing penetration of multi-national corporations that "internationalise the dynamic 

sectors of the Latin American economy' (O'Brien, 1975: 15-17). 

Higgott divides subsequent modification of the dependency theory into circulationism, 

where emphasis is placed on the relations of exchange between First and Third World, 

and productionism, where stress is placed on the interaction of various modes of 

production with capitalism. He suggests this refinement of analysis allows for 

distinction between types of Third World states (Higgott, 1985: 31-34). 

Emmanuel, Wallerstein and Amin are the "most sophisticated" of the "post-Frankian 

circulationists" (Higgott, 1981: 79). In 1972, Emmanuel put forward the idea of 

"unequal exchange" between centre and periphery, which is due to wage differentials. 

He argues that lower wages at the periphery allow the extraction of a higher surplus 

value which flows towards the centre. For Emmanuel, the nature of the commodity is 

irrelevant. He states; 

The worsening of the terms of trade for primary products is an optical 
illusion. It results from a mistaken identification of the exports of rich 
countries ... with manufactured goods and the exports of poor countries 

with primary products (Emmanuel, 1972: xxx). 

He does not deny that poor countries tend to export primary products, but says that the 

terms of trade do not discriminate against primary products but rather against poor 

countries (Higgott, 1981: 83). 
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In The Modern World System 1(1974), Wallerstein outlines the origin of the capitalist 

economy from sixteenth century Europe. He emphasises the difference between a 

world economy and an empire, by stating that an empire is a political unit, whereas a 

world economy is a structure that enables surplus to flow from periphery to centre 

without need for a 'cumbersome political unit" (Wallerstein, 1974: 15). Wallerstein 

considers three factors were essential in establishment of capitalism in Europe: 

expansion of geographical boundaries of influence, 

development of various methods of labour control for different zones and 

products, and 

development of strong states that became the core of the system 

(Wallerstein, 1974: 38). 

The mode of labour production varied according to different areas which consequently 

affected the political system of each. The periphery used forced labour (slavery and 

coerced cash cropping), the semi-periphery used sharecropping, and the core used free 

labour. Wallerstein believed the combination of these three types was the essence of 

capitalism (Wallerstein, 1974: 127).' 

Amin concentrates on peripheral areas in Unequal Development (1976). He supports 

Emmanuel's thesis of unequal exchange, citing two instances in international exchange 

where products are not exchanged at the same value: 

where wages are equal, but technology is different, such that each hour of 

labour of a more advanced country produces more products, and 

where technology is equal but wages are different so a low wage country 

receives less in international exchange for equal labour than a high wage 

country (Amin, 1976: 140). 

However, Amin considers structural factors are more important in creating 

underdevelopment, including: 

unevenness in the distribution of productivities in the periphery, 

orientation of production in the periphery to the needs of the centre, and 
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(c) economic domination by the centre, for example, in the determination of 

periphery specialisation according to the centre's needs (Amin, 1976: 201). 

Amin also recognises the possible variety of modes of production that can exist in the 

periphery as a combination of capitalist and non-capitalist modes of production 

(Higgott, 198 1:84). French economic anthropologists independently expanded this 

idea of joining together, or articulating different modes of production. Rey (1973) 

placed emphasis on the process of articulation. He suggested three stages occurred in 

a period of capitalist transition: 

the initial link reinforces the pre-capitalist mode of production, 

capitalism takes root, and 

disappearance of other modes of production; this stage is not yet reached in 

the Third World. 

For Rey, capitalism's force is constant, so what is variable is the pre-capitalist mode of 

production. Feudalism fostered capitalism, but other modes of production were 

resistant to it, so this resistance had to be first broken by violence. Bradby questions 

Rey's assumption that force must always be used, noting the existence of "numerous 

cases ... where capital is embarrassed by an all-too-great potential labour force" 

(Bradby, 1975: 61). However, as Higgott notes, "the real importance of the 

productionist debate ... lay in its highlighting of the complexity and array of 

relationships that are possible under global capitalism" (Higgott, 1981: 87). 

There have been numerous criticisms of the logic and foundations of dependency 

theory. O'Brien, for instance states that 

one looks in vain for the essential characteristics of dependency 
instead one is given the circular argument that dependent countries lack 
autonomous growth because their structures are dependent (O'Brien, 
1975: 24). 

He also points out that the theory does not explain why some dependent countries are 

rich, such as Canada, and others are poor (O'Brien, 1975: 24). 
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Foster-Carter argues that underdevelopment theorists have put too much emphasis on 

economics. He states that "capitalism(s) should be seen as not merely processual and 

developmental, but also relational and interactional". Foster-Carter makes a distinction 

between "capitalism" in the abstract and "capitalisms" as concrete formations, which 

arise from the diversity of pre-capitalist modes of production interacting with a 

uniform external force. He notes that many underdevelopment theorists see the 

convening of capitalism with other social formations, as a unidirectional evolution 

towards capitalism. The terms used to describe this process indicate this assumption; 

for instance, pre-capitalist formation. However, if pre-capitalist societies are seen as 

having a force of their own, then the interaction (economic, political and cultural) 

between a capitalist and an alternative social formation must be considered. Many of 

the underdevelopment theorists are economists or have a neo-Marxist orientation, so 

economics has been over-emphasised at the expense of political and cultural factors. 

Foster-Carter calls for class analysis as the "key mediator between modes of 

production and human action". In the Third World, exploitation occurs within a 

country by the appropriation of surplus by the local dominant class, who may or may 

not have links with a wider framework (Foster-Carter, 1978: 66,77). 

In the theories outlined above, the Third World is seen as acted upon by the First 

World by means of the spread of capitalism. Although the Third World is not 

portrayed as entirely inactive, it is always reactive to the greater force of capitalism. 

The underdeveloped world is thus fixed as the passive object in comparison to the 

West as active subject. With this point of reference the underdeveloped world is never 

likely to be viewed as subject as it will always tend to "fall behind" the West in 

comparative development in the economic race. Hobart explains that modernisation 

theory represents Third World people as "passive objects, incapable of change", and 

dependency theories portray them as "passive victims" of forces, particularly the 

capitalist market economy, over which they have no control (Hobart, 1993: 11). 
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Where these theories underlie the ideology of development projects, the developed 

West is seen as possessing knowledge and is the agent whereby such knowledge must 

be transferred to the ignorant, underdeveloped Third World in order for it to 

'progress'. Hobart notes that metaphors of development contain entelechy. For 

instance, the Indonesian government uses the term "pembangunan", from the word 

meaning get up, grow or build, a process that "does not realise itself but requires 

outside action or guidance", the agent being the Indonesian government and/or 

Western aid (Hobart, 1993: 7). 

Where knowledge and action is seen to lie with the donor, with the complementary 

assumption that recipients are backward and ignorant, there is the danger that 

development "experts" will ignore the possibility of valid local contribution to any 

project. One commentator noted: 

.the development profession suffers from an entrenched superiority 
complex with respect to the small farmer. We believe our modern 
technology is infinitely superior to his. We conduct our research and 
assistance efforts as if we know everything and our clients nothing (Hatch 
cited in Porter et al., 1991: 58). 

This presumption of superiority of donors means Western "experts" tend to be 

employed on aid projects in preference to locals even when similarly qualified locals 

are available. It is estimated that the proliferation of foreign experts in Africa, 

approximately 80,000 people, means that there are now more expatriates there than in 

the days of colonisation (Hancock, 1989: 114). 

Development in Practice (Porter et al. 1991) records the history of a large scale aid 

project where local knowledge was ignored by consultants with disastrous results. 

The project described is the Magarini Settlement Project located on the east coast of 

Kenya. It was initiated in 1977 as a joint venture between the governments of Kenya 

and Australia. The plan was to settle 4,000 families on 13 ha plots of land, providing 

supporting services of roads, water reticulation and agricultural advice aimed at 
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replacing shifting cultivation practices with sedentary subsistence and cash cropping. 

Australia promoted its dryland farming expertise, although its own record of success 

in large scale agricultural projects such as the Ord River Project in Australia is not 

good. Aside from the Australians' questionable experience, the idea of "transfer by 

analogy", in which a system developed for one site is transferred to another apparently 

similar site in terms of vegetation, climate and soils, is identified by Nix as a common 

cause of problems in agriculture-based projects. He points out that "conditions at the 

representative site and the new location are rarely identical and frequently social, 

economic or political differences can negate environmental similarities" (Nix cited in 

Porter etal., 1991: 85). 

There are significant differences between Kenyan and Australian farmers, for instance, 

in improvements of productivity. Kenyans increase the intensity of human resources 

by working longer hours andlor using more workers, whereas Australians add to 

financial commitments to buy fertilisers, pesticides, better seed varieties and other 

technologically based input. 

However, Porter, Allen and Thompson (1991) believe the agricultural consultants' 

crucial mistake was to ignore the indigenous Giriama's specific knowledge of 

agriculture in the Magarini environment because they were unfamiliar with shifting 

cultivation techniques and were prejudiced against the local "primitive traditions". 

Giriama fields appear chaotic to outsiders; dead trees lie scattered, crops seem to be 

planted at random with up to two dozen different species interspersed in the same 

garden. In fact, the agricultural practices of the Giriama are well adapted to a risky 

climatic environment. Fields are not cleared randomly; particular areas are identified 

garden plots and the characteristics of their soil and productivity are known from past 

usage. The soil exhibits an extremely complex pattern which is reflected in varying 

indigenous use, for instance, sandy soils are used for tree crops and cassava, black 

clays for corn. Some species of crop are planted near dead trees to utilise decaying 
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roots, others such as corn are interplanted with legumes because this increases corn 

productivity (Reeves cited in Porter et al., 1991: 51-53). 

Rather than attempting to supplement the existing knowledge of the indigenous 

farmers, the Australian advisers aimed to replace the local farming system completely. 

They decided that to increase production per family to provide sufficient food and 

income for the Giriama, the size of land under cultivation should be 6 ha, which would 

require three times the amount of labour per household then invested in agriculture. 

The advisers decided to solve the labour shortage thus created by bringing in tractors 

and bulldozers. Removing stumps and using heavy machinery contributes to 

structural breakdown of the soil and increases the likelihood of erosion. Land 

degradation inevitably resulted from the soil destruction, so that the project actually 

worsened the situation of the people the project was supposed to help by 'disrupting a 

relatively sound farming system" (Porter etal., 1991: 61-68). 

In the mid 1970s there was a search for alternative development strategies because of 

the disillusionment and recognition of the inability of most development projects to 

reach the poor. Greater participation of recipients was urged and NGOs were seen as 

a method of ensuring this. The new language of development spoke, for example, of 

"basic needs fulfilment" or "growth with redistribution". However, although this 

approach at least is more likely to acknowledge the recipient's perspective, Porter, 

Allen and Thompson question whether the basic idea of development really changed, 

suggesting the new focus merely involved adding further variables to the existing 

equation. They note that 

• .under control-oriented planning, participation can play only a minor 
role. ...with the degree of pre-definition given to the overall direction of 
the project, its objectives, inputs and outputs, participation can in practice 
occur only within the time and space and the intentions allocated to it 
(Porter etal., 1991: 131). 
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Hobart similarly sees such change as superficial, as the avowed focus on a "bottom-

up" approach does not change matters when projects are still defined by "superiors" 

(Hobart, 1993: 15). Thus such projects are not actually "bottom-up" oriented in 

practice. 

Where determination of planning and execution rests with the donor, social scientists 

or NGOs are often used for both ideological and pragmatic reasons to overcome the 

"obstacles" or "resistance" of recipient groups to the "successful" implementation of 

aid programs. Pottier writes that development anthropologists may be asked to 

persuade a target group of the value of technical changes, but are rarely expected to 

challenge the underlying premises of a project (Pottier, 1993: 22). Similarly, in the 

Magarini Settlement Project described above, in 1984 when it was obvious that the 

Giriama were not responding according to plan, project management decided to enlist a 

Kenyan NGO. There was an overt requirement from Australian and Kenyan 

government staff that the NGO would pressure people into "participation" in 

conformity with project objectives. The Kenyan government's interpretation of 

participation was apparent at an orientation workshop attended by the NGO when a 

Kenyan official exhorted the merits of participation, stating that "it is important that 

junior staff [at the workshop] participate freely without fear of seniors, and if they 

don't participate freely, I will tell them to" (Porter et al., 1991:143). 

The task of the NGO was clearly circumscribed with the expectation that it would 

become a component in the established program of the project. The Kenyan NGO 

approached the Giriama to find out their priorities, making particular effort to 

communicate with individuals or groups who are less likely to express themselves 

publicly, for example, the uneducated or politically weak, and women, who tend to be 

silent when men are present. The NGO identified indigenous concerns in order of 

priority, beginning with the most important, as: ensuring land security; preservation of 

traditional Giriama identity and institutions; overcoming poverty and disease; and 
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education in basic rights. An essential difference was apparent from this between the 

project's priority of addressing material needs over the indigenous identification of 

combined cultural and material aspirations. Similar indigenous non-materialist 

concerns will be shown to be equally important in the Indonesian case study. 

Porter, Allen and Thompson (1991) explain the Western preoccupation with materialist 

concerns in development projects as largely due to the pervasiveness of acceptance of 

Maslow's (1970) "hierarchy of needs", where material needs are highest in importance 

followed by social and moral needs. However, in the Magarini project, the Kenyan 

NGO put forward a different set of objectives to those expressed by the Giriama, 

centred on improving water supply. They argued this would have the potential to 

improve health and food production, and open more options for income generation. 

This was a tactical move by the NGO, designed to satisfy both indigenous and 

government interests. The Kenyan NGO distinguished between its tactical actions and 

its underlying strategy, which aimed to use improving water supply as the entry point 

for a more circuitous approach in addressing the Giriama's real interests. This 

convoluted style of supporting the indigenous people is explained not just in the 

context of the NGOs' employment by the project, but also in the wider sphere, where 

Kenyan NGOs are politically weak and are "allowed to operate because they are 

judged to be complementary to government policy". In this situation, Porter et at. 

argue that "the NGO can easily lose sight of its longer term strategies, in the flurries of 

a tactical battle" (Porter et al., 1991: 148-52). 

The tendency to add on components to the existing paradigm of aid projects can have 

the effect of confirming foreign prejudice against indigenous culture because an 

element extracted from its socio-political context in the whole is open to 

misinterpretation. Fairhead explains this in relation to the representation of Indigenous 

Technical Knowledge (ITK) lately in vogue in development projects. He uses an 

example of an agricultural aid project in Zaire in 1986-88 which tried to incorporate the 

24 



ITK of the indigenous Banyawisha. Western agricultural experts working from a 

European paradigm focused on diseases and assumed the Banyawisha's lack of 

interest in this topic meant they did not understand the need for plant protection. 

Fairhead, working from an anthropological background, explained this in the context 

of indigenous belief about active promotion of health in other spheres. Their 

agricultural understanding is based on the promotion of the health of plants to prevent 

disease, rather than disease control. However, he cautions against the objectification 

of a discrete 'knowledge system" that has been formed by some kind of evolutionary 

paradigm, conflated by outsiders as Indigenous Technical Knowledge. Fairhead 

argues that the assumption that all indigenous practices are informed by some kind of 

subliminal knowledge is an erroneous imputation. Some practices are unintentional 

and can have "fortuitous side consequences". Similar reductionism is used by 

Western experts that designates what appears to them as bad farming practices as 

"Indigenous Technical Ignorance". What is equivalent in both cases is the "social 

distance" between farmer and agricultural adviser and the lack of recognition that any 

farmer's knowledge is "empirical, hypothetical and continually renewed" (Fairhead, 

1993: 192-99). 

The case study from Matabesi is an example of a development project where the 

recipients have not experienced the detrimental effects resulting from the determinative 

approach of such donors described in the Magarini Settlement Project. As discussed 

above, many writers have been critical of projects which have assumed the superiority 

of the donor. However, there has been some effective feedback to the designers of aid 

projects because donors have become more sensitive to the knowledge and needs of 

the indigenous recipients they are trying to help. Fortunately, Matabesi has escaped 

the earlier approaches. The case study gives an account of donors acknowledging the 

background and essential contribution of the recipients in planning and implementation 

of a successful aid project. The choice to develop weaving as an economic resource is 
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especially apposite for Matabesi people in that production techniques are already 

known and weaving has a significant place within the culture. 

Another area of focus in development projects is Women In Development (WID). The 

issue of gender has particular relevance to the case study, as the project directly affects 

women weavers. This issue is a relatively recent addition to the theory and 

implementation of aid projects. The consensus among commentators is that 

consideration of women's role in development was given crucial impetus by the 

United Nations' Decade for Women (1976-1985). Research into women's 

contribution to the social and economic development of Third World countries and 

communities revealed their importance. Previously this role was invisible to 

researchers and policy makers, many of whom were male. However, Moser (1993) 

believes the main reason for this blindness was the previous preoccupation with the 

place of women within the family and their reproductive role. She characterises the 

dominant policy from the 1950s to the 1970s as a welfare approach. Women's role in 

development in this approach was to become better mothers by focussing on nutrition, 

health and family planning. This approach is still evident in development programs, 

including Indonesian government policy. Volkman (1994) describes a situation where 

this approach is the basis for government action in Sulawesi (refer to discussion in 

Chapter Six). 

In the 1970s the term "Women in Development' was first used and it has extended to 

cover a number of related approaches. Moser distinguishes three different policies 

subsumed by the term. The original Wil) focus she names as one of equity. The 

purpose of this was to identify women as active participants in development, 

encouraging their contribution by state intervention through reducing their political and 

economic inequality with men. The second is that of an anti-poverty approach. This 

attempts to increase poor women's productivity, particularly through small scale 

income generating projects. The weaving project is obviously of this kind. The third 



policy focuses on efficiency of women's contribution to the economy. With 

deterioration in the world economy, governments rely on women's multifaceted roles 

and an "elastic concept" of their time to fill in declining social services, especially 

through their unpaid community contribution (Moser, 1993: 56-66). 

However, Moser notes that a further shift in approach, at present largely confined to 

academic research, has recognised the limitations of focusing on women in isolation. 

This approach is termed "Gender and Development" (GAD). Proponents of this 

policy explain that in a WID orientation, problems of women have been perceived in 

terms of their sex, that is, biological difference from men, where women's activities 

are seen independently of men's activities. In GAD the focus is on gender, that is "the 

social relationships between men and women, in which women have been 

systematically subordinated" (Moser, 1993: 3). 

I would support this change in orientation and argue that it is in line with the theoretical 

criticism outlined above concerning isolation of particular aspects of a society without 

reference to the context of the whole. However, Moser's assumption of women's 

subordination is problematic. As Curthoys (1983) argues, 

The degree to which being male rather than female brings with it cultural 
value and power varies enormously in different societies, different 
historical periods and within different social classes, and whatever the 
degree, it needs to be demonstrated rather than assumed (Curthoys, cited 
in Robinson, 1988: 17). 

As discussed in Chapter Five, an exclusive focus on women can create as many 

problems as it solves. For example, the weaving project had the effect of increasing 

the time women spent on weaving but, in many cases, time spent on other tasks had 

not correspondingly decreased. Chapter Five details one result of this situation, where 

both sexes expressed a desire for a counterbalancing development project involving 

men. In Matabesi, there is a complementarity of roles and productive activities that 

contributes to the total resources of household and community. Also, in the 
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indigenous conception of cosmological, ritual and social realms both sexes are valued 

and necessary (refer Chapter Three). 

The following chapter will describe the range of resources that are utilised by Matabesi 

villagers. The basic unit of production and consumption is the household where men, 

women and children contribute in varied ways. Weaving is one activity associated 

with women, although, as explained in Chapter Four, men do contribute. In order to 

evaluate the appropriateness of weaving as a focus for income generation in the case 

study, a comparison of the other resources is necessary. Chapter Two thus describes 

the economic contribution of weaving in the context of the whole Matabesi economy. 



CHAPTER TWO 

ENVIRONMENT AND SUBSISTENCE 

This chapter provides an overview of the environment and resources available in 

Matabesi. The villagers are basically self-sufficient farmers who employ a variety of 

strategies to spread the risk of failure in a harsh physical landscape. Not only do they 

utilise a combination of different categories of resource: agriculture, livestock, forest 

and cash earnings, but also in each category there is a variety of elements contributing. 

For example, a Matabesi household would at least own a number of pigs, dogs and 

chickens. 

In considering what is appropriate and acceptable for the villagers in terms of 

development projects, it is then apparent that any economically focussed aid should be 

supplementing this network of resources rather than attempting to replace it. Weaving 

fits very well with this consideration, but, as will be discussed in Chapter Five, an 

increase in one activity will alter the distribution of women's labour investment in 

other resources. 

Physical Features 

The kingdom of Biboki is in West Timor, which is part of the Lesser Sunda Islands 

(Nusa Tenggara Timur-NTT), that are located in the south east of the Indonesian 

archipelago. The climate of Timor follows the monsoonal pattern of Indonesia, with 

contrasting wet and dry seasons. However, because it is farther from the equator and 
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closer to the Australian land mass, daily and annual temperature ranges are greater than 

other Indonesian islands, and annual rainfall lower. 

Rainfall distribution is extremely uneven on Timor, as the mountains break up the land 

into "islands' of heavier precipitation (Ormeling, 1956: 17 and refer to Map 2). This 

regional variability, with extremes in total annual rainfall, has an effect across the 

island, where a common situation recorded is drought in some places, and average or 

above average rainfall in others, often quite close to each other. The rainfall average of 

NTT is between 700 to 1,500mm per year, compressed into a wet season of a few 

months (Barlow and Gondowarsito, 1991: 20). However, Biboki is one of the drier 

areas within the province: an indicative reading from Wini, a nearby coastal town, 

(refer to Map 1, page 4) recorded an average of 773mm over an eight year period 

(Ormeling, 1956: 17). There are also yearly differences in the commencement of rains 

and the duration of the wet season. Normally, rains begin in October-November, but 

sometimes they are as late as December-January. As agriculture is dependent on 

seasonal rains, the yearly incidence and pattern of rain is more important than annual 

averages. 

Also, large breaks in the wet season can occur and be disastrous for the farmer 

because continuity of rains is important for most crops such as the staple, corn (see 

agriculture section below). Schulte Nordholt refers to this problem when he writes: 

"...frequently the rains commence to fall, only to cease again for three weeks or so, 

resulting in the failure of the first crop of corn" (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 30). 

The rains may cease too early or be insufficient. The soil scientist Mohr argued that 

with the knowledge of evaporation rates of bare ground, a month of 60-65 mm rainfall 

must be called dry in the tropics as more water is lost by evaporation than is retained in 

the soil from precipitation (Mohr, cited in Ormeling, 1956: 22). Such a situation 
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means not only that crops fail, but that livestock is also threatened because of lack of 

food and water. Usually, there are few reserves of food, so famine results for the 

villagers. Even in an average year a seasonal shortage is common at the end of the dry 

known as the musim lapar, or hungry season. This is certainly the case in Matabesi. 

Corresponding to the seasonal rains, the rivers show a large fluctuation in volume 

during the year, swelling to a wide, turbulent mass of water during the wet season 

which deposits great quantities of rubble. Many rivers dry up completely during the 

dry season and are used as transport routes from the village. In Matabesi the walking 

and vehicle route to the Saturday central market in the town of Manufui is along the flat 

riverbed, but soon after the wet begins vehicles have to abandon this route as they get 

bogged in mud. As the river swells further, the villagers have to take more circuitous 

routes, following slippery mountain paths. Matabesi sometimes gets cut off 

completely in the middle of the wet. There are stories told of drownings which 

discourage the foolhardy from attempting to cross raging rivers. 

The annual cycle of rains thus greatly influences both economic and social activity in 

Biboki. Crops are planted at the beginning of the wet season, around December, and 

for the next few months farmers stay close to attend to their crops. A watch is kept 

over the plants as animals may invade and destroy the crop. Weeding is also important 

during the growth of the crop from January to March. At the end of the wet season, in 

the months of AprillMay, the harvest of the main food crops begins a season of 

festivities, ceremonies and visiting, when people are less involved in agricuhural 

activities and transport is less difficult. The dry season is also a time for building and 

repair of housing and roads. At the end of the dry the farmer cleans and burns his 

clearing, in preparation for planting and the cycle begins again (refer to the more 

detailed description later in this chapter). 
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Ormeling characterised the topography of Timor as having a "capricious relief' where 

there are great differences in height within short distances. He estimates 60% of West 

Timor has rugged slopes exceeding 10% gradient, which is unsuitable for cultivation 

without terraces (Ormeling, 1956: 32). The rugged landscape is dotted with scattered 

limestone rocks which project from surroundings of a different geological nature. The 

Atoin meto call these fatu and their importance is emphasised in stories and legends 

associated with particular peaks. Historically, the fatu were important in times of war, 

as they provided a natural fortification where people could build mountain refuges 

difficult of access. Also, the fatu form natural water reservoirs, under which springs 

are found. The "old" village of Matabesi is built in such a place and in the villagers' 

account, the spring water never runs dry. When referring to Matabesi, I generally 

mean the more recent site, unless specifically indicating otherwise. 

The Indonesian government has had a policy of relocation of villages from the 

mountains to lower altitudes. This relocation is a contentious issue. The government 

argues relocation of villages to better accessed areas, near roads and towns, allows 

better government servicing in health and education. As described below, 

inducements for the move were offered to Matabesi people in the form of allocated 

irrigated land near the town of Manufui, eight km away, and the availability of primary 

schooling in the adjacent village of Luniup. However, the move has been 

disadvantageous for Matabesi villagers in terms of agriculture and livestock production 

because of the inferior water resources in comparison with the old location. Many of 

the elderly people refused to move to the new site. Their continued residence at the old 

location and the availability of access to better land there means that there is frequent 

travel from residents of the new to the old site (approximately 20 km away) to visit 

relatives and farm plots there. As will be evident from the discussion below, the old 

village is an additional resource area of importance. 
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The combination of rugged relief, rock formations that are easily eroded and intense 

wet seasons make communications in Timor still difficult. The major highway down 

the spine of the island is sealed and in good repair, but branch roads are of varying 

quality, subject to landslides, potholes and becoming slippery quagmires. Bus 

transport on the highway is dependable and fast, that on the periphery is considerably 

less so. For instance, the trip from Matabesi to the nearest regional capital, 

Kefamenanu, which is approximately 30km "as the crow flies", takes two and a half 

hours by four wheel drive, using the most direct route. By local bus it may take up to 

ten hours as a more circuitous route via Wini is taken to use better roads. 

Breakdowns, flat tyres and obstructions are common. t  Many villagers walk about 

10km of the four wheel drive track to intercept the bus route closer to town, which 

cuts off the divergence to the coast and often makes the combined walking and bus trip 

faster than taking the bus the whole way. 

Coastal accessibility in Timor is limited by a lack of natural harbours and climatic 

conditions. For half of the year the north coast gets battered by the west monsoon. In 

the other season the south coast is open to the east monsoon. Matabesi's nearest port 

is at Wini, once part of the Portuguese enclave of Oekusi. It has become an important 

centre for cattle export, as it is a natural harbour with a good water supply. 

Unlike other islands in Indonesia, Timor lacks recent volcanic deposits. The plain of 

the Biboki region has a high calcium level and poor drainage that results in extensive 

mud in the wet season and deep fissures in the dry (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 28). 

Much of the soil on Timor is described as "margalitic", a loamy, heavy clay which is 

very poor and difficult to work. In the dry season it becomes rock hard, in the wet it 

is very sticky. The farmers avoid this soil where possible, preferring the more fertile, 

loose soil of the hills (Ormeling, 1956: 49, 53). 
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Population and Environmental Degradation 

Any degradation of the land caused by humans escalates with population pressure. It 

is assumed that prior to Dutch interference, "Maithusian checks- crop failures, 

famines, epidemics and natural catastrophes"- kept the Timorese population in 

equilibrium such that natural increase was balanced by disasters which kept the 

population a relatively constant number (Ormeling, 1956: 237). According to early 

literature, smallpox epidemics recurred every ten to fifteen years, killing thousands of 

people all over Indonesia. The period of Hazaart's residency in Timor (1809-33) was 

the beginning of the far-reaching effects of the Dutch public health service. The 

smallpox vaccine was first brought into Kupang at that time and gradual eradication of 

this disease progressed. In 1843 a medical officer was appointed to serve the interior 

of West Timor. In 1875 cholera serum was vital in checking an incipient epidemic on 

Timor. 

Another important check to population growth on Timor was the slave trade. For 

several centuries slaves were deported, often prisoners captured in tribal wars, and 

used as trade goods by local rajas in exchange for weaponry from Chinese merchants. 

The Dutch officially abolished slavery in 1860, but it took some time to die out and it 

was not until "pacification" of 1910 that there was a definite end to it (Ormeling, 1956: 

180). However, colonial control was established gradually and areas more difficult of 

access were left for some time. TTU was one such area and it was not until 1919 that 

the first resident Dutch administrator arrived in Kefamenanu. 

In the twentieth century there has been a significant and continual increase in 

population in West Timor. Although figures are somewhat unreliable, the growth is 

obvious, from the first census of 1920 with 262,071 inhabitants, a 1949 estimate of 

441,675 (Ormeling, 1956: 120), to a 1990 estimate of 1.2 million people (Schottler, 

1990: 2). 
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Another cause of rise in population is immigration. Population increase through 

immigration has had its main effect in villages and towns. The two most significant 

groups of immigrants to Timor are the Rotinese and the Chinese. However, both 

groups are not equally dispersed and are regionally located. The Rotinese migrate to 

Timor because of population pressure at home. The nearby island of Roti is one of the 

most densely inhabited in eastern Indonesia, and Timor provides a very similar but 

comparatively sparsely populated environment, including their indispensable lontar 

palm (see Fox, 1977). The Dutch encouraged Rotinese migration from an early date, 

first using them as troops in 1749. Later, due to their early adoption of Dutch 

education, Rotinese were given the bulk of government posts in NTT province both 

before and after independence, centred in the capital, Kupang. Most of the Rotinese 

on Timor have settled in the extreme southwest of the island. 

The Chinese history has also influenced their settlement pattern. The Chinese have 

been trading for sandalwood in Timor from at least the thirteenth century AD, with the 

first substantiated record of trade in 1225. By 1436 a Chinese source mentions twelve 

landing places on Timor (Ormeling, 1956: 49,53). During the height of the 

sandalwood trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Chinese merchants 

settled around the two harbour towns used for transport of this commodity: Kupang 

and Atapupu, located near Atambua (see Map 1). There was a gradual move of some 

Chinese into the interior in the nineteenth century, which increased after pacification. 

The first inland settlers often strengthened business relationships with local rajas 

through intermarriage. The sandalwood trade declined in the mid-nineteenth century 

due to China's Opium War, competition from other sources and dwindling stocks in 

Timor. Eventually the government took over all management of it, but Chinese 

merchants were able to transfer their considerable business skills to the growing cattle 

market (Ormeling, 1956: 134). 
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The Chinese continue to dominate all varieties of export and import trade and 

commerce, but leave small local transactions to the Timorese. With improved 

communications, they are able to bring trucidoads of goods to sell in the village 

markets, such as the weekly one in the adjacent village to Matabesi. (Refer to Chapter 

Six for description of marketing structures). Their main settlements are still urban, 

associated with the grouping of shops along main roads and near markets in towns. In 

TTU most Chinese live in Kefamenanu and the other smaller towns. There are 

Chinese in the local town of Manufui, but none are known to live in the outlying 

villages although in Matabesi some villagers have Chinese ancestors. 

Timor's expanding population is putting pressure on available land. Ormeling 

explains that human population increase among the farming population is one crucial 

factor in land degradation in Timor. In areas of shifting cultivation a fallow period 

after cultivation is necessary to restore the fertility of the soil. One estimate for soil 

restoration after a one or two year occupation is a fallow period of twelve years. 

However, this is based on rainy climates, and in semi-arid Timor a longer period of 

perhaps fifteen years would be necessary. In West Timor only fifty per cent of the 

total surface area is suitable for cultivation. That is 7,000 square kilometres, which, to 

maintain a twelve year fallow period with landholdings of one hectare each, would 

only accommodate 280,000 people. Forest reservations and large livestock further 

diminish the available land. Ormeling assumes one hectare per head of livestock is 

needed for maintenance and growth of large livestock (buffalo, cattle and horse), a 

conservative estimate for dry land. Therefore by his 1950s estimate of 262,000 head 

in West Timor, 2,620 square kilometres was needed for livestock (Ormeling, 1956: 
186).2  More recent estimates of large livestock in West Timor are 636,000 head 

(Kantor Statistik 1976-88), which would need 6,360 square kilometres according to 

this same calculation. It is clear that present human and large livestock population 

levels are higher than optimum numbers to maintain soil fertility, so land degradation 

is inevitable. 
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The farmers traditional way of clearing and fertilising before planting is by burning 

off most of the vegetation on it, using the ash as fertiliser. This is a practice that is still 

used in Matabesi. In the towns and larger centres some of the wealthier landowners 

use superphosphate. Cattle manure is not used in any conscious form as fertiliser, but 

as cows wander throughout the fields there is some unsystematic fertilisation of the 

soil. Ormeling notes that the traditional burning off has deleterious effects on the soil 

in two ways: often the burning is uncontrolled, destroying large areas of the 

countryside; and the burnt area becomes open to mechanical erosion of wind and 

water, which carries away the top soil (Ormeling, 1956: 54). 

However, the accidental introduction of the Lantana camara has somewhat improved 

these problems. The lantana is a fast growing, multi-branched shrub of 0.5 to 4 

metres. It was thought to have been introduced from Java in 1915, from the transports 

which brought cattle and it spread rapidly inward from Kupang. By the 1950s it was 

estimated to cover 25% to 50% of Timor, but less in drier regions such as Biboki, 

where perhaps only 10% of the land is covered. It was a fortunate introduction for 

farmers, as lantana quickly restores land where it grows, so that within five to six 

years the soil has recovered fertility. The farmers like it because the soil is looser 

where it grows, so it is easier to prepare the land for clearing. Also, it is suitable 

fencing material and easily available; so farmers do not have to spend a lot of time 

searching for other vegetation (Ormeling, 1956: 168, 204). 

The other major factor adding to deterioration of the land comes from an increasing 

cattle population. Bali cattle (domesticated banteng) were first introduced to Timor by 

the Dutch colonial government in 1912. The intention was to breed them for local 

consumption and export to Java. Their rapid population growth and spread 

throughout West Timor has had enormous economic and environmental impact. In 

West Timor in 1921 there were only 2,700 head and few have been imported since 

then; but the natural increase expanded the cattle population to 108,000 by 1952 
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(Ormeling, 1956: 155) and 518,000 by 1987 (Dinas Peternakan 1989). The birth rate 

on Timor is one per year, two times the average on Bali. 

Cattle are unevenly distributed in West Timor. Where lantana grows, it smothers 

grazing land, making the area impenetrable or at least of decreasing visibility, which 

increases the possibility of cattle straying and becoming wild. Their subsequent 

concentration on lantana-free areas increases the incidence of overgrazing, which leads 

to further soil erosion and damage to tree growth (Ormeling, 1956: 202, 212). 

Ormeling points out that in Timor there is no fusion between cattle and cultivation. 

Cattle are not utilised as draft animals and their dung is hardly ever used. Further, he 

argues that there is a conflict between cattle and farming due to two factors. The first 

arises from the fact that many cattle wander freely in the fields, necessitating the 

construction of heavy fences (pagar) to protect crops. In Matabesi only four cattle 

were tethered in the village. The majority of cattle associated with the people there 

roam freely. The second is the spread of lantana, which, as explained above, is 

advantageous for agriculture, but disadvantageous for cattle. 

Fox also comments on the conflict on Timor between shifting cultivation for 

subsistence and livestock raising for export. He quotes Ormeling's calculation that 

"Timorese spend a quarter to a third of their total labour output on fencing" (Ormeling 

cited in Fox, 1977: 32). 

By contrast, Fox explains that there is an "accommodation" between cultivation and 

animal husbandry on the nearby islands of Roti and Savu. There: 

the pattern of animal husbandry on these islands does not permit 
indiscriminate grazing. The general pattern during the growing season is 
to tie, tend or herd livestock during the day and to pen or corral them at 
night (Fox, 1977: 37). 
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This means the importance of fencing is lessened and, in some areas of Savu, fencing 

has been eliminated. Also, on Roti and Savu the fertilisation by animal manures and 

burnt lontar leaves is widespread, unlike Timor, where field burning is the only form 

of fertilisation. 

Households 

Matabesi is made up of forty-six households in the pattern noted in Map 3 on the 

following page. The placement of buildings reflects the social position of the 

occupants. The centre of the village is the social and political hub of activity as the 

village office (kantor desa), chapel, headman's house (14), secretary's house (13) and 

village well are congregated there. Conversely, those on the outer sphere of village 

life are placed towards the extremity of the village boundary: widows and newly 

married couples without children. As a relocated village, Matabesi is demographically 

skewed towards younger members compared to the original village from where many 

of the older inhabitants refused to move. Also, the structural placement of houses is 

more indicative of social and political relationships than in a longer established village 

because there have not been major shifts in power since the relocation. 

In Matabesi, households are usually composed of parents and children, on average 

three children, occasionally with grandparents or unmarried siblings as well. Women 

continue to live with their parents until they are married, but young men may establish 

a house on their own prior to marriage. Two houses in the village belong to young 

unmarried men, but, at the time of my fieldwork, in both cases they were living with 

married siblings in another house. 

As discussed below, the economic activity is usually based on household groups 

involving the individual and combined contributions of men, women and children. 

Those adults without spouse or children are at some disadvantage. There are four 
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widowers in Matabesi and three widows, but five marriages in the village involved 

surviving spouses whose previous partner had died. There are three childless couples, 

although this figure is misleading, as one of these had lost both sons through illness, 

and five other households had adopted or looked after children from close relatives.' 

The exceptions to household-based work groups involve gender-specific combined 

activity, such as clearing land, which men perform. In such cases there is often a 

reciprocal arrangement, where agnates or neighbours help one day, and those assisting 

are then helped, in their turn, another day. In some cases a reciprocal arrangement is 

not possible, so payment is given in cash or produce; for example, when one widow 

in Matabesi wanted her land cleared, a sacrificial goat was offered to the Lord of the 

Earth before commencement of work, and afterwards the widow distributed the meat 

to the men involved. 

It is not possible to give the precise number of inhabitants in Matabesi because the 

population is so fluid, as people constantly move from old village to new, attend 

distant crops and young men look for work in town. A rough estimate of numbers is 

200 people having regular ties to the village. 

The villagers work on a daily and seasonal cycle. They have four main resources that 

maintain their subsistence economy: livestock, garden, forest and weaving. These 

resources also provide cash which is supplemented by remittances from relatives, 

irregular paid work and a few paid positions within the village. 

Cash remittances from relatives living and working in towns are sent regularly or 

occasionally. In Kefamenanu, Atambua and Kupang, apart from Pak Ande, there are 

other regularly employed relatives of Matabesi people who work in a variety of jobs 

including a teacher, a tailor, a carpenter, a mechanic and a driver. There are also two 

men on the coast working as fishermen and making salt for sale.4  It is usually young 
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men who go to town in search of work and, if not regularly employed, they can pick 

up occasional employment as unskilled labourers in a variety of jobs such as road 

works or construction. Regular remittances from relatives are of small amounts, 

perhaps Rp 10,000 a month to a Matabesi household, but irregular contributions are 

usually for important celebrations such as weddings or funerals. On these occasions 

the amount can be considerable: Rp50,000 or more. 

In Matabesi, men are sometimes employed by contractors for one-off jobs: for 

example, for several days some of the village men worked loading stones from the 

riverbed nearby for a road construction team. There are also some specialised 

positions of expertise within the village, and these services are paid for. As described 

in the next chapter, there are midwives and traditional healers (dukun), but there are 

also other positions which have a government salary. In Luniup, the adjoining village 

to Matabesi, there are teachers and the occasional health worker; but in both Matabesi 

and Luniup there are the village administrative positions of headman, secretary and 

hansip, a form of village policeman. These people are paid a stipend from the 

government, but as the amount paid is less than what they would earn from the land 

and livestock, this money is supplemental to other revenue. Although these additional 

cash sources are welcomed, the villagers do not depend upon them as the main source 

of income, which is a combination of agriculture, livestock and forest resources as 

described below.5  

Agriculture 

In Matabesi, the seasonal pattern of clearing, planting and harvesting has changed little 

from when Schulte Nordholt described the annual agricultural cycle of the Atoin meto. 

In his description, agriculture is not only important in determining the rhythm of life, 

but the political and ritual system is expressed through it. The main focus of ritual 

centres on rice and corn. The culmination of agricultural ritual is in the presentation of 
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harvest to the raja (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 52-53). Matabesi villagers still present 

this harvest tribute (refer to adat section next chapter). 

Biboki villagers are shifting cultivators. Agriculture centres on small shifting gardens 

cultivated near the house and larger plots of land further afield, some reused from the 

previous year, others newly cleared from secondary forest. In Matabesi, the main 

subsistence crop is corn with additional crops being rice and vegetables such as sweet 

potato, cassava, tomato, beans and peanuts. There are fruit trees of bananas and 

papaya. In the old village there are also pineapples, coconut, jackfruit, mango and 

citrus trees, but as these require a reliable water supply and some years to establish, 

they are not yet part of the resources in Matabesi. One of the projects initiated by 

Tafean Pah has been the planting of citrus trees in some of the villages, including 

Matabesi. However, it will be some years before they bear fruit. 

Rice grown in Timor used to be mainly dry rice, except in the area of Belu where 

localised rainfall and soil conditions permitted wet-rice agriculture; but recently the 

government has allocated irrigated areas to particular villages. Matabesi has an area at 

Manufui (eight kilometres away) where, after relocation, each household was given 

one hectare of irrigated padi by the government. In 1992, not every household had 

rights to this padi, in most cases because they had moved to the new village site after 

distribution was completed. In this year, of those who did have access to this padi, 

the yield was small due to a drought in the area. The estimation of retrievable harvest 

for 1992 was only forty out of 176 hectares sown near Manufui. 

People begin to choose their principal garden sites around May or June. Usually a 

household has a number of plots at a time, using the same plot for three or four years 

then abandoning it for a fallow period. Virgin forest land is rarely cleared and 

cultivated, and there is little of this still available, due to extensive clearing and the 

government declaration of forest reservations. 



Clearing and burning the land in preparation for planting is done by men in July and 

August. Schulte Nordholt notes that, traditionally, those who collaborate in preparing 

a plot are members of an agnatic lineage, under the direction of the lineage head or his 

future successor. Once a site is selected, the cultivators wait until one of them has a 

dream. If the dream is propitious the work of clearing begins; if not, a ritual expert is 

brought in and a rooster is sacrificed. It is not necessary to inform the lineage head 

when intending to cultivate a garden unless it is virgin soil or on land controlled by 

another lineage. The first people to cultivate a particular plot (and their successors) 

always retain some rights to it, and permission must be sought for anyone else to 

cultivate it. These rights are passed down to the next generation. When clearing land, 

there is an incentive to work collectively and finish in one day because, for every day 

that trees are felled, a religious sacrifice must be offered to Uis Pah, the Lord of the 

Earth. At the end of the day the workers share this sacrificial meat in a communal meal 

(Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 54-60). In Matabesi, dreams are followed and sacrifices 

given when clearing land for gardens; but households either do the work on their own 

or, if communal labour is used, it is lineage or neighbourhood based. 

In Matabesi, most land is cleared by the middle of the dry season so that by September 

to October the cleared vegetation is thoroughly dry for ease of burning. The main 

tools used are machetes. Firebreaks are made around trees to be saved, such as 

sandalwood, and branches are put aside for construction of the fence. As mentioned 

above, fence construction is quite arduous and tends to diminish the size of a field that 

would otherwise be cleared because of the amount of work involved in building the 

fence. A still night is selected for burning off. Traditional custom associated with this 

stage involves a "cooling down" of the workers by others (usually bride-giving 

affines) teasingly pouring water over them. This ritual is explained by the symbolic 

pairing of complementary opposites to ensure fertility: male/heatlsky pairs with 

female/cold/earth (refer to ontological discussion in Chapter Three). 
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A more formal ritual involving offerings of roosters, pigs and rice is performed to 

"cool down" the earth. Then an altar of stones is constructed to be the "sacred centre" 

of the garden to be cultivated. Both the Lord of the Earth (Uis Pah - centred in the 

stones themselves), and ancestors are invoked for aid in garden fertility. Seed for the 

garden is placed on the altar stone before planting (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 62-8). In 

Matabesi, altar stones are still used, and in one case, where there were no stones, there 

was still a knowledge of where the sacred centre of the garden was. A sacrificial 

oblation of goat meat and betel nut was offered at a particular location after clearing the 

ground. 

Tilling of the soil is performed by adults and older children of both sexes, with two 

iron digging sticks held in each hand, and coordinating with a number of people in a 

row; or by individuals using an iron hoe singly. There is no tradition of using 

ploughs, but often several cattle are used in wet rice fields to "puddle" the fields. 

Cattle are borrowed from others for this task, and owners given a percentage of the 

crop upon harvest. Puddling involves women and older children driving cattle round 

and round the flooded field. Forge noted that some women from villages with recently 

acquired irrigated rice fields were keen to try ploughs pulled by cattle, but the men 

were not willing as they believed it would reduce the fatness of their cattle. Also, the 

men would then be expected to direct the cattle with ploughs (Forge, 1989: 40). 

Sowing is a woman's task. The women use a dibble stick to make holes in the ground 

two paces apart, planting four to six grains in each hole and covering the seeds with 

earth using their feet. They carry the seeds in a pouch of material tied around their 

waist. (See Plate 1). 

In Matabesi, as soon as regular rains commence, generally in December, planting 

begins. Sometimes rains cease for a time, so seeds dry up and a second planting is 
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Plate 1: Woman sowing corn. 

Plate 2: Man going out to hunt with blowpipe. 
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necessary once the rains begin again. An Australian agricultural adviser working in 

the area explained to me that timing of planting is crucial. It is risky to begin planting 

too early as rains are likely to be unreliable. If there are two to three days of hard rain, 

the water is enough to last two to three weeks in clay soil for seeds to survive, but by 

the end of that time more rain is needed. However, if planting is left too late it is 

possible to get mould in saturated soil.6  

In the early stages of growth, before the crop ripens, weeding is continually needed. 

This is an important task done by all members of the household as unchecked weeds 

significantly reduce the crop yield. Around this time, there was a tradition of rice and 

corn payment to the lineage head (tobe) which was stored in two tola, or sacred 

storage houses. This food acted as an insurance against famine when it could be 

bought back from the tobe in exchange for cattle, bangles or cloth (Schulte Nordholt, 

1971: 77). This institution was still remembered in Biboki villages, but has largely 

been replaced by a government-encouraged monetary village fund to be used in crisis 

situations. 

All members of the household are involved in watching over the crop after it begins to 

ripen, to frighten away birds and animals such as goats, pigs, rats and mice. There is 

some division of labour even here, as usually women, old men and children watch 

during the day, and young men at night. The men are armed and may wound or kill 

any stray wild or domestic animals, such as cattle or pigs, which are likely to cause 

damage and which have managed to get through a well constructed fence. Timorese 

must have special permission to own a gun, so the conmion weapons are spear and 

blowpipe. (See Plate 2 above). Any killing or injuring of animals must be reported to 

the owner and the village headman by the next day. The owner may collect his animal, 

but must pay compensation for any damage caused to the plants. Disputes may arise 

from a situation where, for example, the garden owner exaggerates the damage to his 

garden, and the owner of the offending animal argues that the fence was not strong 



enough if his pig could push its way through. The headman tries to settle the 

argument by mutual agreement. A dispute involving an owner of livestock from a 

different region from the owner of the damaged garden tends to be complicated and 

can involve both associated village heads or even lineage heads or rajas. In the past 

such an argument may have provoked hostilities between two rival kingdoms. 

In the padi owned by Matabesi households this guarding of the crop can involve 

elaborately constructed interlinked lengths of string with pieces of rag material or 

rattling cans tied on to frighten away the birds. A small shady structure or simple hut 

is built where the controller sits at the confluence of these strings, periodically tugging 

on the ends to startle birds overhead, or, when this is ineffective, sending children out 

on forays to where birds have landed. 

While the crop is ripening, village numbers fall as people go to watch over plots some 

distance away. In Matabesi there is a constant flux of people, some leaving for weeks 

on end, others away only for a couple of days, alternating with other members of the 

household the task of watching over the crops. During this time stored food supplies 

(mainly corn) dwindle and may run out completely. This period until harvest, around 

January to March, is known as the lapar biasa or usual (annual) famine. This food 

shortage occurred during my period of fieldwork. 

Traditionally, drought or crop failure is attributed to error in ritual. The ritual leader is 

called in to investigate and he may spend a night in the garden hut investigating the 

cause of failure in ritual. He will ask forgiveness from the Uis Pah for the failure and 

perform another ritual with sacrificial offerings to appease the Lord of the Earth 

(Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 72-4). 

Schulte Nordholt describes the process and ceremony associated with harvesting the 

two ritual crops, corn and rice. The first crop to be harvested is the short variety of 
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corn, which is sufficiently ripe by 60-70 days after planting. Corn is harvested by 

men. The first corn harvested is placed on the altar to Uis Pah in the middle of the 

garden. This young corn is exclusively reserved for children as symbolic of young 

life. The other early variety of corn, which ripens in 90-100 days, is harvested for 

adults. Again sacrifice is offered to Uis Pah. 

Rice is harvested by women. Before beginning the harvest a ceremony to "tie the vital 

force of the rice" is performed. This involves placing four bundles of rice on the altar 

to Uis Pah and sacrificing an animal, then eating it. When harvesting begins, care 

must be taken to prevent the "soul" of the rice from escaping. During the work the 

women must keep silence and keep their face towards the altar stone in the centre of 

the garden, all circulating in the same direction around it. The women either strip the 

panicles by hand or use a small knife for cutting. They carry a small basket tied to 

their waist in which to place the rice. The rice is then taken to a mat and poured onto 

it. The grains are separated by threshing with the feet. Threshing is also done in 

silence, but men may help in this process. Winnowing is performed by women, and, 

after this, the taboo on speaking is ended in connection with rice. 

The last crop to be harvested is the tall variety of corn, which takes 150-170 days to 

ripen and is most suited to the higher mountain slopes. It is left to die on the stalk until 

it is well ripened and dry. There is a harvest ritual to "tie the vital force of the corn", 

but no associated taboo on speaking. Before beginning the harvest, a sheaf of eight to 

twelve stalks of corn is gathered from around the Uis Pah altar, and again an animal is 

sacrificed and eaten. The men harvest the corn by breaking the cobs off the stalks. 

The stalks are left to be bent back later to help fertiise the soil. When harvesting is 

over, a group of kin is invited to help with the binding of the corn into bundles of six. 

The binding may not begin until nightfall and ideally is finished in one night. In 

between work, roasted corn is eaten with large quantities of palm wine. This 

celebration marks the climax of the agricultural cycle. 
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The combination of different varieties of corn and dry rice as the main crops is an 

important strategy for spreading of risk, as at least one crop is likely to grow. Corn is 

more successful in drier years, rice in wetter years. The proportion planted is usually 

corn:rice, 3:1 or 4:1 because rice is more labour intensive and less is eaten in the 

village (Ormeling, 1956: 106). 

If the plot is not close to the village, the owner may have to wait until dry weather is 

certain before transporting the harvest back to the village. Usually horses are used to 

transport the corn as they can carry thirty bundles in a load. The garden is then 

abandoned with a final sacrifice offered (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 80-89). Threshing 

and binding is done communally with much celebration.7  

The storage of the harvest is extremely important, as it has to last the dry season and 

through to the beginning of the wet season. The corn is smoked in the cooking hut, 

either stored in the rafters of that hut or in the storage area of the lopo (see below). 

Corn is kept in closed leaf stalks and near a regularly burning fire or in dry areas. 

Otherwise a small beetle, which thrives in humid conditions, invades it (Ormeling, 

1956: 111). Corn, in particular, needs to last through the year, not only because it 

forms the staple diet of the villagers, but also because it is the main feed for poultry. 

The villagers say roosters and hens are only able to eat corn, but young chickens can 

also eat rice. In addition, seeds must be sufficient for a couple of plantings for the 

next year. Also, if a household runs out of corn, usually in the months just before the 

next harvest, this is when corn is most expensive; for example, one kilo of corn at the 

end of the harvest costs around Rp250, but goes up to Rp450 in November and to 

Rp550 in the rainy season. 

Rice is also stored in the iopo (refer Plate 3). The iopo has the perfect environment for 

storage, as the thatched roof keeps it cool and dry. The four columns are topped with 
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Plate 3: Lopo. 

Used as a storage area, guest reception area and 
as a cool area for sedentary tasks such as weaving. 
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a horizontal shelf so that animals such as mice cannot pass, and metal sheeting is also 

nailed around the columns to prevent animals climbing up. The government tries to 

encourage the use of corrugated iron rather than thatching as roofing. However, this 

has been found to be non-functional for the storage of crops as the temperature and 

humidity rise too high and the stored crops rot. 

After the harvest, and when everyone has returned to the village, there is abundance of 

food, and social activities climax around June-July. Weddings are celebrated, 

mortuary feasts are held and relatives from different villages exchange visits. As 

Matabesi people described it, at this time "acara adat ramai" that is, the program of 

adat activities is busy and festive. Lately, Christian celebrations, such as first 

communion and ordination of new priests, have been added to indigenous ones at this 

time. 

Livestock 

In Matabesi, animals are less important as a source of food in the subsistence economy 

than agriculture, but provide an essential, if irregular, source of protein in the village 

diet. Livestock is used as both a unit of exchange in non-monetary transactions and as 

cash income. Animals, especially cattle, are also an important mark of status, as 

wealth and as part of ritual. In Matabesi, villagers eat animal protein, usually chicken 

or eggs, on average once or twice a week, except in June and July, when there are 

numerous celebrations and a large variety and quantity of meat is consumed. Every 

household has a variety of livestock. The animals kept range from cattle, to horses, 

pigs, goats, dogs and poultry. 

Schulte Nordholt records that the most important animal in terms of ritual was the 

buffalo. It constituted an important part of bridewealth and was used as a sacrificial 

animal. Affinal alliances were established using buffalo, with the addition of silver 

coins and jewellery as the masculine objects which the bridegroom's lineage gave to 
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the bride's lineage. Only those of high status and wealth owned buffalo. Ownership 

of buffalo allowed for accumulation of wealth, as it is possible to cultivate larger 

garden plots by using buffalo in ritual sacrifice and then dividing the meat up for 

payment for a substantial number of helpers. Larger gardens allowed for a surplus in 

yield, which rulers could use to pay functionaries such as guards. In former times, the 

dual motive for war was both buffalo raiding and headhunting. Schulte Nordholt 

considers buffalo were "indispensable" in the Atoni political system because, 

Any political system of any importance and with any form of hierarchy at 
all is able to survive only if there is a large enough agricultural surplus to 
feed those in power (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 47). 

Today the buffalo has largely been supplanted by Bali cattle, which do not have the 

same ritual significance as buffalo. In West Timor in 1952 the numbers of buffalo and 

cattle were 108,000 and 90,000 respectively (Ormeling, 1956: 155), but by 1987 the 

ratio had inverted and the disparity increased as there were 52,000 buffalo to 518,000 

cattle (Dinas Peternakan, 1989). Ormeling explains the reasons for this growing 

disparity: water buffalo are more vulnerable in dry conditions, cattle reproduce faster 

and yield better meat and better hide, therefore also a better price (Ormeling, 1956: 

159). There are no buffalo now in Matabesi, although there are still some in other 

Biboki villages. 

Bali cattle were first brought to Timor in 1910 and distributed, as part of colonial 

policy, to the local rulers and headmen. Numbers have increased enormously since 

then, but one check on the spread of cattle has been the spread of lantana. As 

described above, where dense lantana grows, grasslands are smothered, effectively 

preventing cattle grazing. 

The original distribution of cattle by the government was on a hire-purchase basis. A 

small herd was given, and a few years later repayment of the original number of 

animals plus interest would occur. As the cattle bred well, this was a successful 
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arrangement for both parties involved. In 1946 new regulations encouraged every 

farmer to buy cattle, but Ormeling commented that it was unlikely small owners would 

retain their cattle, as they are often in debt to Chinese merchants (Ormeling, 1956: 

162). This was a prophetic comment, as Ayre-Smith calculated that in 1990, 50% of 

cattle are owned by less than 5% of livestock holders (Ayre-Smith, 1991: 92). It is 

difficult to give exact figures because often the rich effectively own the cattle, but still 

have them under villagers' names. 

Biboki informants estimate that only 10% of villagers own cattle; so the rich, who are 

either descendants of the earlier rulers, urban bureaucrats with relatives in the village, 

or Chinese merchants, tend to be the owners of cattle. Only three households in 

Matabesi said they owned cattle outright, but many others have joint ownership within 

a lineage group or look after cattle for outsiders for part payment when the animal is 

sold, or for a monthly fee. The majority of cattle and horses owned, part-owned or 

looked after by people in Matabesi are not visible in the village, because they are kept 

near the old village which has better water resources, fodder and fewer thieves. 

People complained that one result of the move from the old village was that many of 

their cattle died because of a lack of water and fodder. 

The system of cattle being contracted out to smallholders for fattening is known as the 

paron system. It is very labour intensive, as each tethered animal needs 30-45 litres of 

water and 30kg of fodder every day. Although men take responsibility for tending 

free range cattle, women do most of the work when cattle are tethered, carrying water 

and supervising feeding. Men, women and children all help to cut and carry fodder. 

Payments for paron vary, as it depends on the relationship between owner and feeder. 

Cash payments quoted by Forge were Rp2,500 to Rp3,500 a month, or, after the 

animal is fat, a lump sum of Rp75,000 after 12-18 months (Forge, 1989: 11). These 

figures were slightly higher than appeared to be the case in Matabesi, where a group of 

villagers quoted Rp50,000 after two years as average. However, other factors 
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determine the payment, particularly repayment of loans to Chinese merchants. 

Nevertheless, the payment is very low when compared to the sale price of cattle which 

can be Rp500,000 for cattle in good condition. One source of cash for some villages 

is the sale of fodder to traders who pick up piles of cut Lamtoro or Gallagalla leaves by 

the side of the road, paying Rp50 for each small bundle. This is not yet happening in 

Matabesi, as the village is too far from main roads. 

Forge notes that it is unfortunate that generally only the best bulls are fattened and 

cows and inferior bulls free range. This is bad animal husbandry as inferior bulls 

father the next generation of calves. In other areas such as Roti, bulls are castrated as 

they fatten more quickly than whole males, but this is not the practice on Timor 

(Forge, 1989: 11). 

As the majority of cattle are owned by outsiders and raised for the export market, beef 

is not a significant part of the Matabesi diet. However, cattle are valued as an 

indication of status and, where possible, used in important ritual celebrations such as 

weddings. In the village sphere I would agree with Ormeling's judgement that cattle 

are not seen as regular income, but rather as capital to be used on special occasions or 

emergencies (Ormeling, 1956: 197). 

Schulte Nordholt considers the horse a relatively recently introduced Atoin meto 

animal, indicated by the fact that it has no place in any ritual ceremony. It was 

probably introduced by sandalwood traders to transport wood, but it has little 

economic importance for daily life, although it is used as part of wealth that can be 

sold or exchanged (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 46-49). 

Again, horses are few in Matabesi, and where owned, most are kept in the old village. 

Both horses and cattle are branded. One incident of theft occurred in the new village 

where a family lost five horses overnight, but was able to recover them from a nearby 
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village because they could identify their family brand on the horses. They are still 

useful animals in transport in mountainous regions which have few roads passable by 

ordinary vehicles. Even where roads are built, during the wet season some roads 

become impassable because of mud and potholes. Also, as buses run infrequently, 

often only on specific routes on market days, horses provide a more flexible form of 

transport for goods and people. If villagers do not own their own horses, they may 

borrow from neighbours or relatives.8  At the markets, horses are used for carrying 

heavy and bulky items. For instance, one woman often came to Luniup, the adjacent 

village to Matabesi, bringing a number of ceramic pots her village specialises in 

making. At the Luniup market there were always at least fifteen horses carrying 

people or produce. 

Where cattle and horses are owned by the richer villagers, pigs are owned by most 

people. Women tend pigs, feeding them corn, sago and other vegetable matter. Boars 

are penned near the house to fatten. Sows are usually left to wander free during the 

day to forage and breed. The sows are enclosed at night to keep them and their piglets 

from predators and thieves. Both pigs and goats are identified by distinctive cuts on 

their ears. 

The goat is also tended as a domestic animal but ownership is not so widespread as 

pigs. Many Timorese do not like the taste of goat meat and villagers relate that some 

people suffer from gila kambing (goat madness), a type of fit supposedly experienced 

after eating or even smelling it cooking. Goat is rarely sold at the market. Similarly to 

sows, goats may be left to wander during the day and enclosed at night. In Matabesi, 

they are often destructive to gardens so may be tethered instead. There were a few 

instances of neighbours getting angry because other peoples goats were eating their 

vegetables, so they demanded compensation from the owners. Many of the citrus 

seedlings in the village were almost destroyed by marauding goats until the villagers 

began erecting protective barriers around them. 
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The dog, once used for deer hunting, is now used for guarding the house and 

occasionally served as food. They are sometimes sold at the market for meat or as 

guard dogs. Most Matabesi households have at least one dog. The dog is not used as 

a ritual animal. 

In the village at least one hen is kept by each household. Hens wander during the day 

and roost in the roof of the lopo at night. Egg production is low, but is an important 

supplement to the diet. Forge states that there is an unsatisfied market for eggs. 

However, one problem an AIDAB-sponsored project faced in encouraging a larger 

scale hen and egg production was the prevalence of Newcastle disease. Regular 

inoculation is necessary to prevent this (Forge, 1989: 14). Roosters, kept tethered, are 

especially raised for household consumption and sale, and are the most common 

sacrificial animal, often used in conjunction with other larger animals and sacrificed 

first. They are also used in augury by the traditional medical practitioner (dukun). 

Forest 

The forest provides an important secondary source of food for villagers that can 

become the primary food resource when crops fail. It supplies an intermittent but 

significant cash income. Firewood and most materials for construction are gathered in 

the forest. 

There is little remaining of the primary forest in Timor. The vegetation that survives is 

still of economic importance. Above 1000 metres grows a secondary forest of the 

Ampupu tree (Eucalyptus platyphylla). This tree is fire-resistant and avoided by cattle 

because of its aromatic leaves. The timber is coarse but suitable for construction 

(Ormeling, 1956: 59). 
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Below 1000 metres groups of isolated, non fire-resistant trees include three species 

(nitas, camplong and kemiri) which provide oil-bearing seeds that can be used for 

lighting. Most people now use kerosene fuel for lamps, but many still remember this 

resource and it is particularly associated with the old village of Matabesi. Other 

important surviving trees used are kayu merah and kayu kuning for timber, but the 

most important are the sandalwood trees. 

During the colonial rule, the Dutch Department of Forestry, from 1925 on, had been 

responsible for sandalwood management. The Indonesian Forestry Department (Dinas 

Kehutanan) continued this management. The government owns the forest and controls 

its exploitation, determining when and how much timber is logged. Unfortunately, 

several centuries of indiscriminate exploitation have largely destroyed the forests. 

Both old and young trees were cut down in the past, and by the late nineteenth century 

when it was discovered the roots had a high sandal-oil content, the roots were 

destroyed as well, preventing natural regrowth. The other contributor to sandalwood 

destruction has been uncontrolled burning by the Timorese when clearing land. This 

kills young trees and destroys the cambium in older, more fire resistant ones. The 

government has tried to protect remaining trees and encourage regrowth by allowing 

villagers a percentage of the profit when felling allocated trees in the nearby forest or 

village land. However, as individuals are heavily fined if trees under their 

guardianship are damaged or destroyed, most villagers do not want the responsibility 

for individual plants and any seedling tends to be surreptitiously uprooted if it grows 

on their land. The Indonesian government keeps tight controls on its harvesting, but, 

when a particular area is allowed to be felled, the nearby villages are used to do the job 

and given cash by weight. In Matabesi each year for one week, the men are allowed to 

harvest sandalwood. The payment is significant for a week's work, each worker 

earning up to Rp150,000. 
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Below 1000 metres recurrent fire and drought have led to the replacement of the 

original monsoon forest by savanna. These savannas are dominated by palm species, 

especially the drought resistant sago, gebang and lontar palms. These palms all 

provide a source of food and construction material. 

In Matabesi, sago, the most important forest food, comes from palms widely scattered 

both within and outside the village boundaries. There is collective ownership and 

harvesting of palms by lineage groups. Men cut the trunk down and remove the pith 

which is dried in the sun. The women and children pound the dried pulp with poles in 

a hollowed log until it becomes powder. This process is quite strenuous and is 

coordinated within a group of five to seven participants. The powder is soaked to 

settle the starch which is dried off and made into sago flour. The resultant product is 

then cooked in a variety of ways: as balls, pancakes or pellets. In the district market at 

Manufui, village women sell the cooked sago. 

The pith of the gebang palm provides an inferior quality sago which is also used as pig 

food. However, the gebang palm's most important use is that the stiff leaf stalks, 

called bebak, are an extensively used housing material for walls. This is particularly 

important in an area of timber shortage, and it is also durable against ants and 

woodworm. The gebang leaves provide roofing material, and the fibres are used in a 

variety of woven objects, such as mats, women's betel nut containers or food 

containers. The fibre is also used in the ikat process of weaving and can be wound 

into rope. 

The Timorese do not centre their economic activity on the lontar palm in the way the 

Rotinese do (see Fox, 1977), only tapping two or three trees at most in a day. 

However, in the Biboki kingdom lontar is used to distil sopi and make sugar blocks 

used in cooking. Like gebang, the leaves are used in roofing and the fibres can be 

woven. 



The forest provides a variety of building materials. Construction of houses and fences 

is a male task. Men work together with other members of the same lineage and 

neighbours, a house construction sometimes employing up to twenty people at the 

same time. (Refer to Plate 4). The frame of houses is made of wood, cut from the 

forest. The walls of houses are made from bebak. Even where cement is used for the 

foundation and base of the walls, it is finished with bebak. The roof is thatched with 

palm thatching, bound together onto the roof frame with twine. This thatching lasts 

seven to eight years. Some houses in Matabesi now have corrugated iron roofing, 

and, although this imported material is longer lasting, it does have the disadvantage of 

being considerably hotter. Gardens are fenced, using a mix of branches, sticks and 

palm leaves. 

The three other main types of savanna trees and plants in Timor are eucalyptus, acacia 

and lantana. There are a few other types locally, the most important of which for 

Matabesi is Tamarind, as the collection of this seed provides a significant seasonal 

cash income. The trees are only in particular areas and the harvest is around October. 

Villagers pick the fruits and then sell by weight to Chinese merchants baskets of 

unseeded or seeded fruit, the latter selling for twice the price. Tamarind (asam Jawa) 

is used throughout Indonesia in cooking. 

In Matabesi firewood is an essential item from the forest and is collected regularly: if 

not daily, then every two to three days. (See Plate 5). There are no sources of 

alternate fuel for cooking or boiling water. Other forest products are used in medicines 

and dyes (refer Chapter Four). Wax and honey are also found in the forest. Wax was 

once the secondary trade good of importance after sandalwood, but now it is mainly 

used in local consumption (Ormeling, 1956: 115). 

Other sources of food include nuts, fruits, mushrooms, a native kidney bean that must 

be thoroughly soaked before consumption as it is otherwise toxic, and tuberous roots. 
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Plate 4: Men Cooperating in l)uilding. 

Plate 5: Children collecting firewood. 
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However, these last two foods mentioned are only used in times when there is no 

alternative, as they come at the bottom in status of a specific food hierarchy. The 

hierarchy from highest to lowest in status is as follows: rice, corn, sago, beans, 

tubers. This means that whenever there are more than one of these available, the 

higher on the list is preferred. However, there are exceptions to this rule as, for 

example, a particular village was pointed out as being unusual in that its inhabitants 

would process sago even when corn or rice was available. Corn is used and enjoyed 

as the staple diet in the village, but rice is usually reserved for ceremonies or offered to 

important visitors, such as government visitors from town, as a sign of respect. This 

practice is further reinforced by the belief that urban dwellers unused to corn will 

become sick if they eat it.9  

A further occasional supplement to the village diet from the forest comes from wild 

birds and small animals such as deer and wild cat, hunted by men. The weapon used 

is the blowpipe, which can be quite accurate within a close range. (See Plate 2 above). 

In Matabesi, if men go to tend a distant garden, staying out of the village for the night, 

they often take a blowpipe for hunting. The men use battery powered torches to locate 

and blind birds roosting at night. 

Comparison of Resources 

One quantified measurement of the relative contribution of different resources available 

to Biboki villagers is shown in Tables 1, 2, 3 and 4. These figures are the result of an 

exercise supervised by Oxfam UK during a two-day workshop in 1992. Those 

attending were four people from Oxfam, the executive and extension workers from 

Tafean Pah, and representatives from different weaving groups from the ten villages 

involved in the weaving project at that time. Oxfam asked different village groups to 

estimate resources and expenditure for an average household in one year. 
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Table 1 

HOUSEHOLD RESOURCES FROM MATABESI AND LUNIUP FOR 
ONE YEAR 

Item Amount Value Item Total % of 
(Rp) (Rp) Total 

Agriculture 
corn 50 sheaves 125,000 
rice 30 (mamma) units 52,500 

20 (kabutu) units 50,000 
25 cans 125,000 

352,500 16.9 

 Livestock 
buffalo 1 400,000 
cattle 1 200,000 
horse 1 150,000 
pig 5 250,000 
goat 10 250,000 
chicken 10 100,000 

1,350,000 64.8 

 Forest 
tamarind-unseeded 50 kg 6,250 
tamarind-seeded 50 kg 12,500 

18,750 0.9 

 Weaving 
small size 12 @ 17,500 210,000 
large size 3 @ 50,000 150,000 360,000 17.4 

TOTAL 2,081,250 100.0 
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Table 2 

HOUSEHOLD RESOURCES FROM MAKUN, MANUMEAN AND BORO 
FOR ONE YEAR 

Item Amount Value Item Total % of 
(Rp) (Rp) Total 

Agriculture 
corn 70 - bunches not sold 
rice - irrigated 150-300 cans not sold 

- dry 5-6 cans not sold 
beans 30,000 

30,000 3.1 

Livestock 
cattle -paron 1 50,000 

individually/ 
joint owned 1 500,000 

pig 1 50,000 
chicken 1 4,000 

604,000 62.5 

Forest 
turmeric 15kg 6,750 
sandalwood 50 kg 30,000 
tamarind 300 kg 30,000 
coconut 50kg 50,000 
candlenut 30 kg 30,000 
cashew 30 kg 30,000 
other fruit 75,000 

251,750 26.1 

4 Weaving 
Average size 3 80,000 

80,000 8.3 

TOTAL 965,750 100 
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Table 3 

HOUSEHOLD RESOURCES FROM SAINUP AND PANTAE 
FOR ONE YEAR 

Item Amount Value Item Total % of 
(Rp) (Rp) Total 

1. Agriculture 
corn 200 kg 70,000 
rice 10 cans 50,000 

120,000 14.6 

Livestock 
goat 2 50,000 
chicken 25 125,000 

175,000 21.4 

Forest 
bebak 1,000 stalks 50,000 
tamarind 250 kg 75,000 
coconut 100 kg 100,000 

225,000 27.4 

Weaving 
ikat 4 @ 50,000 200,000 
sotis 10 @ 10,000 100,000 

300,000 36.6 

TOTAL 820,000 100.0 



Table 4 

HOUSEHOLD RESOURCES FROM KULUAN FOR ONE YEAR 

Item Amount Value Item Total % of 
(Rp) (Rp) Total 

1. Agriculture 
rice 20 cans 50,000 
corn 50 bunches 100,000 
bananas 10 stems 15,000 
sweet potato 2 bags 5,000 
onion 75kg 150,000 
coconut 500 25,000 
candlenut 50 kg 50,000 

395,000 19.5 

2. Livestock 
cattle - paron 1 40,000 

individually/ 
jointly owned 1 500,000 

goat 2 60,000 
pig 1 25,000 
chicken 5 30,000 
eggs 100 10,000 

665,000 32.8 

3. Forest 
bebak 50 piles 25,000 
sandalwood 200 kg 140,000 
tamarind 200 kg 20,000 

185,000 9.1 

4 Weaving 
small size 16 @ 17,500 240,000 
average size 8 @ 30,000 240,000 
large size 6 @ 50,000 300,000 

780,000 38.6 

TOTAL 2,025,000 100.0 
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For a number of reasons these figures are unlikely to be accurate. For example, the 

village of Kuluan is given a much lower total income than Matabesi; this is surprising 

because Kuluan has access to good water resources and is considered by the Tafean 

Pah executive to be the most enterprising of the representative Biboki villages. In fact, 

one of the Kuluan villagers, the extension worker participating in the survey, admitted 

to me that he suggested their group underestimate their resources in the hope that 

Oxfam would supplement their income. 

Despite this inaccuracy, a general picture emerges that places livestock as the most 

significant cash resource, with agriculture, forest and weaving resources contributing. 

After three years of the project's establishment, weaving is a significant contributor to 

village income. However, it must be placed as one of a variety of resources within the 

context of a self-sufficient subsistence economy that produces a surplus to yield 

income. As described above, the factor of increasing human and free-ranging cattle 

population contributes to environmental degradation that will result in decreasing 

opportunities for villagers to sustain agriculture and livestock at present levels. 

Therefore, it is apparent that villagers will need to supplement their income in other 

ways. The opportunity for an alternate cash income through the weaving project then 

becomes especially significant. 

In Chapter Three, some of the other factors contributing to the need for cash, 

particularly government pressures in the form of taxes and education expenses, will be 

discussed. An outline of the traditional indigenous culture is given. With that 

background, the interaction of indigenous and external forces is described, particularly 

of church and state. It will be shown that Matabesi people have not been overwhelmed 

by these influences, as some proponents of the dependency theory might expect. 

Rather, the indigenous people have accepted, modified or rejected these influences on 

their own terms. This is important when considering the design and implementation of 

development projects. As is argued throughout this thesis, projects are more likely to 



be accepted by recipients if they are inclusive of both donor and recipient. As will be 

shown in Chapter Five the weaving project has been accepted by Matabesi villagers. I 

assert that part of the project's success is that it is culturally appropriate to the 

recipients. 



CHAPTER THREE 

SOCIO-POLITICAL BACKGROUND 

The social and political organisation of the Atoin meto today, of which Matabesi is a 

part, is the result of layering and blending of various influences onto indigenous 

foundations. Dutch colonial and Indonesian government rule have brought changes 

but they, in turn, have adapted to local structures. For example, the Dutch areas of 

administration were based on the indigenous local kingdoms. The current indigenous 

political system has lost much of its previous political power: for instance, kingdoms 

no longer wage war. But it is still important in village life, particularly in the area of 

religion and traditional law (adat), which governs inheritance, marriage and social 

relationships. 

This chapter describes the historical socio-political background of the Atom meto and 

the ontology which gives a basis for understanding it. Some examples of the current 

prevalence of adat in Matabesi follow. The formal Indonesian government structures 

with relevance to West Timor are described, and the interaction and influence of policy 

and practice are shown at the village level. There is currently a tension between 

government policy which tries to discourage adat, and the assertion of cultural identity 

achieved through it. This issue is significant to the weaving project, as identity is 

expressed through textiles. 

The history of the incursion of Christianity into the area is given, and the intermingling 

of Christianity and indigenous religion is described. In contrast to the government- 
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indigenous tension regarding adat, there is greater mutual tolerance between 

indigenous belief and Catholicism in TTU. Catholicism supplements, not supplants, 

indigenous practice. 

A short discussion of education and health concludes the chapter, as examples of 

introduced structures by state and church that have been combined with Matabesi 

indigenous tradition. Education is accepted by villagers as one means for a few to 

succeed within the hidonesian government sphere, but for the majority it is one activity 

for children to be balanced with many other tasks. Similarly, it will be shown that 

Western medicine is one of a variety of choices villagers make in response to sickness. 

Traditional Structure 

Schulte Nordholt describes the political system in the Atoin meto region since 

European contact. He focuses on a period of consolidation of power in West Timor. 

According to indigenous sources, in the pre-colonial period there was a ritual ruler 

called Sonba'i who reigned over the major part of the Atoin meto area. He had three 

subordinate rulers (liurai) under him, who had executive power in their own areas. 

The kingdom of Sonba'i was centred in Waiwiku-Wehale, in the region now known 

as South Belu (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 159). Atoin meto legends relate that the 

Sonba'i kingdom at its height stretched over Miomafo, Insana and West Biboki. The 

Sonba'i rulers are said to have extended their kingdom more by strategic marriage into 

the family of local rajas than by direct conquest (Middelkoop, cited in Ormeling, 1956: 

68, 70). In 1642 the Portuguese considered the realm of Sonba'i enough of a threat to 

their tradiiig activities that they ventured inland for the first time, marching to Wehale 

to destroy this political and religious centre (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 164). 

It is probable there was a gradual undermining of the unity of the Sonba'i realm before 

this as a result of Dutch, Portuguese, Chinese and Muslim trade with the coastal rulers; 
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but it is more likely there was generally a state of political flux, as described by 

Cunningham: 

There is a tradition of warfare between princedoms, and between their 
constituent villagers and subdistricts, resulting at times in great alliances 
such as the Sonba'i empire, at other times in a factionalised state of 
autonomous, warring villages (Cunningham, 1967: 64). 

After this time, the Atoin meto rajas political power was largely determined by their 

relationship to whoever held power between the Dutch and the Topasses, Portuguese-

speaking people of mixed descent who had substantial control of the sandalwood trade 

in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries under the leadership of two feuding 

families, the Hornays and the da Costas (Ormeling, 1956: 100). 

Following the battle of Penfui in 1749 when the Dutch and their allies defeated the 

Topasses, the Sonba'i ruler tried to re-establish his empire; but his rule only extended 

to Fatule'u, Molo and Miomafo (refer to Map 1). By 1905 his power had 

disintegrated (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 184). Van Wouden suggests that, "the 

emancipation of the larger territories was necessarily accompanied by a rise in the 

position of the district heads". This break up of larger units meant that the district head 

(raja) and his fettor (executive counterpart), "now occupy the same positions as did 

earlier.., the ruler of the [Sonba'i] kingdom and his district heads" (van Wouden, 

1968: 109). 

Although there were no further indigenous empires, Sonba'i had an important 

religious significance to the Atoin meto. Myths connected with him identify him as the 

son of the Lord of Heaven and his sister as an earth symbol whose body turns into 

corn, bananas and sugar cane, her bones into sandalwood and her brains into honey. 

Schulte Nordholdt describes the importance of Sonba 'i as a unifying idea for the Atom 

meto as their first ruler, "acknowledged as such even in areas which pride themselves 

on never having lived under his rule". He also describes an example of Sonba'i's 
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religious power in times of serious distress, such as the mouse plague and ensuing 

famine of 1929 and 1930, when people turned to the Sonba'i rulers' descendants to 

intercede on their behalf for help (Schulte Nordholdt, 1971: 271-272). 

Since the colonial period, the highest level of the Atoin meto administrative unit has 

been the rajadom. In TT'U there are three: Biboki, Insana and Miomafo. In Biboki 

today, the raja lives separately at Tam'Kesi, one of the sacred places in the rajadom, 

near the highest mountain in South Biboki, symbolising the spiritual "navel" of the 

region. The other sacred place is at KetBo'en, on the coast, symbolising the "leg" of 

Biboki. The raja traditionally owned all the land and there was an annual payment due 

to him called Upeti in which villagers offer corn and rice after harvest, asking for his 

blessing. The villagers still offer this, although land now belongs to the state. The 

raja is referred to as Neno Ana, son of the Lord of the Sky, also called loro (sun). He 

has much spiritual power, including the ability to call rain, heat, lightning, thunder and 

sickness at his command. 

Schulte Nordholdt explains that the raja (atupas) lived in the centre of his realm at the 

"navel". He was supposed to remain "inside" his palace, staying inactive as his 

principal role was as the ritual leader for his state. The raja was the mediator between 

ancestors and their living descendants and he was himself sacred (le'u). Allied to this 

role was that of guardian of the sacred objects (atiut le 'u). The raja was responsible 

for ritual during the time of presentation of harvest gifts and ritual accompanying war, 

using his great altar for sacrifices (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 153,200). 

As the Atoin meto turned to Sonba'i in times of crisis, so do Biboki people turn to 

their raja when in need. In 1992 there had been a drought of several years standing. 

The Biboki people turned to their raja to discover the source of the problem. He 

explained that the spiritual equilibrium had been disturbed by human interference. The 

crocodile is a sacred animal in Biboki mythology and there are particular water courses 
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which are the ritual focus for this animal. One such place is the mouth of a river 

connecting the sea. It is believed that sacred crocodiles lived there, but some years ago 

a Chinese trader applied to the government to build a dam, cutting off the outflow of 

water to the sea to trap fish. Since that time crocodiles had not been seen again and 

this was taken to mean they were angry at their access being cut off. This then 

resulted in the drought and the raja was an essential participant when a group of Biboki 

people met with the government to ask them to cancel their contract with the Chinese 

businessman and destroy the dam. In 1995 the government did not renew the 

contract. 

Cunningham writes that the raja was considered passive and "feminine" within the 

centre, but he had an active executive counterpart, called the komel (from the Dutch 

word for colonel) by the Dutch, but known as mafefa (mouth) by the Atoin meto, 

indicating his place as the ritual speaker for the raja. Cunningham explains this 

relationship in terms of the Atoin meto idea of dyadic opposition, where the raja can be 

conceived as having a ritual role with internal duties as part of a shared relationship 

with his counterpart who can be seen as having a secular role with external duties. In 

this dual leadership, one figure cannot be seen as secondary assistant to the other, but 

rather, both perform complementary functions (Cunningham, 1967: 87). 

In Biboki, the role of mafefa is still important. One informant explains his role as 

being the "mouth" of the raja because "if the raja speaks in his ritual capacity he must 

be obeyed". In this explanation the mafefa acts like an ambassador who provides a 

buffer between a potentially destructive force and his subjects. The raja's "mouth" is 

traditionally chosen from the clan Uske'nat, and the current holder of this office lives 

in Am'Ome. One of the raja's powers is to make rain. Villagers make supplication to 

him indirectly when they go to the clan of Uske'nat with offerings of poultry and sopi 

(locally made palm spirit) to ask for intercession through the mafefa, who then asks 

the raja for rain. 
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The Dutch worked through the indigenous system where possible, recognising the raja 

and his administrator's authority, and paying them a government salary. The 

Indonesian government has continued to recognise the rajas of Biboki, Insana and 

Miomafo. They are paid a civil servant's salary, but they are not given political power 

within the administration by virtue of birth. Some rajas in Timor have studied and 

gone on to Indonesian government posts, but this has usually meant they have 

abandoned their ritual duties. In Biboki the raja has kept his ritual status; he has not 

entered into the secular state, and he is still honoured by his people. Matabesi villagers 

relate with pride an incident occurring in the 1970s when government representatives 

came from the Attorney General's Department in Jakarta to test the power of the rajas. 

In Biboki, in front of these representatives, the raja unwound his headcloth, threw it 

on the ground and rain began. This occurred in August, the middle of the dry season. 

McWihiam states that the central tenet of Atoni meto politics was that "the extent and 

development of a political system was dependent on the power accorded its centre" 

(McWilliam, 1989: 219). A hierarchy extended from this central domain which was 

designed to serve the interests and prestige of the ruler. 

Schulte Nordholt describes other positions in the Atoin meto hierarchy. The raja 

resided in a round or oval shaped palace. He had four palace guards who served him 

and his guests. At the "periphery of the centre" of the Atoin meto concept of political 

structure were "the old men, the old women" (atoni mnasi, bifel mnasi), acting as 

advisers to the raja. They were paired representatives of the two official lineages of 

wife givers, into which the raja and male members of his lineage married, and wife 

takers, into which the female members of the raja's lineage married. Also belonging to 

the palace sphere but resident "outside" of the palace were the "guardians of the 

realm". Their function was as ritual experts responsible for sacrificing. They also had 

knowledge of spells and rites which protected the kingdom and aided its warriors to 
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victory in war. They performed rituals at harvest time to effect fertility in the land and 

directed spells against the enemy (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 207-2 10). 

In the next level of Atoni structure were the four usif whose function was as war lords 

leading head hunting raids. Cunningham says they "were responsible for warfare, 

tribute to the ritual lord, adjudication and public order generally", calling them 

"secular" lords as opposed to the "ritual lord" or atupas (Cunningham, 1962: 218). 

Finally, on the "outside" of the centre were the "great fathers", who were the major 

custodians of the land or tobe naek. They were responsible for presenting the harvest 

tribute to the raja. They were also genealogical heads or amaf naek. The political 

community was made up of two groups of clans, in turn divided into geographically 

defined lineages, each headed by an amaf. As the lineages were settled in territories 

the tobe naek determined land tenure rights. Generally, there were few disputes about 

garden plots, as the house and surrounding land were the property of the head of the 

family occupying it, and rights were passed down to the next male generation. The 

person cultivating would always do so in collaboration with the people who lived in 

the same hamlet. 

Where disputes arose, they were over the question of disposal of virgin forest land or 

pasture land. In this case the tobe naek was sought for permission before cultivation. 

Disputes most often arose in the appropriation of sandalwood trees and trees 

containing bees' nests. Within the tobe naek's domain he could settle such disputes. 

Often, however, where ralds and violence occurred, there was a political distance 

between groups and the border was disputed. The tobe naek therefore were expected 

to have an exact knowledge of their borders as evidence to support claims on territory. 

Because of their important position, the tobe naek were given the title of kapitan by the 

Portuguese (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 220-227). 
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The preceding description largely concerned the political order encompassing the 

village. However, within the village itself kinship relationships predominate. Schulte 

Nordholt states that the nucleus of Atoin meto society is the ume, the limited locally 

defined lineage". The ume is a localised segment of a lineage which was part, along 

with other lineages, of a clan (kanaf) resident in a particular area headed by an amaf 

naek (Schulte Nordholt, 1971: 227). 

As discussed in the introduction, writers on eastern Indonesia have characterised this 

area of study as having a single conceptual system which links cosmology, ritual, 

political and social life. For example, comparing the functions and symbols associated 

with the roles of usf and tobe naek there are many points of similarity. The us if's 

function as leader of a head hunting raid, bringing the trophy of heads to the raja, can 

be compared to the tobe naek's presentation of a harvest tribute. Both headhunting 

and agriculture had specific ritual and symbolic accompaniments in complementary 

opposition. In headhunting, men used knives and machetes (inherently male tools), 

but when harvesting they broke off the heads of corn without implements. The 

women were allotted the harvesting of rice, using curved knives that men never used. 

The symbolic pairing of heat and cooling was also used. Heat was energy that could 

both activate and nullify life, so it must be directed into positive channels by rituals of 

cooling. In agriculture men burn the forest to bring energy to the earth, which is 

associated with the feminine and cold. After a raid, women throw water on men to 

"cool them down" (McWilliam, 1989: 78). 

Headhunting, which brought enemy trophies into the community, was seen as 

bringing the benefit of an increased spirit totality just as the harvest gave tangible 

substance to people. Both processes can be seen in a "single conceptual system where 

life sustaining products were incorporated into the community life sphere" 

(McWilliam, 1989: 78). 
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As headhunting and war are no longer embarked upon, it is to be expected that the usif 

no longer occupies his warrior role in the current political system; but it is possible his 

role has evolved into something different. Due to restrictions of time and some 

reluctance on the part of villagers to discuss traditional belief (see discussion below in 

context of ac/at), I was only able to get a superficial idea of the present system and 

functions of some of the roles described above. However, it is clear the structure and 

roles remain important. In Matabesi, traditional relationships and beliefs continue to 

affect daily life in the village. The tobe naek determines land distribution and resolves 

disputes. The hierarchical patterning of raja, aristocrat and commoner, with associated 

clans and lineages, determines social relationships as discussed in the ac/at section 

below. Also, the complementary opposition of symbols is an essential hermeneutic 

device that determines such things as ritual and gender-specific roles. 

Adat 

Adat is often translated as customary law or tradition. However, Ng, in discussing its 

wider meaning for Minangkabau villagers, quotes Young, who says that ac/at refers to 

"the shared ideals and traditions of Minangkabau social life, particularly those 

orientations that are seen as distinctively Minangkabau". Ng points out that ac/at 

"derives significance as a concept juxtaposed to other concepts to make a distinctive 

Minangkabau identity" (Ng, 1987: 5). This idea of ac/at defined in terms of a 

distinctive indigenous culture, as opposed to other external influences, is also a very 

useful definition when considering Biboki tradition. 

Collection of data in this area is difficult, as it is a sensitive topic and one that requires 

some time to develop trust and understanding. It is useful to discuss some of the 

reasons for this, as it gives some indication of the conjunction between external and 

indigenous belief. Questions of ac/at in practice today are time and area specific, so 

that Schulte Nordholdt's research, although important as background, was too long 

ago to be applicable. However, Schulte Nordholdt makes some judgements on this 
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topic himself, when he says the Biboki region has kept adat unchanged more than 

other regions. This is an interesting point, as the Biboki area has been historically one 

of the more inaccessible regions, but obviously other factors are relevant, such as the 

type of foreign religion introduced with colonisation. For instance, McWilliam and 

others have observed that there is greater tolerance to blending of belief in Catholic 

areas than in Protestant ones.' This may be due to the Catholic acceptance of 

syncretism as an aid to successful proselytising, as well as Protestant intolerance of 

what is classified as idolatry in indigenous belief. More recent ethnographies, such as 

McWilliam (1989), although having many useful points of similarity in general terms, 

are not based in the same region so cannot answer specific questions for the Biboki 

area. 

Anything to do with adat had to be approached carefully as villagers were often uneasy 

when asked directly about it. There are a number of reasons for this concerning 

ethnographers as outsiders, but also to do with the subject itself, so I tried to glean 

most things through unsolicited information and indirect approaches. 

Adat is openly denigrated by church and state, so villagers are understandably not 

open about it. My position as researcher was worsened by various factors. As 

Australia is supposedly more developed than Indonesia and as my stated reason for 

being there was to study the weaving co-operative, villagers may have assumed I was 

not interested or did not approve of adat. Further, the other "foreigner" in the village, 

the government adviser2, often followed me, asking what questions I was asking, 

which made me circumspect. He adamantly listed adat as the most serious "problem" 

in the village and the reason the villagers were "backward and underdeveloped". This 

view is echoed by the church, as expressed by a Western observer who is himself a 

priest: "despite good educational facilities mostly provided by the Catholic or 

Protestant churches, many of the old adat practices continue to hold back the economic 
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development of these islands, notwithstanding the vast sums of money the churches 

and government are currently investing in development projects (Webb, 1982: 27). 

Adat is a much more complicated subject to discuss than more mundane subjects such 

as daily tasks, and my language skills were not sufficiently developed in Dawan, 

which is the essential language for deeper research into adat, as Dawan is the ritual 

language. There is also the problem of the keepers of "truth" about ritual knowledge. 

The adat leaders are considered the experts and should be the ones consulted about 

such things. Other villagers may not be willing or able to speak about ritual because 

they do not have confidence in their own knowledge to make statements, do not have 

the ritual knowledge, or are not entitled to know. 

Despite these impediments, I did record some aspects of adat, particularly concerning 

aspects of marriage and lineage in Matabesi. There is no doubt adat is still powerful in 

village life. Some practices appear to have changed little from reports made half a 

century ago (refer Schulte Nordholdt, 1971), some are becoming less common, and 

others are adapting to different circumstances, sometimes incorporating outside 

influences. 

Marriage 

One practice that appears to have continued with little change to the present is the form 

of negotiation, ceremony and exchange in connection with marriage. This is one 

tradition of central importance in the lives of Matabesi people, as it determines such 

things as relationships among lineages, residence, and considerable material exchange. 

A prospective bridegroom and his family representatives signal their intention to begin 

negotiations leading to marriage by going to the prospective bride's house and 

presenting her parents with one or two silver coins, some sopi and betelnut. If the 

woman and her family agree, negotiations then proceed concerning the amount of 



bridewealth (belis) to be paid. Biboki people pride themselves on having the highest 

bridewealth in Timor. Traditionally, the bridewealth must consist of a number of 

objects including: Rp (uang kertas), Dutch coins (uang perakiBelanda), of vintage 

1910-1945 in the denominations 2.5, 1, 0.5, 0.25 and 0.1 gilder,3  cattle (which can 

include oxen), horses, coral necklaces and silver bracelets. In negotiation, other 

objects such as chickens, pigs and goats may be substituted for these prescribed 

objects. 

There is considerable variation in the final agreement over bridewealth, and the status 

and wealth of the participants are important in determining this. One example of 

bridewealth in a Biboki marriage between relatively well-off commoners in 1992 

included two gold sovereigns, fifty silver coins, Rp300,000 and two cattle.' Added to 

this amount, there is also the expense of the celebration, when some or all of the 

bridewealth is presented to the bride's family. The bride's family express their assent 

to the marriage by giving a number of weavings to the groom's family (refer to 

following chapter on weaving). This celebration is attended by both sides of the 

family and usually some hundreds of relatives and friends attend. As in other 

contributions for a particular ceremony, each household's payment is determined by its 

closeness to the couple and ability to pay. An estimation of what a Biboki household 

would, on average, contribute on such an occasion was given as Rp26,000, one pig, 

50kg rice and one cloth. 

In Matabesi, a marriage between members of the aristocratic clan in Am'Ome was 

discussed and the bridewealth in that case was reported as including: 500 coins, three 

million Rp, six cattle, several bracelets and necklaces. The presentation of bridewealth 

celebrations lasted five days. Matabesi villagers believed this was much too high a 

bridewealth and the members of the lineage paying it were just "showing off" their 

wealth. In a commoners' village such as Matabesi, the agreed bridewealth is often 

paid off slowly over a number of years. An aristocratic lineage would try to pay off 



bridewealth more quickly as a sign of its higher status. Until it is entirely paid off, the 

husband must live with his wife's family, as she is still considered to belong to her 

lineage of birth. This is often an amicable arrangement, but, sometimes, if the wife's 

parents do not like their son-in-law, they can insist he pays off the bridewealth 

quickly. 

As soon as the final payment is made, residence is virilocal and the wife then becomes 

part of her husband's lineage with rights to enter his adat house. She may still attend 

her own family's celebrations but no longer has rights or obligations with respect to 

them. For instance, she cannot enter her family's adat house and is not expected to 

participate in food preparation for important ceremonies. If her husband dies and she 

wishes to remarry, her first husband's family has the right to her bridewealth, but if 

the debt has not been paid in full she can return to her own family and they again have 

the right to her bridewealth. However, she may marry her dead husband's younger 

brother or other close male relative, in which case no bridewealth need be exchanged. 

Most men try to pay off the full bridewealth before they die, as any debt is transferred 

to their children. An important part of the marriage exchange is in the form of cloth 

given from the bride's family to the groom's family. This is given as an indication of 

assent to the terms of the bridewealth, and then again when all the groom's debt has 

been paid. 

Marriages are preferably endogamous within the clan, but exogamous from the 

lineage. One explanation given for this prescription is that it is the means to keep the 

bridewealth circulating within the clan, not losing it to another. Prohibitions of 

marriage between particular lineages are underlined by the belief that one of the 

spouses will die if such a marriage takes place. In Luniup, the example was given of a 

young woman who died unexpectedly and it was then discovered that she had 

unknowingly married into a lineage which was prohibited from manying into her 
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own. Prohibitions between lineages may extend further to avoidance. For example, 

in Fatpapan, a village three kilometres away from Matabesi, one lineage never went to 

Manufui, as its members were prohibited from going to the territory of a particular 

lineage located there. 

Another reason for endogamy of clans is the hierarchy of lineages. People are 

expected to marry someone of the same status. People from the aristocratic lineages 

can many into commoner lineages, but it is seen as causing problems. A commoner 

woman marrying an aristocratic man, after payment of bridewealth, has rights due to 

members of his lineage such as entering the adat house, but this is seen as an 

uncomfortable situation. Their children then become aristocrats. Similarly, when a 

commoner man marries an aristocratic woman and payment of bridewealth is 

completed, she becomes a commoner along with their children. 

Lineage 

The clan and lineage are still important institutions within Biboki villages that function 

as a social, political and religious unit. It is difficult to judge how many there are, as 

definitions are variable, but one of the system's strengths appears to be its very 

flexibility. For example, in Matabesi there are four small lineages that are part of a 

clan Tani'i, which sometimes works as a unit. One estimate generally agreed upon by 

villagers of the number of Biboki lineages is around one hundred. Although it is 

commonly known which lineage people belong to, one indication of lineage is through 

the full name of a person. A Biboki name has three parts: the baptismal name (nama 

permandian), the spiritual name (nama arwa), which is the given in memory of a 

particular ancestor, often not conferred until adulthood, and the lineage name (nama 

suku). 

The head of the lineage (tobe naek) is the oldest male relative who has the authority in 

matters of ritual and the responsibility as guardian of the adat house. This role is 
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passed on to his next younger brother if he dies and so on, until the end of that 

generation. For various reasons, such as the case of the priest described below, or 

more often, if the oldest male is not resident near the adat house, his position may be 

passed into the care of a younger brother while the elder is still alive.5  In Matabesi 

there were only three adat houses, as most adat houses are still located in the old 

village. 

An important part of indigenous religion centres on the influence of ancestor spirits on 

the living. The lineage structure links the two realms in the adat house. Each lineage 

has its own adat house. As lineage connection extends to the dead, when a person 

dies, he or she should be buried among his or her own lineage.' 

In the adat house there are two essential items: a sword and a spear. These are 

reminders of a recent past in which the sword was used for headhunting, which when 

successful increased the spiritual power of the lineage (refer McWilliam, 1982), and 

the spear, used against enemies in a frequently belligerent past. Although these two 

items are no longer used in their original way, they are believed to have considerable 

spiritual and protective powers. Usually other items connected with ritual are stored 

there too, such as ceremonial dress and ancestral cloth. 

Land is held in common by the lineage and its temporary allocation to a particular 

household is determined by the lineage head. A household fences its land to claim it 

once the entitlement is established. In the old village of Matabesi the tobe naek was 

mentioned in connection with land distribution, but in the new village the government 

had distributed land to individuals in an attempt to persuade them to move from the old 

village. In the new village around half the households had entitlement to land in the 

old village, so perhaps those without such entitlement were encouraged to move to 

gain access to land. Government practice in allocating individual land title has affected 
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the traditional system of communal land ownership and in Matabesi there was an 

occasion when land was sold for cash. 

In the discussion relating to church and state below, examples will be given of how 

some of the external structures have been incorporated into indigenous tradition. For 

instance, the indigenous practice of honouring people of power and prestige by 

welcoming them with dancing, ritual speeches and presentation of cloth is extended for 

use in welcoming important government officials or others. In Matabesi the British 

representative of Oxfam Trading was greeted in this way when she visited the village 

in 1991. Although there is sometimes tension between external and indigenous 

institutions, at the local level the villagers determine to what degree foreign structures 

are included or excluded from the indigenous sphere. 

Government Structure 

The formal administrative structures in Indonesia can be characterised by a centre-

periphery model which is a result of indigenous, colonial and modern patterns. The 

vertical chain of authority extends from the national capital Jakarta to provincial 

capitals, district towns, subdistrict towns through to the village level. 

At the national level, the geography of Indonesia as an archipelago tends to induce 

political fragmentation rather than integration. Transport and communications until 

recently were very difficult, with reliance on inter-island shipping for inter-island 

linkage. The numerous islands and mountainous terrain sustained a rich diversity of 

ethnic groups with distinct indigenous languages. With Soeharto's New Order 

government taking over in 1965 came greater physical and national integration of 

Indonesia. This was partly due to the establishment of a strong central government 

authority, a first priority of the new government, but also this period coincided with 

improvements in communication and increasing urbanisation. Technological 

developments, such as radio and television in the 70s, helped integrate the nation, and 



improved air services means that today no province is more than a day's flight from 

Jakarta. With increasing migration to urban centres within a particular province, one 

large city becomes the focus of local development, but smaller towns and villages act 

as intermediary linkages for the rural population (MacAndrews, 1986: 1-8). 

The New Order government centres on Jakarta and the President, in the same way that 

traditionally, "power in Javanese society is seen as being focussed on the king, 

diminishing as it radiates from the central court" (MacAndrews, 1986: 9). The central 

government makes most decisions and determines Indonesian national programs. At 

all levels of government the formal system of decision making is "top-down", whether 

it be the President, Governor, Bupati, Camat or kepala desa in their respective areas of 

influence. Resources flow to the centre and are then disbursed back out to the 

periphery, as determined by Jakarta. This is most obvious in the flow of revenues 

coming from taxes and the sale of resources from the outer provinces, such as oil and 

timber.7  

The formal structure of government in Indonesia is duplicated at each level of the 

system, such that there is a focus on one central figure who is advised by two separate 

councils very loosely equivalent to an upper and lower house in a system of bicameral 

legislature. At the national level the People's Consultative Assembly (MFR-Majelis 

Permusyawara ran Rakyat) elects the President and Vice-President for a five year term. 

The President consults with the People's Representative Council (DPR-Dewan 

Perwakilan Rakyat), which is a representative body chosen from the larger MPR. A 

second body, the Supreme Advisory Council (DPA-Dewan Pertimbangan A gung) , has 

the right to submit proposals to the President who is expected to consult with them 

regularly. Various departments headed by ministers such as Education, Forestry, 

Public Works etc. and several important non-departmental agencies report directly to 

the President. A schematic representation of the Indonesian central government 

institutions is outlined in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 

Government Organization in Indonesia 
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The government actually functions by a combination of formal and informal systems. 

The formal structure is staffed by Indonesian civil servants. Entrance to the civil 

service depends on specified educational qualifications for particular levels. There is a 

predominance of Javanese, especially in the central government. A position in the civil 

service carries high status and Indonesians value the security offered.8  

Informal relationships based on background and connections also affect the workings 

of the government. Family and ethnic ties are most important, but educational 

background, for example, where one went to university and established friends or 

connections, and religion also matter. For instance, in NTT the Governors ethnicity 

and religion is important in a province divided into discrete ethnic units depending on 

island of origin - Timor, Roti, Savu, Flores etc - and evenly divided into Catholic and 

Protestants, again relating to region of origin. For example, in Savu the majority are 

Protestants, in Flores the majority are Catholics. 

West Timor is part of the province of Nusa Ten ggara Timur (NTT), the Eastern Lesser 

Sunda Islands, one of twenty-seven provinces in Indonesia. It is headed by the 

Governor in the capital city of Kupang. The NTT province is divided into districts 

(kabupaten) headed by Bupati in each regional centre, based on the former Dutch 

administrative unit (Onderafdeeling). West Timor has four kabupaten with respective 

centres- Kupang/Kupang, South Central Timor (TTS)/Soe, North Central Timor 

(TTU)[Kefamenanu, and BelulAtambua. The kabupaten are further subdivided into 

kecamatans with the Camat at their head. In Timor this division derived from the 

Dutch colonial administrative unit of Kefettoran, which was based on the indigenous 

kingdoms. In TTU these kingdoms are Biboki, Insana and Miomafo. These are 

further subdivided into perwakilan with respective capitals - East Miomafo/Nunpene, 

West Miomafo/Eban, South BibokiJManufui, North BibokilLurasic and 

InsanaJOelolok. 



The Governor is appointed by the president on advice from the local Provincial 

People's Representative Council (DPRD-Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah). The 

DPRD acts as an advisory body to the Governor, and he consults with a Provincial 

Advisory Board (BPD-Badan Pertimbangan Daerah) which makes suggestions to the 

Governor. He is appointed for five years and usually one or more assistant Governors 

are appointed for the same term. The governor is assisted by a Secretariat (Sekretariat 

Daerah), which consists of various offices, for instance, finance, personnel and audit. 

Central government departments have representative offices (Kanwil-Kantor Wilayah) 

in each province, which oversee centrally controlled programs. 

At the district level (kabupaten) the head (Bupati) is appointed by the Governor for a 

five year renewable term. The Bupati consults with the District Level Representatives' 

Council (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah-DPRD Tk IT). He has his own secretariat 

with administrative offices and some central government departments will also have 

offices (Kanwil) at this level too. 

The third level of local government is the sub-district (kecamatan), controlled by the 

Camat. He is a civil servant appointed by the Bupati to oversee the kecamatan, which 

usually consists of twenty to forty villages. 

Finally, the fourth level is the village, led by the village headman (kepala desa), 

appointed by the Camat. The headman9  regularly attends training sessions in his 

regional kecamatan and kabupaten centres in which government policies are 

communicated concerning ongoing and year-specific programs. Some of his more 

important functions are to organise annual collection of taxes, to oversee village 

organisation, and to resolve disputes. He has an advisory committee (LKMI)-

Lembaga Ketahanan Masyarakat Desa) consisting of himself as chairman, village 

officials, including secretary and treasurer, and other village representatives.'0  The 

administrative structure of the LKMD is defined by the Indonesian government, but in 
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practice at village level it has not been readily adopted, perhaps because it is not an 

indigenous institution, but also it is probably too large to be workable in villages. The 

government recognises this and one of the aims of the AIDAB project was to 

strengthen government institutions such as the LKMD. In Matabesi decisions are most 

often based on an informal system of reaction and response, where the village 

headman or secretary is individually approached when problems within the village 

arise, rather than following a more bureaucratic system of planning and 

implementation. Refer to Figure 3 for a schematic representation of the local 

government structures. 

Respect for positions of governmental authority within the village depends on a 

combination of traditional status and personal attributes. For example, the village 

secretary had respect from villagers as lineage head and as a fair and educated man. In 

contrast, there are some individuals who are given positions of authority by the 

government, but who are not respected by the villagers. For instance, in another 

Biboki village the headman was not liked by his village because he was suspected of 

taking large sums of money from communal village funds. 

The Indonesian government attempts to control and influence village life in many ways 

with varying degrees of success. The most obvious control comes through central 

government institutions that make laws and policy. The local government officials 

have considerable power, but ultimately have to follow Jakarta's decisions. 

In Matabesi one way the government has direct effect on the lives of the villagers is 

through annual taxes which must be paid each August. Income tax is 15% in 

Indonesia but in the village tax is calculated according to the area of land controlled, 

averaging from Rp5,000-20,000 per household. Apart from this annual tax, there are 

other taxes imposed, such as one for slaughtering animals for sale or consumption. 

This is in the order of Rp2,500 for cattle. Other regulations that affect the villagers 
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may be less obvious, but still have considerable impact. For example, the government 

controls the selling price for basic food which farmers produce, keeping prices down, 

but does not regulate the price of manufactured goods such as fertiliser that farmers 

buy. The price of manufactured goods continues to rise, but farmers' product prices 

do not rise correspondingly. 

In Jakarta decisions are made for the whole country to follow, but some programs 

appropriate to Java may not be suitable to Timor. One government initiative already 

affecting TTS is the conversion of forest into a monoculture controlled by the 

government for future harvest, in this case, Pine forest. Oxfam warned that this was 

going to happen in TTU as well. As villagers already rely on additional food and 

income from forest produce, it will be difficult for them to find replacement resources. 

However, some government regulations are ignored by the villagers. For instance, the 

local alcoholic spirit sopi has been seen as a problem by the Dutch and Indonesian 

governments, the Dutch prohibiting its preparation and import into Timor from 1914 

and the Indonesians restricting its preparation from 1953. Both attempts at control 

have been unsuccessful, as sopi preparation in the vast lontar savannas is impossible 

to police (Ormeling, 1956: 91). In Matabesi, on Saturday evening, after the district 

market there are always a number of inebriated villagers. Ormeling cites another 

example of failed regulation that occurs in the agricultural sphere. Since 1916 

successive governments have tried to restrict uncontrolled burning off during clearing 

of land (Ormeling, 1956: 127). This has had little effect to the present, and in 

Matabesi and other villages, uncontrolled burning still occurs. 

Indirect influence by the government comes from its promotion of ideals of behaviour, 

one of the most pervasive forms of this being the advocacy of Pancasila (the 5 

principles) within schools, on the media and on any appropriate public occasion by 

various officials. This is the ideology first advocated by President Sukarno in 1950 to 
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encourage nationalism and unity in the new Republic. The five principles are the belief 

in God, nationalism, humanitarianism, democracy and social justice (Legge, 1972: 

184). This ideology has continued to be promoted by President Soeharto, who says 

that national development cannot be separated from a commitment to Pancasila: 

"Pancasila should permeate all aspects of national life, including the political, 

economic, social and legal aspectst (Morfit, 1986: 43). 

In Matabesi the personification of government thought on the 'correct' way to behave 

is a young civil servant from the Social Department (Kantor Sosial). He is a 

government "adviser' (penyuluh: one who provides elucidation11 ), who is assigned to 

the village for two years. Although he is treated with respect to his face, he is not 

popular in the village for a variety of reasons. He is seen as an outsider, as he is from 

Nusa Tenggara Barat (NTB) province and his difference is accentuated by the fact that 

he is a Muslim. At public meetings when both the village headman and the adviser 

speak on government policy, the headman is listened to with respect, whereas the 

adviser is attended to with overt politeness, but discreet joking commentary out of 

range of his hearing is added by some of the villagers. He applies his own 

interpretation of government policy strictly, which is often resented or ignored by the 

villagers. For instance, he decided that young women should play sport, so he 

insisted that they play volleyball every afternoon or they would be fined. Eventually 

the women refused to play any further. The adviser then decided that work groups 

were a good idea, so he patrolled the weaving groups, making sure everyone was in 

her "correct" group. He tried to organise the men into similar work groups to 

cooperate in clearing land and building animal pens, but this was resisted. 

After seeing the success of the weaving project, the adviser also tried to organise the 

men into a project for making rattan chairs for sale. He had this idea because of their 

production in NTB province, but the village men explained that rattan grows too far 

away to make this idea feasible. The villagers rarely challenged him directly; if they 

93 



disagreed with his ideas, they would politely listen and then either avoid him or 

continue going about their normal tasks without change. Sometimes they would be 

organised by him if they agreed with his purpose. For example, he saw the priest's 

room was deteriorating at the front of the chapel, so he asked everyone to bring 

materials and help rebuild it. Matabesi villagers willingly participated in this task. 

The adviser stated what he saw as the "problems" in the village as; following adat, not 

respecting the government enough and lack of schooling. He explained that adat was a 

problem because people would contribute more than they could afford to ceremonies 

so as not to lose face. He complained that the government still had to tell the villagers 

what to do, and sometimes the villagers responded to such requests unwillingly. In 

terms of education, he believed that if people really wanted their children to go through 

to high school, they would find ways of earning money, such as selling cattle or 

working for rich people.' 2  

As mentioned in the Introduction, a more subtle form of discouragement of adat by 

government is to "emasculate" it. Acciaioli (1985) describes the process where adat is 

becoming increasingly circumscribed by the Indonesian government, restricting it to 

forms of material culture and display. Acciaioli cites the Central Sulawesi's 

Department of Education and Culture, which limits folk customs and traditions of 

Central Sulawesi to "1) Dress; 2) Distinctive food; 3) Ceremonies from birth to death; 

and 4) Housing" (Masyhuda et al., cited in Acciaioli, 1985: 157). Concomitantly, 

indigenous religion is disparaged. It is not recognised as one of the five world 

religions of Islam, Christianity, Catholicism, Buddhism and Hinduism, and so it is not 

accorded the status of agama or religion. 

The lack of status of traditional religions associated with adat, means there is 

increasing secularisation. Ritual practice becomes a dramatic performance. For 

example, in Tana Toraja, a traditional funerary ceremony was shortened after 



government officials pressured the organisers to make a 'more dramatic and shorter 

spectacle" for the benefit of tourists (Acciaioli, 1985: 160). Acciaioli has described 

this process as a kind of "symbolic violence" by the Indonesian government which, 

To maintain the appearance of respect for all these differing forms of adat, 
it has not sought to eradicate diversity, but to emasculate it. Regional 
diversity is valued, honoured, even apotheosised, but only as long as it 
remains at the level of display, not belief, performance, not enactment 
(Acciaioli, 1985: 161). 

In contrast, Benda-Beckmann (1993) argues that Minangkabau villagers use adat as a 

way to resist bureaucratic regulations that the villagers see as infringing on their 

traditions. For example, when government officials demanded the Minangkabau 

register their land and submit written genealogies to establish usufruct, the villagers 

replied that such registration would be contrary to adat, which does not allow for 

individualised ownership of land. However, Benda-Beckmann explains that the 

Minangkabau portrayal of adat in this strict prohibitive rule does not fit the usual model 

of adat. The Minangkabau's normative system has been characterised by various 

researchers of adat as "much more complex, flexible and negotiable than peasants 

make bureaucrats believe". The application of adat rules "depends on situation and 

condition" (Benda-Beckmann, 1993: 124). 

Benda-Beckmann explains that the Minangkabau's normative sytem of adat should, in 

theory, allow registration of land. However, they do not want to be forced into the 

Indonesian government's conception of land ownership, so, in order to justify their 

refusal to register land, they invoke a legalistic conception of adat. The government 

may then view Minangkabau traditions as backward and hampering the progress of 

national development, but it is unlikely the Minangkabau will be classed as subversive. 

Therefore, Benda-Beckmann suggests that it is not just ethnocentrism on the part of 

government planners that judges adat as "hindering development"; villagers themselves 

"actively contribute" to this situation (Benda-Beckmann, 1993: 124-127). 
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In a recent article, Acciaioli (1994) describes the 'dialectic of mutual appropriation in 

development" by indigenous people and Indonesian government representatives. In a 

proposed rice intensification program in South Sulawesi, the government sought to 

encourage participation through both nationalist rhetoric and the appropriation of local 

idioms. The government called the program "Operasi Lappo Ase", meaning 

"Operation Piles of Paddy", encorporating the Bugis term "Lappo Ase" (piles of 

paddy), and also representing the program by the acronym OLA, which is the Bugis 

unit (ola) used to measure volume. Also in the implementation of the project, the 

government used an indigenous village institution to communicate the methods of the 

rice project. The Sidrap Bugis have village meetings called tudang sipulung, which 

can be translated as "sit together with each other". Traditionally these meetings are 

used to read and interpret indigenous palm leaf manuscripts (pallontara) that range 

from chronicles to prayers; but in one form they are almanacs used to predict 

meteorological and other phenomena relating to rice planting. From the interpretation 

of these manuscripts, planting, ritual and harvest details are determined. The 

government transformed the local institution of tudang sipulung into a forum for 

government officials to communicate details of the rice intensification program 

(Acciaioli, 1994: 41-46). 

However, one institution the government established, the village cooperative or KUD 

(Koperasi Unit Desa) has been "appropriated from below" by local rice merchants. 

The KUD were designed to be "the major intermediaries between farmers as producers 

and the government as purchaser". The government's intention was to create the KUD 

as an alternative marketing channel to the traditional rice merchants. Nevertheless, the 

private rice merchants were able to gain enough support from local farmers to be 

elected into management positions of the KUD. These merchants could then continue 

their domination of the rice market by acting "in the name of' the cooperatives 

(Acciaioli, 1994: 47-50). 



Acciaioli demonstrates that 

On the one hand, a modem development scheme has resorted to the 
authority of traditional local forms; on the other, indigenous entrepreneurs 
have used the modern idiom of of cooperatives to increase their control of 
the market. ... Just as the nation state may exalt its harnessing of tradition 
as the key to modemisation, so interested local elites may usurp the idioms 
of modernity to continue their regional control (Acciaioli, 1994: 51-52). 

Similarly, when considering the implementation of the weaving project, it will be 

shown that incorporating indigenous forms of organisation encourages local 

participation. One example of such inclusiveness elaborated further in Chapter Five is 

using existing neighbourhood and lineage ties to form the basis of the work groups. 

Church 

The Church's distribution has been determined by historical factors. Christianity was 

introduced into Indonesia by the Portuguese, and NIT is one of the few provinces 

where there is a majority of professed Christians.' 3  In Timor, Dominican Missionaries 

were the first to build mission stations on both the south and the north coasts. In 1859 

the treaty of Lisbon fixed the border between Dutch and Portuguese Timor and so 

restricted Portuguese priests' access to Dutch Timor. Jesuit missionaries were first 

sent to Dutch Timor in 1862 (Webb, 1982: 38, 44). However, according to local 

informants, it was not until 1922 that the first priest arrived in Kefamenanu. 

The Dutch only allowed one mission in any one area, thinking "double missions 

would disturb peace and order" (Webb, 1982: 46). Consequently, Dutch Timor 

became divided by agreement and precedent into Catholic and Protestant regions. A 

legacy of this division which occurred all over NIT province was that different 

kabupaten have a majority of one or the other variety of Christianity, such that Belu 

and TTU are largely Catholic, while TI'S is Protestant. Kupang however, has a mix 

because although it had a Protestant mission it has had an influx of immigrants from 

other islands in NTT who have brought their respective religions. 
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Today, although tolerance for different religions is encouraged by the state ideology 

Pancasila, there is still much political and social manoeuvring in connection with 

religion. For example, there seems to be a widely held theory that Governors of NTT 

alternate between Protestant and Catholics. There was much comment that this 

tradition had been broken, in that the current Governor was a Catholic, the second in a 

row. Therefore it was said that the next Governor must be a Protestant because it will 

be their turn. 

One important focus of the churches has been education. In 1913 the Dutch 

Government decided to hand over the task of education to the missions. The colonial 

government laid down the syllabus, provided a substantial subsidy for each student 

and promised not to open a government school in the same area as the mission school 

area. This led to a substantial growth in the number of schools in the next two 

decades, the majority being village primary schools, but a few "link schools" were 

also established, which was the prelude to entry to a HIS (Hollandische Inlandische 

School) or Dutch native school, the essential requirement for Indonesians wishing to 

work in the colonial civil service. The first seminary in NTT was established in 1926 

in Sikka, Flores to train indigenous priests. Others followed later, including one in 

Atambua. The seminaries were equivalent in function to a secondary school and they 

taught in Latin, Dutch and German. After the war and with the coming of Indonesian 

independence, educated men were in great demand as teachers and administrators and 

so ex-seminarians were in an advantageous position. 

At present, in NTT, primary schools are the responsibility of the Indonesian 

Government but secondary schools and universities are divided into Government or 

religion-based. In the Catholic provinces of YI'U and Belu seminaries still occupy an 

important place in education. The high school seminary in Atambua was considered 

the first stage of the long training for priesthood, although it had very few boys going 

on to the seminary in Flores, only one or two in the final class of sixty. However, 
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according to a teacher there, the primary motivation for attendance at this school was 

educational and not vocational. The school services rural boys who are unlikely to 

receive an equivalent level of schooling otherwise, as it is a boarding school with 

church-subsidised fees. Nevertheless, for a bright village boy there are incentives 

apart from religious reasons to becoming a priest. It is a guarantee of status, reliable 

income and the possibility of travel in Indonesia or abroad that would be very unlikely 

otherwise. 

There are increasing numbers of Indonesian priests and nuns, although recently there 

have been no priests who have come from Biboki. However, in 1992 there were 

celebrations for the ordination of two priests from Miomafo, the neighbouring 

kingdom to Biboki.'4  I will describe something of what occurred there because it is 

illustrative of a number of things also applicable in Biboki: the esteem in which priests 

are held in the region, the collaborative work of villagers, including the determination 

of different rates of contribution, and the melding of indigenous belief and 

Christianity. 

For some months before the event there were a series of community meetings in the 

priests' home village in which preparation for the celebration and dispersal of 

contributions was determined. As there was an expected attendance of some hundreds 

of people at the gathering who would stay a number of days, money was needed to 

buy food and other items, and a division of tasks was determined. Different groups 

included those attending to the building of temporary shelters, water distribution, 

cooking, decoration, public safety and so on. 

Also, the villagers wished to present a sum of money to the priests to allow them a 

living allowance in addition to their small stipend from the church. Household 

contribution was determined according to nearness of relationship to the priest and 

relative ability to pay. The money raised was a considerable sum, as it was estimated 



three million Rp would be the amount to aim for in order that each priest could live on 

the interest from that amount. The celebration itself was estimated to cost around one 

million Rp. Contributions were not necessarily made in cash, but could be in the form 

of livestock or produce. 

On the day of the celebration meals were prepared, a platform was set up and guests 

arrived from Kefamenanu and neighbouring villages. The village was prepared for the 

priests' arrival in the afternoon and the car carrying them stopped before entering the 

village, so that the villagers could give the priests a traditional welcoming ceremony to 

underline their status as important and honoured guests. All the people wore their best 

cloth and a number of young men danced before them accompanied by women striking 

wooden drums. The priests then entered their respective family houses for rest and 

refreshment. Afterwards they emerged to gather outside one priest's ac/at house, 

followed by the whole village. Both priests and a few other men, including the 

guardian of the ac/at house, then entered the building and the priests were dressed 

ceremonially inside with cloth and additional adornments such as silver coins and 

traditional headdress. They emerged from the ac/at house and with many onlookers 

circumambulated the altar to the Lords of the Earth and the Sky (see Plates on 

following page). Then they were led to the stage. Here the priest who was the eldest 

male of his family, and thus the one who would normally be the lineage head and 

custodian of the adat house when the older generation dies, ceremonially passed on his 

rights and obligations to the next eldest son in his family. The explanation for this 

passing on of duties was that, having become a priest, his loyalties were no longer to 

his particular family, but to the whole community. After this ceremony there were a 

number of speeches of congratulation and then eating and dancing began for the night. 

In Matabesi the church has an important influence on village life. Most obviously, 

Sunday is a break from normal routine and although some essential tasks are still 
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Plate 8: 
Priests exit adat house 

after being dressed ceremonially. 

Plate 9: 
Villagers and priests 

circumambulate traditional altar. 
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performed, such as water collection, cooking and feeding livestock, tasks that can be 

left for the day are stopped. Weaving is one activity that can be halted, although this is 

not always followed. However, proof that the ideal exists is given with the action of 

the Luniup headman when he fined women in his village for weaving on Sunday. 

Villagers are also expected to attend Sunday services. Again the ideal falls short of 

reality, and in Matabesi about one third of the households attend any given Sunday. A 

roll call is taken of each household and excuses offered for absence, including 

sickness, attending to distant crops, or visiting relatives in other villages. 

If inadequate or no excuse is given, the household is fined for non-attendance by the 

guru agama (literally: religious teacher). The Sunday service is used by the village 

headman for communicating upcoming events of public notice and to praise or 

condemn past actions. The government adviser mentioned above also used the 

occasion for lectures on topics such as the importance of going to church regularly and 

Pancasila. 

As priests service a number of villages, they may only celebrate mass once a month or 

less in a particular village. When the priest is not present, the guru agama takes over, 

leading the service. The service is held in a mixture of Dawan and Indonesian. 

Another duty the guru agama of Matabesi had, even when the priest was present, was 

to lead in the Dawan prayers because the current priest was born in Belu and so his 

indigenous language was Tetum. 

Important ceremonies of the Catholic church are taken seriously by the villagers. They 

often involve months of preparation and considerable material contribution. For 

example, in 1992, 36 children, from Matabesi and Luniup, received their first 

communion in the church at Luniup. For several months beforehand, the children, of 

ages eight to thirteen, regularly met in groups of about eight students each to study the 
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First Communion celebration in Luniup. 

Plate 10: Priest and villagers during ceremony. 

Plate 11: Some of the children after the ceremony. 
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Catechism under supervision from local teachers and the guru agarna. The ceremony 

was an important event, not only for the particular children involved, but for both 

villages. The children wore newly woven textiles and their parents also wore their 

best cloth. Many relatives and friends attended, the service conducted by the local 

priest, but other religious people were also present, such as two nuns from a nearby 

convent. (See Plates 10 and 11 on the previous page.) 

Education 

Although education is valued and recognised by villagers as a way of potentially 

increasing opportunities inside and outside the village, the level of education is low. 

This is due to the combination of difficulty of access to education and conflicting 

demands on children's time through their contribution to the household economy. In 

the province of NTT as a whole, one-fifth of all adult males and one-third of all adult 

females have never attended school (Biro Pusat Statistik, 1987). In Matabesi most 

villagers between the ages of ten to fifty have had some schooling at the primary level, 

although not many complete the full six years. Even fewer continue on to high school 

so those getting to university are rare. In Matabesi only two were mentioned; Pak 

Ande in Kefamenanu and another man who had become a teacher in Atambua. Within 

the village, those with at least a good primary schooling have some advantages over 

those who do not, as they fill the administrative roles in the village. For instance, the 

village secretary was appointed to his position partly because he had a high school 

education. 

The low level of education in Matabesi is primarily due to the unavailability of 

schooling, intermittent attendance and poverty. The old village has no primary school 

nearby, and one of the main incentives for relocation to the new site was the promise 

of a primary school built to serve both Luniup and Matabesi, located in Luniup. High 

schools are located in the towns, and this discourages many attending, apart from 

higher fees associated with secondary schools, as the children are part of the economic 
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life of the village. Children attending from villages either board or stay with relatives 

in town. At the tertiary level there are some technical colleges in the larger district 

capitals of Atambua and Soe, but the universities are all in Kupang or further afield, 

the most prestigious and expensive being in Java. 

However, even where schooling is available, one problem on which the teachers focus 

is the poor level of attendance. In 1992 at the school in Luniup there were 260 

students registered, of which the greater number attended in the lower classes. This is 

not due to demographic irregularity, but rather because of irregular attendance. One 

quarter to one third of any one class inevitably fall their year and either drop out of 

school altogether or repeat the year. For example, in 1991 only twenty-one pupils sat 

year six, of which six failed, and in 1992 only fifteen students were registered for year 

six.'5  In Matabesi it was not unusual for children to repeat a particular year a third 

time. Inattendance is caused by sickness, children's participation in household and 

farming tasks, or travelling with their parents to other villages for visits or ceremonial 

occasions. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, children are valued contributors to the 

household economy. They perform many daily tasks, such as gathering firewood or 

collecting water, and seasonal work, such as weeding and protecting growing crops 

from birds and animals, which may remove them from school. In a subsistence 

economy where their contribution is significant, it is understandable that substantive 

returns from children's agricultural participation can be seen at a practical level as more 

useful than dubious esoteric rewards for greater participation in schooling. 

Sometimes teachers are absent as well. They are paid a low wage, and they often 

supplement their income through other jobs or from livestock and agricultural 

production. Nevertheless teachers appear conscientious and are well respected in the 

community. The teachers participate in important aspects of village life apart from the 
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purely educational. For example, some helped in the Catechism training for the 

children participating in their first communion service mentioned above. The village 

provides land, housing and labour for their needs. 

Another element that may contribute to the low educational standard is the fact that all 

the classes are taught in Indonesian, which is not the first language of the villagers. 

The villagers first contact with the Indonesian language is often at school where they 

are punished for speaking Dawan. There is considerable debate over the most efficient 

way of teaching where the lingua franca is a second language, the current consensus in 

Australia being that in the early years it is better to begin in the first language to gain 

basic literacy. In Indonesia in 1994 there were reports of the Education Department 

experimenting with teaching in the indigenous language, so it will be interesting to 

observe whether this will improve literacy in the village.16  

Among the weavers in Matabesi, some were illiterate, although most of these women 

had a functional level of Indonesian. When asked why they missed out on schooling, 

they stated that as children they lived in the old village with no near access to school or 

had to stay at home for various reasons, such as their mother dying, leaving them to 

fulfil her tasks around the household. Most expressed an unashamed resignation 

about being illiterate, but a few expressed regret and wished to learn how to read and 

write. As in the village administration, in the weaving groups those who were most 

literate took on the clerical tasks, such as the position of secretary or treasurer. 

One factor that was noticeable in the pattern of education in Matabesi was a definite 

pattern of higher education of the older children over the younger in a large family. 

For instance, Pak Ande was the eldest in his family, and a girl attending high school in 

Atambua the eldest in hers. The most obvious practical reason for this is the greater 

availability of funds for the older children, but many other factors may accentuate this 

tendency. For example, there is an expectation that the elder will contribute 
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economically or practically to their younger siblings once they have established 

themselves, so there is greater need for them to succeed. Also, in some cases, the 

early death of a parent may force children to stay home and, as death in childbirth is 

not uncommon, the greater number of pregnancies a woman has, the greater the risk of 

possible complications. 

Health 

The level of health is low in Matabesi. Similarly to the case of education discussed 

above, one contributing factor is lack of access to Western medical services due to 

poverty and difficulty of transportation. However, Western medicine is one of a 

number of choices that villagers make when sick. As with education, the general level 

of health is gradually improving due to government educational and vaccination 

programs, but it is a long- term process. Success is obvious in some areas of public 

health; for example, in Matabesi water is always boiled before drinking. Other health 

problems will take years to improve, in diseases such as leprosy, for instance, where 

the sufferers are difficult to locate, as they are ashamed and hide from outsiders, and 

when located, both those infected and their families are required to take months of 

medication to ensure eradication of the disease. 

There are a number of diseases which are often fatal, as they are inadequately treated in 

the village. The most prevalent of these include: typhus, typhoid, tuberculosis, 

malaria and diarrhoeal diseases, the last three mentioned being the highest killers. In 

young women death in childbirth is not uncommon. In Matabesi there were two such 

deaths among the weaving groups in the previous two years. Unfortunately, one 

change to traditional practice by midwives in this area that has probably been 

detrimental has been the increasing use of metal scissors, rather than the sharpened 

bamboo used previously, to cut the umbilical cord. This has increased the incidence of 

tetanus, so midwives are now being trained to sterilise their instruments in fire before 

use. Other diseases that are not usually fatal, but their effects obviously debilitating 
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include leprosy, goitres and polio. In Matabesi, one man with leprosy was still able to 

work in his garden despite the loss of toes and reduced use of his hands, but it is 

inevitable he will become increasingly incapacitated in the future. In AmOme one 

woman had a large goitre which was causing her considerable pain. Although not 

evident in Matabesi itself, in TTU there were a number of disabled children, the result 

of a polio epidemic in the area eight years ago. 

Access to Western medicine and medical practitioners is difficult because of distance, 

expense and lack of trust by villagers. There are health centres in the village 

(intermittently) attended by government health workers who provide basic care and 

education, and village midwives are given basic training (Matabesi has two). A health 

official mentioned the most common ailments treated are eye, skin and dental 

problems, gastroenteritis, appendicitis, malaria, tuberculosis and infected sores 

(children are often burned in the open cooking fires).' 7  However, the nearest hospital 

is in Kefamenanu, which, as explained above, is a long journey from Matabesi, often 

involving walking some kilometres, impossible if someone is seriously ill. The cost 

of seeing a doctor is relatively expensive for the villagers; in the range of Rp4,000 a 

visit. If there is a long hospital stay it can easily impoverish the relatives of the patient. 

Also, there is some fear of hospital stays among villagers, many seeing it as a place 

where one goes to die. This may be a realistic assumption, because by the time they 

go to hospital, it is often too late to prevent death. 

One particular aspect of Western medicine that the villagers have faith in is the injection 

of vitamins as a cure for a variety of ailments. In Matabesi some of the older 

inhabitants, when they are feeling unwell go to Fat'papan, a village about three 

kilometres away where the worker at the health centre gives injections for Rp 1,000. 

Apart from Western medicine there is also traditional Javanese, Chinese and 

indigenous medicine. In the Saturday market at Manufui there are usually five 
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Javanese women who come from Atambua for the day, carrying baskets over their 

back from which they sell a variety of jamu, tonics made from medicinal herbs. 

Traditional Chinese medicine is also sold at this market, the most common purchase by 

Matabesi villagers being massage lotions. There are also practitioners of Chinese 

medicine in the towns, but the villagers did not appear to go to them. 

However, the most easily available medicine is indigenous, as this utilises common 

knowledge of attributed properties of local flora, used in a variety of ways including 

ingesting directly, or as poultices and dressings, for instance, guava leaves to treat 

stomach-aches, bananas for fever. The village dukun (indigenous practitioner) has the 

greatest knowledge of indigenous medicine, and his assistance can be quite expensive, 

although payment is usually in produce or livestock rather than cash. Often people are 

believed to be sick because of a dead relative's displeasure; so a sacrifice must be 

offered to placate them. The dukun also makes use of the interpretation of dreams to 

treat people. Dreams are powerful in Biboki belief and are used in many ways apart 

from their medicinal use. For example, women dream of a particular motif to be used 

in weaving and men dream of the right spot to place the coming season's garden. 

This chapter has described some of the interaction between indigenous and external 

institutions. In Matabesi the impact of various government and church influences has 

been regulated by the villagers. When considering the effect of the weaving project so 

far, it will be shown that the village recipients similarly determine how far they choose 

to participate in the project. 

Chapter Four examines the symbolism and production of weaving. The description of 

indigenous belief in this chapter provides background to the cosmological significance 

of textiles. Also, the expression of cultural identity through cloth is explained, which 

is an important factor in the project. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SYMBOLISM AND PRODUCTION OF TEXTILES 

In this chapter I will discuss the significance of weaving and cloth in Biboki villages 

with particular reference to Matabesi. It is important to understand cloth in its full 

cultural context because one potential problem with aid projects is that they focus on 

one aspect of the recipients system, for example, economic development, without 

considering how this fits into the whole. Throughout the Indonesian archipelago cloth 

has had, and still has, more than a purely economic value. It is important, for 

example, as an integral part of the cosmological system, as a ritual object of ceremony 

and exchange, and as signifying status. In the Introduction, some of the relevant 

literature on this area of research is noted. Also mentioned in the Introduction is that 

an important aspect in the marketing of villagers' weaving by the NGO involved in the 

project, is its identification as Biboki cloth. 

I will explain the complex process of preparing raw cotton, tying patterns onto the 

thread before dyeing, dyeing and weaving. As different styles and textile motifs 

identify place of origin, so do the different methods used in weaving cloth. Weavers 

make choices about materials used as thread and dyes. They may be completely self-

sufficient in this, through using locally grown cotton and vegetable or mineral dyes 

from plants and soil. Alternatively, there is increasing use of imported machine-spun 

cotton and chemical dyes. This necessitates involvement in the cash economy and this 

is an area where the project has intervened, as will be discussed in the following 

chapter. 
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I describe how weaving fits into the village daily routine and yearly cycle of activities. 

This is of relevance to the impact of the project because if the time spent weaving is 

increased, then this is likely to affect other tasks. Again, this will be considered in the 

next chapter. 

This chapter therefore provides essential information about the context and methods of 

weaving in Biboki villages in order that the application and preliminary effects of the 

weaving project can be understood and evaluated in Chapter Five. 

History 

There is considerable debate about when cloth was first brought to Indonesia and 

when weaving developed as a skill that, prior to the nineteenth century, was almost 

universally practised by women throughout the islands. In the nineteenth century 

various factors led to many islands abandoning weaving, particularly the Dutch 

importation and distribution of great quantities of cheap foreign cloth, the development 

of block printed Javanese batik cloth, as well as the colonial imposition of cash crops, 

which meant cotton was not so easily available (Gillow, 1992: 14, 25). 

South East Asia's warm, humid climate and abundant animal and insect life have not 

been conducive to preserving textiles, but sources such as decorations on temples 

provide some evidence of their early existence. For example, in Angkor Wat temples 

(of the Cambodian civilisation from the ninth to twelfth centuries AD), women are 

depicted wearing elaborate sarongs with floral and geometric designs, and in temples 

of central Java (dating from the eighth to the tenth centuries AD), such as Prambanan 

and Candi Sewu, complicated repetitive patterns are exhibited on clothed figures which 

have affinities with some Indonesian patterns seen today. The Indians, first attracted 

by the archipelago's mineral wealth, were the earliest traders in South East Asia, from 

around the time of the first century AD. Indian cloth and their motifs have had an 

important early influence on Indonesian textiles, the best known style coming from the 
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Gujarat region, an elaborate silk double ikat cloth called patola. Unfortunately, no 

dated archaeological evidence of weaving is available from early Indian sources. The 

Indians were followed by Chinese traders, beginning from the sixth century AD and 

they left more exact records of the practice of weaving in Indonesia. Records from AD 

518 mention cotton was woven on Sumatra and note the king of the northern part of 

the island wore silk (Fraser-Lu, 1988: 8-10). 

Chinese, Indian and Arab merchants traded textiles for centuries in exchange for 

Indonesian goods such as spices, and later European merchants followed their well-

established practice. In the sixteenth century the Portuguese trader Duarte Barbosa 

said of Ambon: "[Indian cloths] are held in great value here, and every man toils to 

hold a great pile of them..." (Barbosa cited in Gittinger, 1990: 15). Other early Dutch 

and Portuguese merchants record Indonesians requesting patola textiles as trade 

goods. Indonesians used patola cloth both as a valuable item of wealth and as 

inspiration for indigenous design, as seen in Roti (Barnes, 1989: 72). Influence of 

foreign design on Indonesian textiles is evident from various other sources, such as 

from Chinese mythological shapes, for example, the swastika or phoenix found on 

Chinese embroidery and vases, or Dutch symbols such as the rampant lions from the 

Dutch coat of arms seen on flags and coins. However, where indigenous design has 

been influenced by foreign symbols, these are always incorporated into the style of the 

local medium (Gittinger, 1990: 49). Cunningham has suggested early influence on 

Atoin meto design came from Mediterranean or Middle Eastern cloth because of the 

similarity of diamond and spiral hook motifs in both areas (Cunningham cited in 

Leibrick, 1994: 19). 

Symbolic representation 

The Atoin meto, and other eastern Indonesian societies, represent their mundane and 

religious world in a system of dual asymmetric paired relationships (refer to Fox, ed., 

1980 and Chapter Three). Geirnaert-Martin argues that textiles are part of a complete 
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symbolic system that places men and women within a continuous cycle of generation 

and production of life, with separate but complementary contributions by both sexes. 

She notes that from sampling studies on Eastern Indonesian textiles, such as Adams 

(1969, 1973), Barnes (1989), Fox (1973, 1980), Geirnaert-Martin (1989) and 

Maxwell (1990), ethnographers consider the role of cloth in the religious context to be 

the most conspicuous in NTT (Geirnaert-Martin, 1992: xxiii). Geirnaert-Martin's own 

ethnography is situated in Laboya, West Sumba, an island close to Timor, and there 

are many useful parallels with Biboki practice and ideology in relation to weaving. 

Traditional Indonesian textiles are made with a continuous warp. A common analogy 

is made between the continuity of life and the continuous warp. Consequently, in 

Laboya, there is concern about cutting the unwoven part of the warp as this would lead 

to unravelling, termed "loosing its contents" or "body fluids", seen as leading to death. 

The solution in Laboya, similarly practised in Matabesi, is to twine the borders on 

men's cloth, or sew the borders together on women's cloth (Geirnaert-Martin, 1992: 

101). Many different groups use the metaphor of continuity of the uncut cloth in 

ritual. In Lembata, an island off the coast of East Flores, cloth to be worn is similarly 

finished to that in Sumba and Timor, but if used as a bridewealth gift, the unwoven 

warp is not cut, to represent the continuous ties of kinship and descent made through 

marriage (Barnes, 1989: 51). Similarly, Batak groups used uncut cloth in birth rites to 

symbolise "the continuity of life from mother to the child" and "the going on of the 

generations". Uncut cloth was also used to encircle a Batak bridal couple when they 

ate the ritual meal celebrating their marriage (Gittinger, 1990: 27). 

A secondary part of the weaving analogy is expressed through the man's cloth which 

is composed of two cloths, woven separately and sewn together. In Laboya, the two 

pieces should never be equal in size, one being slightly longer and wider than the 

other. The larger piece is termed "elder brother" or "man" and the smaller, "younger 

brother" or "woman". The symbolic importance of this is to signal the asymmetric but 

114 



co-operative relationship between older brother/younger brother within a lineage, and 

man/woman in a household (Geimaert-Martin, 1992: 110). It is likely that in Biboki 

the same ideology is understood as the unequal sections of cloth also occur in a mans 

traditional cloth and the same asymmetrical relationships are important. 

The continuity of the household in Laboya and Matabesi depends on the combined 

contribution of men and women. Men and women must provide enough food, clothes 

and goods for themselves and their children in order to perpetuate the lineage. In 

agriculture and livestock management men and women work at different sex-specific 

tasks, but occasionally co-operate. However, Geimaert-Martin points out that in 

Laboya, conceptually and socially, male and female activities belong to well-defined, 

different spatial units. The tasks of men can encompass the two worlds of "inside" 

and "outside", but women's tasks should remain in the protected, "inside" sphere; the 

house or the cultivated fields, rather than the "outside" sphere of forest and 

wilderness. This conception is also applicable to traditional tasks in Matabesi as 

described in Chapter Two, explaining such distinctions in work as men tending cattle 

roaming wild, but both men and women attending to tethered (domesticated) cattle. 

Geirnaert-Martin writes that one of the male tasks in Laboya textile production is to cut 

and roll the threads of the unwoven warp into twists, thus "sealing" them off. She 

explains the symbolic nature of this male-specific task is that the open fringe is seen as 

"dangerous", as it is the delineation between the "inner" contents and the "outside", so 

must be done by men (Geirnaert-Martin, 1992: 127). 

The continuation of an exogamous lineage depends on women being brought into it 

through marriage. As women bring their fertility into the lineage but need men for 

conception, so in weaving women are the producers but men also contribute by 

making all spinning and weaving instruments. In Laboya, these instruments remain as 

property of the lineage and women pass them on to their daughters-in-law (Geirnaert-

Martin, 1992: 129). Again, the same practice prevails in Biboki villages. 
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Geirnaert-Martin thus argues that "the example from Loboya may help to redefine the 

proposition that textiles are exclusively female goods throughout Indonesia" 

(Geirnaert-Martin, 1992: 133). She shows that weaving is part of a whole conceptual 

system inclusive of women and men. 

Use in ritual 

Cloth is significant in ritual in the Biboki region and throughout Indonesia. One of the 

most widespread practices is cloth being used as part of the bride's lineage gift 

exchange in marriage ceremonies to the groom's lineage. Textiles are identified as a 

feminine gift for the obvious association of women-centred production of it, but also 

for more symbolic reasons, such as being soft and pliable as opposed to the more 

masculine gifts of money, weapons and animals (Gillow, 1992: 15). McKinnon 

makes a similar contrast between male and female wedding gift exchange objects 

among the Tanimbar. She characterises female objects as light, encircling and made 

from a multiplicity of objects such as cloth and shell armbands (made from numerous 

shell rings), whereas male objects are solid, heavy, inflexible and made from one 

piece, such as swords and elephant tusks (McKinnon, 1989: 33). Male exchange 

objects in Biboki marriages sustain this masculine imagery of "hard" objects because 

the principal male gifts are large livestock and precious metal. 

In Matabesi, gift exchange is negotiated between the lineages of bride and groom. 

(Refer to discussion of adat Chapter Three). The relative wealth and status of a family 

is indicated by the amount of bridewealth given but an equivalent number of cloths 

must be given in return. Transactors in an aristocratic marriage will then tend to 

exchange many more cloth than a commoner marriage. It is not possible to say exactly 

how much a cloth is "worth", as there are so many variants involved, such as 

complexity and significance of motif, associated history of the textile and its associated 

power. However, with the knowledge that a complex cloth made from hand-spun 

cotton can take one or two years to make, traditional cloth is highly valued. Some 
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indication of what a hand-spun, vegetable-dyed, hand-woven cloth was, and still can 

be worth, among the Laboya, is evident in that it is valued as the equivalent to a 

buffalo in exchange. Even where machine-spun thread has replaced hand-spun cotton, 

the cloths barter value remains high because of its ritual importance (Geirnaert-Martin, 

1992: 111). 'Textiles are transcendental wealth but they are real wealth too, and their 

display affirms possession of both to the society as a whole" (Gittinger, 1990: 39). 

Matabesi villagers believe some cloths have magical power. Textiles can have a 

protective function in times of individual weakness such as sickness or childbirth. The 

most powerful cloth a Batak woman receives is a "soul cloth" given to her by her 

lineage of origin when she is pregnant with her first child. This cloth is endowed with 

the soul force of her lineage and she will wrap herself in it at times of danger. The 

protective powers of the cloth extend to her children, who may similarly be wrapped in 

it at times of need (Gittinger, 1990: 19). 

Rituals associated with death also involve textiles. The Biboki people use locally 

woven cloths as shrouds, and cloth is presented to the family of the dead from the 

wife-giving lineage to be buried with the body or distributed to the living. As with 

marriage prestations, the number and quality of cloth given at a funeral indicates the 

wealth and status of the main participants. In Matabesi, the funeral of a raja was 

recalled by the number of cloths buried with the body and the number of buffalo 

killed. Matabesi informants state that once all cloth would be buried with the body, 

but now one cloth is used as a shroud, and others received by the family of the 

deceased are stored away to be used in later exchange. 

Middelkoop describes an instance of Atoin meto competitive gift-giving at an 

aristocrat's funeral, when the dead man's brother-in-law set up a challenge with the 

bride-taking lineage, matching their gifts of animals, beads or money with his own 

lineage's gifts of cloth (Middelkoop cited in Gittinger, 1990: 21). Among the Toraja, 
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a group of special textiles including imported textiles such as patola are considered 

sacred and ritually powerful. Called mea or mawa these textiles are used in all rituals, 

but are particularly important as funeral display; they are hung on walls, heaped in 

piles, layered as shrouds and flown from tall bamboo poles (Gittinger, 1990: 31). 

Among groups that once practised headhunting, such as the Atoin meto and the Iban, 

there was a symbolic triad of textiles, headhunting and fertility. Gittinger describes a 

custom in Belu, Timor, where the links between headhunting, textiles and fertility can 

be illustrated by ritual surrounding new mothers. Women who give birth are confined 

to their home for one or two months. When they first appear after this time, they are 

carried from their house ceremonially attired in the clothing and accoutrements of a 

headhunter (Gittinger, 1990: 33). McWilliam mentions a similar practice of the 

Southern Amanuban of South Central Timor where a new mother, emerging from the 

forty day seclusion after giving birth, was accompanied by a young girl dressed in 

headhunter's attire. However, McWilliam notes that this no longer occurs, and in 

Matabesi there was no remnant of it either (McWilliam, 1989: 183). 

Than men once brought newly taken heads to be received in ceremonial cloth called 

pua, carried by women in great ceremony through the longhouse. The headhunting 

ceremony is reflected in the ritual surrounding rice harvesting. In the middle of a 

household's rice field is a small group of rice plants that are symbolic of the fertility 

and prosperity of both the rice crop and of the family. This rice is harvested in a 

special ceremony that involves covering the rice with a pua, then symbolically greeting 

and blessing it with a rooster and wine. The Than believed the male's role of 

headhunting was necessary to maintain cosmic order, ensuring fertility. The female 

role was analogous in creating textiles and bearing children and particular stages in 

preparation of the yarn were called "the warpath of the women" (Gittinger, 1990: 32). 

As in Timor, Than men were required to take a head, and women to weave 

proficiently, before marriage. 
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Gittinger notes this practice of preserving indigenous cloth for ritual occasions even 

when weaving is no longer practised regularly. Where weaving has not died out 

completely among ethnic groups such as the Batak, these groups only weave for ritual 

occasions (Gittinger, 1990: 38). 

Identification 

Textiles serve an important role in identifying ethnic group, political and geographical 

boundaries, lineage, status, gender, occasion and individuals. Particular textiles in 

Indonesia can be readily identified as coming from different areas because of the 

distinct influences and heritage of each area which produce different types of textiles 

and motifs. The Biboki weaving tradition is distinct and its characteristics are 

identified by Leibrick through colour and technique. The men's cloth has a 

predominance of red and brown hue. The technique of two colour ikat dyeing, of 

limited disthbution in other parts of Timor, is common in Biboki textiles. Leibrick 

mentions that the design and execution of motifs on the cloth is usually very fine. 

Another prevalent feature is the weaving of bands of supplementary warp decoration. 

Three decorative techniques are used in Biboki textiles; warp ikat (futus), warp 

striping and supplementary weft wrapping (buna). There are some weavers now 

within the boundaries of Biboki who weave warp-faced alternating float weave (sotis), 

but these are immigrant groups from the neighbouring kingdom of Insana, where sotis 

predominates (Leibrick, 1994: 20). 

Leibrick states that Atoin meto motifs can be classified into "two broad categories: 

stylised representations of human figures and animals - particularly birds, chickens, 

crocodiles, frogs, lizards - and geometric designs based principally on the diamond, 

spirals and hooks, circles and chevrons" (Leibrick, 1994: 17). In Matabesi the clan 

Tani'i predominates. The base motif for Tani'i is called rnak'aif, a diamond, edged 

with an even number of attached hooks. Thu Ande explained this is a common design 

in the Biboki area and is varied in interpretation by adding the number of hooks 
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attached, which can be up to twenty-two, although usually twelve is the upper limit. 

(See Plate 12). The base design can be added to by inspiration from other sources, for 

instance, flowers or animals, but the central motif is always identifiable. 

In Biboki, each particular clan and lineage has distinct motifs, and, as Biboki descent 

is patriineal and residence virilocal, a particular village tends to have the same, or a 

number of similar motifs. Matabesi women explained that when a woman marries she 

must learn her husband's lineage motif so that she can weave it for him, for herself 

and their children, and for ritual exchange. As a young woman, she learns how to 

weave from her mother, so she will learn her own lineage's motif and often the motif 

of her mother's lineage of birth. There is a relaxed attitude to which motif a married 

woman can wear as everyday cloth. Barnes remarks on a similar situation in Lembata 

where women often know their mother's and grandmother's motif as well as their 

own, and they may wear any of these motifs (Barnes, 1989: 44). However, in formal 

situations in Matabesi a woman is expected to wear the motif of her husband's lineage. 

The exception to this is when a woman is visiting her lineage of birth for a ceremony, 

in which case she may wear her natal motif. In this situation her husband may also 

wear his wife's family lineage motif, as an indication of the ties between the two 

lineages, and out of respect for his wife's family. 

Although there has been a certain relaxing of such distinctions, particular motifs are 

still owned by specific lineages which have the right to weave and wear them. One 

illustration of this principle was when Oxfam Trading ordered thirty-six textiles of the 

same design from Yayasan Tafean Pah. Women from the village that traditionally 

weaves this motif could not fulfil the order in time, so weavers from another village 

were asked to help out. Although they agreed to this situation, women involved from 

both villages were uncomfortable with it. 
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Weaving motifs. 

Plate 12: Mak 1aif motif. 

Plate 13: Biboeksa motif. 
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Within the same ethnic group or political area, status can be indicated by type of cloth 

and even mode of wearing it. The Atoin meto once followed a hierarchy of style of 

cloth that corresponded to their political order. In Matabesi, I was told that the 

intricate, supplementary weft wrapping called buna, was used as a status marker, as 

commoners did not wear it, aristocrats used it as a border, and rajas may have had a 

full cloth woven of that style. A full buna cloth would be such a time-consuming 

process to weave that it could take years to complete. One mark of identification for 

commoners in the past, mentioned by Leibrick, was the wearing of a simple blue 

single-colour ikat cloth. The more intricate, red two-colour ikat cloth was reserved for 

aristocrats (Leibrick, 1994: 24). Today, Biboki textiles are predominantly red two-

colour ikat, but particular motifs are still associated and reserved for aristocrats or the 

raja that may not be worn by others. One example of this is the biboeksa motif, which 

is reserved for the aristocratic clan of Us'kenat. (See Plate 13 on the previous page). 

Gillow states that the kings of Sumba enforced a similarly strict dress code until the 

1920s, where textiles of increasing complexity of weave, colouring and size were 

allocated corresponding to ascending status (Gillow, 1992: 12). 

In Timor, men often wear a secondary cloth around their shoulders in the cold weather 

of the mountains. At one time, relative status would be acknowledged if two men 

approached each other, through the man of inferior rank dropping this mantle to his 

waist when meeting his superior. Gittinger suggests an explanation for this practice is 

that the lesser man is demonstrating he is not carrying a concealed weapon (Gittinger, 

1990: 53). In West Sumba there was once a delineation of status through the style of 

how cloth was worn. For men, most of the cloth would be wrapped around the body, 

tucked in at the waist with one end hanging loosely down. The length of this front 

flap indicated the wearer's status; in a high noble it would touch the ground, in a slave 

it would not reach below the knees. Formerly, cloth with a twisted border was 

reserved for nobility and if a slave or commoner wore such cloth without permission, 

he could be executed (Geirnaert-Martin, 1989: 60,68). 
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There is always a distinct difference between men and women in how cloth is worn 

and which motifs or style of textile is used. The basic element of Indonesian 

indigenous dress begins with a flat rectangle of cloth. Most ethnic groups have a 

similar system to the Biboki one, where the cloth is sewed into a tube to be worn as a 

skirt by women, or left loose to be wrapped around the hips and knotted or secured 

with a belt by men. Other textiles may supplement this basic costume in the form of 

woven mantles, jackets, hip wraps and headcloths. In Matabesi and other areas, many 

of these supplementary cloths have been replaced by western shirts for men and long-

sleeved Javanese style blouses, called kebaya, for women. 

The style of wearing the elemental textiles can influence the form of weaving chosen. 

For instance, in Belu, as the inside bottom panel of the weaving becomes the inside of 

a woman's sarong that is never seen reversed, a supplementary weft pattern may be 

used that has only one correct face. However, women often fold over the top panel of 

their sarong such that the reverse side appears, so in order to display a pattern, the top 

panel can be sewn to the opposite of the bottom panel or techniques used so that 

decoration appears on both sides of the cloth. As both sides of a man's cloth are 

visible when it is folded and knotted in front, the techniques of warp ikat, tapestry 

weave and warp float weaving are employed to produce double sided designs 

(Gittinger, 1990: 56). 

The form and motif of the textile differs depending on the gender of the wearer. In 

Biboki, as mentioned above, the traditional men's cloth (bell) has two unequal panels 

sewn together to form a rectangle. The design features a symmetrical pattern of four 

or six major warp ikat bands, interspersed with smaller bands of ikat and plain warp 

stripes. In contrast, women's cloth (tais), originally made from four panels, but now 

from three, is sewn into a tube. The design is based on five parts; a central design of 

narrow ikat stripes in the middle, bordered on both sides by a wide band of dense ikat 

design, with outside borders of narrow ikat bands, or in some cases, buna bands. 
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(See Plates 14 and 15). Today, the broad ikat in women's cloth is a red-brown 

colour, but once this would have been blue (Leibrick, 1994: 24, 29). 

In West Sumba, male cloth was considered more sacred and ritually powerful than 

female cloth. This allows the motif in female cloth to be more open to change and 

outside influences, as it is less tied to traditional cosmological symbols. Although 

women are the weavers of cloth and thus have knowledge about the practical aspects 

of materials, techniques and dyes, men are considered to have more knowledge of the 

symbolic associations of weaving (Geirnaert-Martin, 1989: 77). Geirnaert-Martin 

explains that in West Sumba, ritual activities involve direct contact with ancestral 

spirits who are dangerous for the living. Women are particularly vulnerable to the 

spiritual world as their valuable procreative powers may be affected (Geirnaert-Martin, 

1992: xxv). 

The wearing and display of different types of cloth signal the type of occasion people 

are participating in, ranging from the mundane through to highly ritual occasions. 

Everyday cloth is the most variable in style, as described above, and strict rules are 

only applied for formal occasions. In Matabesi and other Biboki villages, women's 

woven cloth has been largely replaced by batik cloth because it is cheap, lighter and 

easier to wash than the heavier woven garments. Men's daily use of woven cloth is 

more widespread, but there is a gradual change to use of batik sarongs or tailored 

trousers. With both sexes the tendency to retain traditional cloth is largely followed by 

older people. 

Cloth reserved for particular celebrations is often specially woven and stored until such 

an occasion. For example, in Matabesi the villagers weave new cloth for Christmas. 

Such cloth is valued and women told me that when they wear it, they try to keep it as 

clean as possible, so that they do not have to wash the cloth, which could fade the 

colours. Western clothes are not usually worn on such occasions, with the exception 
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Women's tube skirts (tais). 

Plate 14: Older style with hand spun cotton and natural dyes. 
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Plate 15: Modern style with machine spun cotton and chemical dyes. 
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of individuals working for the government. The other important exception to this 

practice includes children and young unmarried adults. On one occasion in Matabesi, 

when I was photographing a group of women in locally woven attire, one woman 

wished to be photographed in Western clothes. She was widely criticised for this 

because she is a married woman who is expected to wear traditional clothing in such a 

situation. 

The third type of textile, ritual cloth, is the most valued. It is usually part of the 

heirloom held by each lineage which includes other accoutrements of ritual costume, 

such as ornate silver headdresses, coin decorated belts and beaded betel nut pouches. 

Barnes describes three types of women's cloth on Lembata which correspond to the 

categories outlined above. The first is an ordinary sarong, worn daily, only decorated 

with different coloured stripes. The second is a fine sarong decorated with border ikat 

to be worn on special occasions. The third type of cloth is the most elaborately 

decorated bridewealth cloth, which is one of the gifts presented from the bride's 

lineage to the groom's lineage (Barnes, 1989: 45). 

Weaving process 

In considering the technical aspects of weaving, one essential part is the availability of 

raw material. In Biboki, although the majority of weavers now use commercially spun 

thread, hand-spinning of locally grown cotton is not uncommon. Many women 

currently using commercial cotton still retain knowledge of spinning and have spun 

thread in the past. These women have readily accepted commercially spun cotton 

because hand spinning is a time consuming process and is dependent on the annual 

cotton crop. At the time of fieldwork in the village of Luniup, a small group of 

women were weaving cloth using thread which they had spun from locally grown 

cotton. They said that the previous year did not produce a very big cotton harvest, 

indicating that their production from local cotton was restricted because of this. 
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Gillow writes that cotton has been widely cultivated in Indonesia for at least two 

thousand years and notes that there appears to be indigenous Gossypium cotton 

varieties in the region (Gillow, 1992: 25). In many parts of Indonesia, cotton is still 

prevalent as a subsistence crop. However, it is particularly suited to the climate in 

Nusa Tenggara Timur, as the cotton plant needs a wet environment during the early 

growth then a long, dry period until it reaches maturity at six months. Cotton can be 

integrated into food crops, as it grows well when planted between rows of corn or at 

the corner of a rice field or vegetable patch. Until the nineteenth century Indonesia 

was self-sufficient in cotton, but then the Dutch colonial administration enforced a 

policy of cash cropping which replaced production of many locally consumed 

products, including cotton. The subsequent cotton shortfall was replaced by huge 

imports of Indian and American cotton. As Timor was one of the Eastern outposts, 

direct Dutch influence did not intrude into the interior until the twentieth century. 

However, when the Japanese invaded Indonesia in 1942, they chose Timor as the site 

of intensive cotton cultivation to supply cloth for their needs. After independence, the 

Indonesian government encouraged national self-sufficiency in cotton production 

through selected plantations in Sumatra, Lombok, Flores and Sumbawa (Gillow, 

1992: 14, 25). 

In Biboki, the process of preparing raw cotton for spinning first involves cleaning and 

drying the cotton. The cotton is then put through a small wooden gin with two 

interlocking rollers. A handle rotates the rollers in opposite directions so that the seed 

and its husk are separated from the cotton. The seed is stored for the next seasons 

planting. The cotton is fluffed up using a string bow and rolled into small sausage-like 

objects ready for spinning. A drop spindle, consisting of a wooden spindle rod 

attached to a weighted whorl, is used to pull out a skein of thread from the prepared 

cotton sausages. The whorl rests on a lipped base such as a sea shell or ceramic bowl 

so it can be smoothly spun by hand allowing the fibres to be teased out with the 
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Preparing raw cotton for weaving. 

Plate 16: Ginning- the seed is separated with a wooden mangle. 
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Plate 17: Cotton is fluffed by means of a stringed bow. 



Plate 18: 
Cotton is spun using a spindle revolving in a bowl. 
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twisting yarn. A woman may take one or two months of intermittent work, to spin 

enough thread for a large cloth. (See Plates 16, 17 and 18 above). 

Once the thread, commercial or handspun, is available, it is wrapped around a 

rectangular wooden frame, approximately the same width as the finished cloth and half 

its length. In Biboki, as in most parts of Indonesia, the motif of ikat weaving comes 

from patterns dyed onto the warp thread, the weft left plain in a background colour. 

The exceptions to the warp ikat practice in Indonesia are either on islands which lie 

close to Indian and Arab trade routes where a weft ikat technique is used, presumably 

adopted from these traders, or in Tanganan village in Bali, where patterns are dyed 

onto both the warp and the weft thread, making the finished weaving a double ikat 

cloth called Geringsing.' 

Ikat 

The technique of dyeing a pattern onto a thread involves resist dyeing or ikat, from the 

Indonesian word mengikat, meaning "to tie" or "to bind". The pattern on the thread is 

obtained by tying fibre resists tightly onto the warp in small bunches, then immersing 

the whole into a dye. (Refer to Plate 19). One distinction of fine weaving comes from 

the delicacy of pattern resulting from a smaller number of individual threads tied 

compared to a larger number, for example, six compared to ten. The smaller the 

number of threads tied, the finer the pattern, but this also considerably increases the 

length of time it can take to tie the thread before dyeing. As noted above, Biboki 

textiles have distinctively fine patterns which may involve tying as few as four threads 

together (made up of two sets of warp threads), giving the final design a block of only 

two threads wide (Leibrick, 1994: 37). 

The pattern obtained then comes from the contrast of the dyed to the undyed parts. A 

more complex pattern is obtained by using a second dye immersion in another colour 

after the first dyeing. Before the second dyeing, some of the resist fibres tied for 
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Ikat process. 

Plate 19: 
Fibre is tied onto the 

warp thread into a pattern. 
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the first dyeing are untied and added in other places. The resulting pattern will consist 

of four colours. The first is the original undyed colour of the thread, obtained by 

leaving resist fibres on for both dye processes. The second colour is that of the first 

colour dye, obtained by leaving that section free for the dye to penetrate in the first dye 

then tying resist fibres for the second dye. The third colour is that of the second 

colour dye, obtained by reversing the previous process. The final colour is the mixed 

colour of the two dyes, obtained by leaving that section free for both dye processes. 

In Biboki, the four coloured warp ikat is common, although there are some villages 

where a single dyeing process, producing only two colours, is traditionally practised. 

Matabesi uses four coloured ikat. Where different coloured dyeing processes occur, 

the tying of resist fibres is complicated; and to aid identification of which resist fibres 

are to be kept tied or untied in the second dyeing, a code of knots on the fibre can be 

used, for example, one knot, keep tied for both dye baths; two knots, untie in the 

second process. There has been some move from the use of palm fibres to raffia as 

resist material; and this allows the use of different coloured material as identification 

markers. However, many villagers still prefer to use palm fibres as they are readily 

available, "free" material and they say the raffia is too slippery and dye sometimes 

bleeds through raffia resist ties. 

Dyes 

The retention of hand-spinning methods in Biboki, as elsewhere on Timor and on 

other (particularly eastern) Indonesian islands, despite the introduction of commercial 

thread, is paralleled by the retention of natural dyes alongside newer commercial 

chemical dyes. Natural dyes are freely and readily available; but their use as dyeing 

agents is more time consuming and there is not the same range of colours as possible 

with commercial dyes. In Biboki, the most commonly used commercial dye is 

naphthol, which reduces the dyeing process, as compared to natural dyes, from days 

or weeks to a few hours. In Matabesi naphthol dyes can be bought at the local market 
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in Manufui. However, one disadvantage of the cheaper commercial dyes is that the 

colours tend to fade and wash out more quickly than natural dyes. The choice of 

colours, use of better quality commercial or natural dyes was one aspect of the 

weaving production on which the project focussed, that is discussed in Chapter Five. 

(See Plates 20 and 21). 

Natural dyes come from a range of plant and mineral sources and are classed as 

substantive or adjective. Substantive dyes can fix colour without a mordant. The best 

known substantive dye is indigo, used extensively in Biboki. Others come from 

lichen, or the bark and heartwood of trees. The indigo shrub (Indigofera tinctoria) is 

native to South East Asia. As it is a blue dye many times more effective than European 

ones of the time, the Dutch planted and exported huge quantities of indigo from 

Indonesia until the 1880s, when German scientists synthesised its chemical properties. 

For use in dyeing, indigo must first be soaked in water overnight. Lime and sugar are 

essential additions, as time turns the solution alkaline and the sugar causes 

fermentation so that the insoluble indigo blue agent becomes a soluble indigo white. 

Depending on the depth of blue required, gradations in colour are obtained by soaking 

cloth for different lengths of time; a light blue colour is obtained after a few hours, a 

dark blue takes repeated soakings for at least six days. A black colour can be obtained 

by many dyeings of indigo, or by overdyeing a dark indigo blue cloth with a brown 

dye (Gillow, 1992: 30). 

Adjective dyes need the addition of a mordant. In Biboki a commonly used traditional 

dye comes from the roots of the morinda tree (Morinda citrfolia - locally known as 

baokulu). The roots are pounded and immersed in water, to which the mordant alum 

is added. One source of alum is the crushed leaves of the Syplocos genus. An 

essential step before mixing cotton in an adjective dye solution is the pre-soaking of 

threads in oil to prevent the mordant drying on the cloth and crystalhising. The 

Timorese use candlenut oil for this step. Similarly to indigo, the morinda dye agent 
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Dyeing process. 

Plate 20: Extension worker with weavers preparing the chemical dye. 
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produces different shades of red depending on the length and number of soakings of 

cloth in the dye solution, varying from pink to brown (Gillow, 1992: 31). Other 

sources of natural dyes in Biboki come from other vegetable and mineral sources. One 

mineral source mentioned by Matabesi informants is a thick mud found at the bottom 

of stagnant water. Leibrick suggests this is probably iron-bearing clay (Leibrick, 

1994: 37). 

The dyeing process is one part of cloth production that tends to be specialised. In 

Biboki, dyeing skills are owned and passed down through lineage connections, and it 

is an aspect of knowledge about which women are not open. Secrecy concerning 

dyeing is likely to be related to ritual taboos during the preparation and process of 

dyeing. In East Java, village women hand over their cloth to be dyed by traditional 

dyers whose skills are much respected and passed on to daughters or other close 

family (Heringa, 1989: 112). However, this exclusiveness does not extend to 

commercial dyes, where women are happy to learn about new dyes and processes and 

readily pass on their cloth to be dyed by others. 

Weaving 

Once the warp thread is dyed and dry it can then be set up on a loom ready for 

weaving. In Matabesi, the loom used is the backstrap body-tension loom. (Refer to 

Figure 4 on following page). This is a relatively simple but very effective mechanism, 

its essential elements consisting of a breast beam (the beam closest to the weaver) and 

warp beam joined together by warp threads, with a belt tied to the breast beam. The 

beams are made from wood, but the belt can be made from a variety of materials: 

wood, twisted rope, or, most commonly, animal hide. The warp beam is attached to 

the most convenient pole or tree which, in Matabesi is often one of the four posts of 

the lopo. The weaver sits on a mat on the ground with her legs outstretched and the 

belt around her waist. She braces herself against the backstrap at such a distance from 

the attached warp beam that she keeps the warp threads stretched out in front of her 
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(Sketch by G. Deacon) 

Figure 4: Backstrap loom 



under the appropriate tension. The weaver is able to tauten or slacken the warp by 

leaning backwards or forwards. In Matabesi many weavers used a wooden brace for 

their feet, set against vertical stakes which are easily hammered into the earth floor of 

the iopo. This foot brace is not an essential part of the loom, but helps ease some of 

the stiffness the weaver feels after long periods of weaving. 

The warp can be set onto a backstrap loom either continuously or discontinuously. If 

the warp is discontinuous, the ends are cut and tied separately to both warp and breast 

beams. A discontinuous warp has the advantage of being less restrictive in the length 

of its warp as any excess length is wrapped around the warp beam to be let out as 

weaving progresses. Similarly, as the cloth is woven, excess length of cloth at the 

weaver's end is wrapped around the breast beam. If the warp is continuous, 

warpthreads are wound back and forth around warp and breast beams, and the length 

of finished cloth is restricted by the length and related weight the weaver can pull back 

against. In Biboki, continuous weaving is more widely practised than discontinuous 

weaving, probably in part because of the greater ritual associations in this form of 

weaving, as discussed above. 

Weaving progresses with the uppermost threads nearest the weaver, and after each 

section is completed, the newly woven cloth is moved around and underneath the 

breast beam to bring more unwoven threads into position onto the top side in front of 

the weaver. To keep the cloth in place during weaving, the breast beam often has a 

second piece of wood of equivalent size fitted or tied to it to clamp the cloth tight. This 

clamp is released and refitted when shifting the cloth around. The other instruments of 

weaving are shed sticks, heddle roll, shed roll and beater sword, all made by men, as 

noted above. 

One technique during the weaving that Matabesi women noted as distinguishing good 

quality from bad quality weaving was the time consuming process of alignment of 
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individual warp threads. In the process of setting up the loom with newly dyed 

threads and then during weaving itself, individual threads often become slightly out of 

phase with adjacent ones such that a pattern of lines or circles in the dyed warp would 

appear jagged or uneven. After every phase of weaving of approximately 20 cm, the 

weaver uses a narrow metal pick that is about 10 cm long to adjust single threads that 

are out of line into the flow of the pattern. (See Plate 22). This is delicate and 

painstaking work, and older women need glasses at this stage. Some older women in 

Matabesi have given up weaving because they say their eyesight is not good enough or 

they cannot afford glasses (which are sold off a rack in the markets for about 

Rp10,000 each). The other technique whereby weavers ensure a good result is by 

keeping the warp at a constant tension by use of the backstrap so that the pattern lines 

up exactly. Matabesi women maintain high standards, and when comparing weaving 

from another area that exhibited jagged motif, some commented that the women 

weaving such inferior cloth must be lazy. 

In weaving both continuous and discontinuous warp threads, the width of the cloth is 

limited by the arm span of the weaver. Widths in Biboki traditionally range from 60-

90 cm. Cloths which require wider measurements such as women's tube skirts, are 

made of two or three strips of finished cloth sewn together. In Biboki this is common 

practice, determining placement of motif and patterns such that a three panel width tais 

has a symmetrical centre panel, flanked by two similar or identical panels that are sewn 

in mirror image to each other. This means that a decorative border at the outside end 

of the bottom panel will also occur at the outside end of the top panel (refer to 

description of tais above). 

The above description relates to ikat weaving, which is the predominant weaving in 

Biboki. Nine of the ten villages involved in the development project produce it for sale 

through Yayasan Tafean Pah. However, in Biboki there are two other kinds of 

weaving that also occur. One is warp-faced alternating float weave (sotis). As 

138 



Weaving process. 

Plate 22: 

Weaver is aligning individual warp threads 
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mentioned above, this is an introduced style from Insana but one of the villages 

involved in the project uses it (Pantae), so I will also describe it here. This process 

involves two sets of colour-contrasting warp threads laid on top of each other but 

separated by a thick stick near the warp beam. The pre-dyed ground warp threads 

form the base of the cloth and tend to be darker in colour than the supplementary warp 

threads. The supplementary warp threads, usually white or light in colour, are laid 

over the ground warp threads. Both sets of threads are continuous and circular around 

the frame. A model of the pattern to be used is then created by raising parts of the 

supplementary warp threads by means of small wooden splints and string. When 

weaving, an additional rod is used to pick up these raised threads, along with the 

heddle stick, used normally as in plain weaving for the ground warp threads. Where 

the supplementary threads have been raised, they will appear on the surface of the 

woven cloth to form the pattern. Where the supplementary threads are not raised, they 

will form a continuous float on the underside of the woven cloth (Gillow, 1992: 117). 

This particular type of weaving is only practised by all or a majority of the weavers in 

three villages out of a total of thirty Biboki villages. As with other differences in 

practice between villages and lineages, Biboki people explain that different tasks are 

traditionally allocated to different lineages and this practice is enforced by ritual 

prohibition. For example, in the village of Pantae, a particular lineage is forbidden to 

use the practice of ikat, so they weave patterns by sotis. In Matabesi most women 

wove ikat, but there were two women who had married in from outside of the 

traditional bride-giving lineages, from the Insana area, and they wore and wove sotis. 

The other type of weaving that is widespread throughout Biboki is supplementary weft 

wrapping (buna). This is most commonly used to decorate the borders of tais. It 

involves intricate weaving of small squares by creating designs from many coloured 

discontinuous weft threads introduced into the cloth. The end product appears 

embroidered but is woven into the cloth. This is the most time consuming of all the 
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weaving processes and is consequently highly valued. Some of the cloths for sale 

through the project were tais decorated with buna. One example has been shown in 

Plate 14, which was part of the Northern Territory Museum of Arts and Sciences 

selling exhibition. It has buna decoration on the edges, as does the older style tais 

shown in Plate 15. 

Yearly cycle 

The main processes of i/an' and weaving are seasonal, fitting in with Biboki village 

agricultural cycles. The ikat tying occurs in the wet season, one reason being that the 

palm fibres used in tying are more easily manipulated because of the humidity. In the 

dry season the fibres can snap. The making of woven palm fibre mats occurs during 

the wet or in the early morning or late afternoon for this same reason. With the 

introduction of raffia as a tying material, ikat is more seasonally flexible. However, it 

is an occupation that is quite suited to long hours confined indoors by the weather, so 

the seasonality has not substantially changed. 

Weaving takes place in the dry months between May and October. This allows the 

weavers to sit under shade outside and be able to keep their weaving dry and clean. 

Women in Matabesi stated that if the atmosphere was too humid the threads were 

difficult to handle, feeling "sticky". However, this seasonal practice also fits in with 

the agricultural cycle. During the dry season there are less pressing tasks compared to 

the end of the dry and during the wet season, when women are needed for planting, 

guarding and weeding the growing crops, and harvesting (refer to Chapter Two). 

The use of the backstrap loom allows for easy setting up, transportation and storage of 

cloth in an unfinished stage of weaving. In Matabesi, the iopo provides the perfect 

area for weaving, allowing for a group of women or a single woman weaver to sit 

under shade, enjoy breezes flowing through and utilise the dirt floor and columns of 

the lopo to attach their weaving. A normal sized iopo fits four to six weavers 
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comfortably. The weaving is kept from the dirt floor by a woven palm mat that the 

women sit on when weaving. When finished for the day the women roll their cloth 

up, encasing the various beams and heddle sticks together with the cloth, and store the 

bundle in the overhead beams of the lopo. 

As weaving can be picked up and put down easily, women are able to fit this in with 

their other tasks. In the early morning Matabesi women prepare meals for the family 

and get their children ready for school. The most common time for weaving is late 

morning, midday and early afternoon, and this period ties in with the need for good 

light for the more intricate processes such as thread alignment mentioned above. 

Matabesi, in common with most of the other project villages, does not have electricity. 

Also, as it is a sedentary occupation, weaving can be done in the hotter parts of the 

day. Other more energetic tasks such as water or firewood collection are done during 

the cooler times of the day in the early morning or late afternoon. 

Unless there is a particular deadline for completion of a cloth such as a ceremonial 

occasion, women weave at their own pace. As TTU is largely under Roman Catholic 

influence, the one prohibited day for weaving in this area is Sunday. Women may put 

away their weaving for days or weeks at a time if there is some distraction, such as 

visiting relatives in another location or a wedding celebration. Generally, mothers 

with young children are intermittently diverted by them in feeding them or attending to 

their illnesses. This means that women without children, women with older children 

who can help in the care of their younger siblings, or widows with few or no 

dependents tend to be the most productive weavers. However, even for fast and 

regular weavers, a large cloth takes one to two months to complete, so the maximum 

production per annum for one weaver is about six cloths of varying size. 
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Weavers 

Weaving is female-specific in most cases. There are some exceptions. Matabesi 

informants told me of one crippled man in another village who weaves (there were 

none in Matabesi). McWihiam and Leibrick mentioned other men who weave by 

choice in TTU and TTS, but such men were circumspect about admitting it. They 

considered on average, one such man could to be found in every village and tended to 

be of effeminate and artistic character.2  There were also some men in Savu who were 

beginning to weave for the local NGO, IeRai, after there was notification of a large 

order to be filled for a weaving project there. Nevertheless, in Biboki males are 

considered to make an important contribution to weaving by making all the wooden 

implements necessary to weaving (refer above to the discussion on cosmological 

significance). 

In Matabesi the training of girls to become weavers takes place very gradually. At 

first, it is very informal in that young girls observe their mothers or other female 

relatives weaving and they may be asked to help in simple tasks such as winding the 

warp threads around beams. Slowly they are introduced to small looms, and their first 

efforts are overseen by relatives who take over if the weaving becomes too uneven. 

Girls do not weave seriously until their teens, and this age coincides with the age most 

village girls leave primary school, few continuing to secondary school. As noted 

above, proficiency in weaving was one of the prescribed skills as a prerequisite to 

marriage. Although such a requirement would not be rigidly enforced today, weaving 

is one skill that marks status as an adult woman, and a good weaver is respected for 

her skill. 

Weaving can be identified through style and motif as coming from a particular area and 

lineage, but there is room for individual variation. An individuals weaving is 

distinctive enough that women readily identify their own and others' weaving from a 

group of weavings of similar style. Identification and pride in ones own work may 
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be part of the explanation of why there is little task specialisation or sharing of work. 

The co-ordinator once suggested to women involved in the project that one person tie 

patterns and another weave, but the weavers objected to this proposal. There is 

occasional sharing of work between relatives, and there is help and comment on 

another's work when requested. In Matabesi, one example of work sharing occurred 

when a weaver was concurrently weaving two cloths; one for the project and one for 

her husband. She asked help from her sister to complete the cloth for the project, 

offering a percentage of the final payment. 

Chapter Five below will discuss specific details of the weaving project, indicating to 

what extent its alms and methods fit in with the place of weaving in village life 

reviewed in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

HISTORY AND IMPLEMENTATION 

OF THE WEAVING PROJECT 

Specific detail is given about the implementation of the weaving project in this chapter. 

The history of the weaving co-operatives establishment, donor involvement, and the 

NGO's administrative structure is outlined. Initial indications of success in 

participation of village women and production of cloth are given. However, with 

increased involvement of women in weaving, this has placed a strain on the usual 

balancing of tasks between men and women. Women are seeking to reduce their 

involvement in other tasks, meeting some resistance from men. Also, both men and 

women want Tafean Pah to find a complementary project for men. Tafean Pah has 

attempted to do this, but, so far, other projects have not been as successful as the 

weaving project. This fact underlines the suitability of the weaving project to the 

indigenous situation and Tafean Pah's marketing success (discussed further in Chapter 

Six). It also provides supporting evidence for the assertion I have made that 

development projects must be holistic; solely concentrating on women can create 

problems for the whole community. 

Weaving project history and development 

The weaving project used as the subject of my case study arose as a result of a bilateral 

development project between the governments of Indonesia and Australia. The 

Australian International Development Assistance Bureau (A1DAB), now AusAID, is 

the Australian government aid organisation which sponsored the Nusa Tenggara Timor 
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Integrated Area Development Project (NTTIADP). NTTIADP began in 1986 and was 

planned as a five-year project, but was extended one year until the end of March, 

1992. Its aims were: to develop technologies to increase livestock and agricultural 

production, to construct earth dams and roads, as well as to support community 

development, soil conservation, regional planning and the Nusa Cendana University, 

located in the capital of NTT province, Kupang (AIDAB, 1988: 33). 

Towards the end of NTTIADP, there was some discussion by AIDAB project staff 

about how to ensure sustainability of some of the introduced technology and training. 

They agreed that one way to encourage continuity would be to assist in the 

establishment of non-government organisations within the project target area of North 

Central Timor ('ITU) and South Central Timor (TTS). Preceding this time, in January 

1989, one of the community development advisers, the anthropologist Dr Cecilia Ng, 

had organised the sponsorship of a group of interested women to go on a study tour of 

Savu (an island close to Timor that is also part of the province of NTT), where there 

was an already well-established NGO. The visiting Timorese women spoke to the 

NGO workers in Savu and some of the villagers who had been involved in the 

introduction and progress of these programs. The purpose of this visit was to observe 

in action the implementation of development programs initiated by the Savu NGO and 

encourage some of the Timorese women to become involved in NTTIADP. 

The NGO in Savu is called IeRai,' and it had then been in existence since 1981. It 

was begun by a doctor originally from Savu (Dr Radja Haba) who related that, while 

working in the nearby island of Sumba, he witnessed the effect of a drought and 

realised that medicine was virtually useless if people were starving. He decided to go 

back to his home island and begin a non-government organisation to improve the 

quality of life there. Dr Radja Haba began by traversing the length of the island to 

understand and see at first hand some of the people's problems. One difficulty he 

noted was the number of roaming livestock in the villages that ate surrounding crops. 
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He negotiated with the villagers to encourage everyone to tether their animals. Dr 

Radja Haba established IeRai, which then began various development projects in 

partnership with Oxfam UK, an international British NGO. One such venture was a 

weaving project that involved training weavers to increase the commercial value of the 

Savu weaving through quality control, increasing the diversity of product by varying 

size and making accessories, and finding markets for the cloth. The weaving arm of 

IeRai became so large that the organisation decided to establish a commercial branch to 

encompass a marketing structure for the cloth. The rapid expansion in this area has 

brought its own share of problems. For example, in 1992 IeRai had an over-supply of 

cloth, as at one stage they increased production to fulfil an apparently substantial order 

of five thousand items of cloth for a Japanese trader who subsequently only wanted 

two thousand items.2  

Thu Ande Meta of YI'U observed the Savu NGO and believed she could start 

something similar. The weaving technology is comparable in Timor and Savu, and 

she decided to begin with a small group of Biboki weavers to trial the ideas she had 

learned. Thu Ande had been previously involved in government organisations through 

her membership of the local parliament and through her membership of the Dharma 

Wanita connected with her husband's work. At one time she had worked in 

conjunction with the hospital to improve health standards in the villages, for instance, 

in education about good nutrition and infant care. Ibu Ande was one of the women 

selected by Dr Ng not only because of this background but also because she had 

noticed her as one of a few women ready to speak out publicly, to question and to 

learn about different issues.3  Thu Ande was the only woman from the visiting group 

to Savu who subsequently attempted to implement programs once she returned to 

Timor. 

Thu Ande began with eight women from Matabesi to form a weaving co-operative in 

July, 1989. She used Rp200,000 of her own money to fund the initial cost of 
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materials and payment to weavers. IN Ande selected Matabesi for two reasons: her 

husband had come from this village and still had family resident there, including his 

mother; and at that time the village was in decline because of the consequence of 

relocation by the Indonesian government. Matabesi had lost established resources 

such as fruit trees through the move, and much of the villagers' livestock had died 

(refer to Chapter Two). An Australian observer connected with the AII)AB project at 

that time remarked that the village was like a dust bowl and the people were depressed 

and apathetic: she considered it to be in the worst state of all the villages she had seen 

in the area.4  

Thu Ande carefully selected the leader of the group, Marta Ane, a widow who was 

identified by fellow villagers as one of the most experienced and talented weavers in 

the village. (See Plates 23 and 24). From a political point of view, others might have 

chosen the headman's wife, but in this case the choice would have been inappropriate 

not only because of her lesser weaving skills but also because she was originally from 

the neighbouring kingdom of Insana and was seen somewhat as an outsider. Marta 

was also originally excluded from the social mainstream as a widow. This is, 

incidentally, reflected in the village layout, in that her house is one on the extreme 

perimeter of the village (house 46; refer to village description Chapter Three and Map 

3). However, she eventually gained respect in the village through demonstration of 

her weaving skills. Often she was the designer of a new variation on traditional 

motifs, and her pattern would be copied by others. 

Production 

By the end of 1989, fifteen other women had joined the co-operative and by December 

the 23 weavers had produced 23 textiles. Of these textiles, Ibu Ande sold sixteen 

pieces to an Austrian friend returning to Europe, five locally and two she sent as 

samples to Oxfam Trading. In comparison, the NTTIADP project described above 

attempted to encourage weaving production, but two target villages in TTU only 
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Weavers from N'Iatabesi. 

Plate 23: Marta, the leader of the weaving groups in the village. 
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produced three textiles over a period of a year.' Many other women wanted to join 

the group from both Matabesi and other villages. By April 1990 twelve weavers 

joined the co-operative from the village of Sainiup, and with eleven additional weavers 

from Matabesi, production for the co-operative totalled 82 textiles for that year. In 

1990, funding of Rp 1,445,000 was provided by the Northern Territory Museum of 

Arts and Sciences to encourage production of cloth for a selling exhibition to be held at 

the end of that year. Although twenty textiles were requested, Jan Snowball, an 

Australian expatriate resident in Kefamenanu at the time, eventually took forty cloths to 

Darwin; what was not sold at the exhibition, she sold to friends in Australia. In 1991, 

there were 104 weavers from six villages participating, and Matabesi alone produced 

114 textiles for the project. Again, there was a selling exhibition in Darwin at the end 

of that year. (Refer to Table 9 in Chapter Six for data of production by group and 

individual weaver in 1991). The numbers of women involved continued to expand 

from Matabesi and other Biboki villages so that by 1992 the weaving co-operative 

consisted of 226 weavers from 27 weaving groups from 10 villages. At the end of 

1992 the museum selling exhibition included 150 textiles, of which more than 80 were 

sold to the public, and most of the others were bought by the museum for its collection 

or sold through their associated gift shop. 

Operation of weaving groups 

thu Ande encouraged the formation of weaving groups, each of which functions as a 

loosely collaborative unit. The group is used as an intermediary structure between 

individuals and the NGO. Each group selects its own leader, secretary and treasurer. 

The leaders of the groups act as representatives to the NGO executive in Kefamenanu 

and as co-ordinators within the group. The village then has an overall co-ordinator. 

In Matabesi, after more than one group was formed, Marta was given this position. 

Each weaving group has an average of eight members, so that, for example, in 1992 

there were four weaving groups in Matabesi. A group is self-selected through a 

number of criteria: family ties, location, friends. Normally the groups are somewhat 
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fluid, and individual weavers may want to change from one to another group within 

the same village either temporarily or permanently. In Matabesi the only objection to 

weavers changing from one group to another came from the government adviser 

whose role is discussed in Chapter Three. Each group gathers together where there is 

sufficient shaded space available for a number of weavers to set up their looms each 

morning. This is either under a large iopo (see Plate 3), an indigenous open-sided 

store house, used for social congregation, situated in front of one of the weaver's 

houses; or in the shade of a tenda, a temporary structure made from bamboo and palm. 

The tenda is usually built to last the dry season and then pulled down before the rains 

come, as the land used is often part of the garden to be seeded at the end of the dry 

season. 

The four weaving groups in Matabesi are evenly spread throughout the village. (See 

Table 5 below). Each group has a slightly different character due to the different 

membership. One group had a number of women consistently absent at one time. 

This was because one member was ill and another two were still undergoing the 

traditional period of seclusion associated with childbirth, when for one month after 

birth the mother stays inside, near a fire. Even after this period mothers with young 

babies often prefer to weave in their own home. This group also included young 

unmarried girls who were somewhat slower than the more experienced weavers. 

Another group included the headman's wife, Robertha Belak, who usually stayed in 

her own home with her sister-in-law. The most productive group (Group 1) consisted 

of a couple of experienced married women without children and several married 

women with most of their children of school age. 

Membership of the weaving co-operative includes all weavers and the weaving co-

ordinator. The co-operative works on a basis of revolving credit for cotton. The 

weaving co-ordinator buys cotton in bulk and gives it to women who wish to 

participate in the project. When the co-operative comes to buy the finished product, 
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Table 5 

WEAVING GROUPS 1992 

Marital Status Children House No. 
Group 1 

Maria Abuk married - 2 
Ana Bano married 2 9 
Halena Balok married 6 10 
Maria Fatima Rohan married 2 8 
Monika Bete married 2 6 
Barbara Eno married - 5 
Yosefina Mutik married 2 35 
Rosina Bano married - 38 

Group 2 

Paulina Sni married 6 11 
Theresia Balok married 3 12 
Robertha Kumau married 4 32 
Katherina Bete single - 33 
Serefina Sali single - 17 
Balandina Balok single - 1 
Roberta Makun single - 11 
Maria Sato married 4 7 
Romana Bete married 1 40 

Group 3 

Lusia Eno married 4 45 
Sikundina Beli married 4 26 
Petronela Tuna married 3 25 
Petronela Bano married 3 43 
Veronika Lotu single - 28 
Robertha Belak married 3 14 
Marta Me widow 1 46 

Group 4 

Yulita Balok married 1 22 
Monika Sako married 2 21 
Emirensiana Abuk married 5 20 
Maria Tefa married 3 19 
Rosalinda Hati married 2 42 
Belandina Bano married 1 4 
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the price of the cotton is subtracted from the price of the cloth. If individual weavers 

can get a better price outside the organisation, they are welcome to sell their cloths as 

long as they repay the price of the cotton. Price for a completed weaving depends on 

length, amount of motif covering the whole fabric (for example, some have a number 

of plain panels if they are a man's cloth), number of colours and quality of weaving, 

especially the clarity and smoothness of the motif (this relates to the number of times 

individual warp threads are aligned with each other as they become slightly displaced 

during the process of weaving - see description Chapter Four). 

The weaving co-operative is most involved at the dyeing stage. As the association is 

trying to increase the marketability of the cloth, one of the improvements in quality 

they have insisted on is using good quality dyes. (Refer to following chapter on 

Marketing). This means the women are given a choice of either using traditional 

vegetable and mineral dyes or using good quality commercial dyes purchased by the 

organisation in Kupang. The co-operative enforces this preference, and will not buy 

any cloth that has been dyed using cheap commercial dyes available in the local 

market, as this dye will run and fade quickly. However, the resulting choice of dye 

has a number of disadvantages from the weavers' perspective. If they choose to use 

traditional dyes, this is a time consuming process; they must first obtain the material 

from a number of sources which may or may not be close to the village or easily 

obtained. For example, one source of black dye is a particular mud which can be 

found at the bottom of a stagnant lake. The process of dyeing using these dyes usually 

takes days, sometimes weeks, with a number of immersions necessary. However, the 

advantage of using these dyes is that the weaver has complete control of the process. 

In contrast, if they elect to use commercial dye, co-operative workers either supervise 

the dyeing process within the village or collect the tied cotton and take it to 

Kefamenanu to be dyed there. 
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The dyeing process is also difficult for the organisation. In the early stages of the 

venture, Thu Ande took cotton to be dyed, using quality commercial chemical dyes, to 

the local government handicraft assistance agency which would dye it for a fee. It was 

soon obvious that it would be better to have knowledge of the process within the 

organisation, so Thu Ande accordingly learnt how to use good quality commercial dyes 

and passed this knowledge on to the extension workers (see below), and to a number 

of unmarried village women who periodically lived in Kefamenanu and assisted in the 

weaving organisation. The village women asked to be taught how to use these dyes 

and are gradually being taught. (Refer to Plates 20 and 21 in Chapter Four). The 

purchase of chemical dyes has presented some problems for the weaving co-operative 

in that at present there is only one supplier of these dyes in Timor who trades in 

Kupang. The supply of these dyes is sometimes unreliable in that large stocks are not 

kept, so that at any one time there is a very limited selection of colours available. 

Also, the dye deteriorates if stored inappropriately. It is best stored in sealed 

containers away from light sources, so occasionally the dye is damaged by the time it 

gets to Kefamenanu and must be discarded. Another problem with the use of these 

chemical dyes, is that they are toxic, and although the use of gloves is encouraged 

when coming into contact with the dye, the gloves available locally are cheap 

dishwashing gloves. These gloves are too short for the process of dye immersion and 

do not last more than a couple of uses without developing holes. 

Tafean Pah formation and structure 

In 1990 Pak Ande decided to establish Tafean Pah as a yayasan,6  or Indonesian non-

government organisation that would include the weaving co-operative and also be able 

to initiate other programs to promote development in Biboki villages. The name 

Tafean Pah was chosen, as it means uplifting the land (or country) in the indigenous 

language. 
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The organisation of the committee of Tafean Pah is as follows: president, vice-

president, secretary, treasurer, five extension workers and the weaving co-ordinator. 

All are men apart from the weaving co-ordinator, thu Ande. The president is Pak 

Ande, who is a civil servant at one of the highest levels in Kefamenanu, and this is 

important for several reasons. He is a well-respected person in the community and 

therefore lends status to Tafean Pah. As noted in the Introduction, NGOs cannot be 

considered entirely independent of the government of the country in which they are 

situated. In Indonesia some non-government organisations are seen as politically 

suspect, so having a civil servant involved gives Tafean Pah a safe' status in the eyes 

of the government. Also, it allows an exchange of views from the government to non-

government perspective and vice-versa. Ibu Ande is able to provide this cross-

fertiisation of ideas as well, through her involvement in the local parliament as a 

representative for some of the Biboki villages. The vice-president is a highly placed 

civil servant at Lurasic, a secondary regional administrative centre after Kefamenanu. 

The secretary is a civil servant working in Kefamenanu, and the treasurer is a 

university student. The five extension workers come from various villages which are 

part of the organisation, and they are paid a monthly stipend which has been largely 

funded by Oxfam UK. They are all young unmarried men. 

Extension workers 

The extension worker's job is to be the liaison between the villages and the 

administrative centre of the organisation in Kefamenanu. Consequently, they go back 

and forth from the village to the meetings of the organisation which are held at least 

monthly. The extension workers are meant to oversee various projects in the villages, 

but, as will be seen below, their main job centres around the weaving co-operative. In 

this they monitor progress, arrange payment for completed cloth, collect completed 

weaving or tied skeins ready for dyeing from the villages to deliver to Kefamenanu, 

returning with new cotton and the dyed skeins. 
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Among the weavers, there is conflicting opinion about the extension workers. Some 

see them as useful, especially if the women are tied to the village through having to 

care for young children or if the season demands constant attendance in the field. 

They are then happy that these men go rather than themselves. A trip from Matabesi to 

Kefamenanu and back demands at least a one night stay in town due to the length of 

the trip and infrequency of transport. Others, usually those not so tied to the village, 

such as unmarried women or older women with adult children, sometimes see the 

extension workers as unnecessary and may decide to carry their cloth to town 

themselves. These women go directly to Kefamenanu if they need money urgently. 

Alternatively, the women often use the delivery of their completed cloth or cotton for 

dyeing in Kefamenanu as a pretext for other purposes, such as visiting relatives, 

buying or selling other items in town, or, especially for the young unmarried women, 

simply for the excitement of being in town. 

In Matabesi, the extension worker had a good relationship with the women in the 

village. Their respect for him may have been helped by the fact that he came from the 

local aristocratic lineage (refer to description of lineage structure in Chapter Three), but 

also, he was not interfering in their work. Women from other villages, especially the 

older married women, sometimes expressed resentment if the extension worker tried to 

instruct them about some point of weaving technique. This was not expressed openly, 

but was more in the form of a passing joke directed at the worker which he could not 

hear. A more serious complaint came from one village to the co-ordinator, that they 

had not been paid for completed weaving by their extension worker. When 

questioned, he explained that he had lost the money on the road from Kefamenanu to 

the village, but a certain suspicion fell on him because he was in the process of 

arranging his marriage. 
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Other projects - inclusive of village men 

Tafean Pah has initiated projects apart from weaving, and these have had varied 

success. It was seen that the women were having economic success and some of the 

other projects were an attempt to find a project specifically aimed at men. One idea 

was to find marketable products produced in the village by men as a complementary 

activity to the women's sphere of weaving. There were two local products seen as 

possibilities in this type of venture: carved lime holders or wooden drums. 

Lime holders, portable containers to hold lime for betel nut chewing, are made from 

bamboo and decorated by carving by men in their spare time. The problem with this 

product is that there is little local demand for lime holders, as most villagers make their 

own. In an overseas market there is no obvious utilitarian use for such objects, and 

being a cheap, easily produced item, little likelihood of classification as an "art object 

(refer to marketing discussion, Chapter Six). 

The second alternative was the wooden drum. Again there is a negligible local 

demand, but Oxfam Trading, the marketing arm of the foreign NGO, Oxfam UK, 

indicated that there is an overseas market for indigenous musical instruments, and the 

drum, being perhaps the most universal of instruments, has a wide appeal. Tafean 

Pah first asked men from one particular village to make forty drums, using local 

timber, and goatskins obtained from a Kefamenanu butcher. These were to fulfil a 

1992 Oxfam Trading order which had asked for a larger number, but, at that time, 

there was some uncertainty about the exact number required, and Tafean Pah decided 

to be cautious rather than make an expensive mistake. This production was allocated 

to a few men in only one village because such production is relatively fast, in 

comparison to weaving, and the drums produced had to be relatively uniform. Thus, 

this project did not serve the purpose of providing income for a large and widely 

dispersed group of men. 
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Another project, begun in 1991 and supported with funding from Oxfam, that was 

meant to involve men, was cultivating citrus trees in the villages. As they take at least 

five years to fruit, it is too early to judge the final production, but after two to three 

years, many of the plants are growing well. Tafean Pah used two ideas involving 

local technology for slow but constant percolation of water during the dry season. 

One involved hanging a bamboo container with a small hole at the end which slowly 

dripped onto the plant (Refer to Plate 25). The other involved burying clay pots up to 

their rim, next to the roots of the plant where water would slowly seep through the 

porous container. This at first caused minor problems in Matabesi as small wandering 

chicks, attracted by the water, would fall into the pot and drown, but it was solved by 

putting a stone over the top. However, the mens involvement has been mainly 

confined to the planting of the seedlings and constructing protective barriers around the 

plants against marauding goats or shade against excessive sun. As women and 

children traditionally collect the water supply for the household, the continuing task of 

watering the plants has fallen to them. 

There was recognition and concern from both the Tafean Pah executive and among the 

villagers that there was not a sustained project for men to be involved in. In 1991, 

Oxfam first suggested the idea of holding a workshop in Kefamenanu, involving 

Tafean Pah staff, villagers and Oxfam advisers mentioned in Chapter Two. Tafean 

Pah specifically raised this problem of the lack of projects directed at men, but Oxfam 

effectively ignored this request and insisted on having a workshop specifically directed 

at women. In the light of non-government agencies having stated an ideology and 

practice that should be responsive to indigenous needs, this is an example of 

discrepancy between theory and practice. However, that would be simplifying the 

situation; other factors should be taken into account, specifically; Tafean Pah's history 

of project success and Oxfam's other overriding ideology. Of the projects undertaken 

by Tafean Pah so far, the weaving co-operative is the most obviously successful. 

Perhaps Oxfam felt it was better to work with an established group, solving existing 
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Plate 25: 

Pak Ande stands beside a percolating device made from bamboo 
to water a citrus plant. This is part of a Tafean Pah project. 
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problems and increasing its chance for survival for the future by indicating possible 

areas of growth and pitfalls to be avoided. However, the explicitly stated reason why 

Oxfam asked to work with representatives from the weavers in the co-operative is that 

Oxfam have a conmitment to improving the status of women through targeting them in 

specific projects. Also, although all four Oxfam representatives who came to the 

workshop were men, two of them stated quite unequivocally that they preferred 

working with women.' Here again a rift between theory and practice was apparent as 

the Oxfam representatives tended to engage only Pak Ande in discussions involving 

bureaucratic concerns rather than including Thu Ande, who is equally involved in 

administrative matters of the organisation. 

Initial changes brought about by the weaving project 

With the increased income that has come from the weaving co-operative, a higher 

priority has been placed on weaving as an activity. Previously, weaving was rather an 

intermittent activity. Now it is more regular. Most women involved in a weaving 

group work daily for at least several hours in the morning and, after a break in the 

middle of the day, often continue in the afternoon until twilight. 

Increasing involvement in weaving has changed allocation of tasks for women. It has 

also changed the sharing of labour between men and women. However, women 

complained that, although some of their other tasks were neglected, the overall effect 

was an increased workload, as men did not take over any of the female-specific 

activities, such as water carrying, cooking and cleaning. The main change came in a 

lesser expectation of women's participation in shared non-gender-specific tasks, such 

as turning the soil before planting. In Matabesi, previously the household group 

combined to do this, but now men are forming groups with other men, not necessarily 

coming from the same household, to complete this task. Another example of change is 

that women are now less likely to accompany their husbands on expeditions away 

from the village which may include an overnight stay. Before the weaving project, for 

160 



instance, women would generally accompany their husbands to the forest to harvest 

produce such as groundnuts, or go with them when working in the wet rice fields near 

Manufui. However, there is still opposition to this change from some of the men. 

These men explain why they wish their wives to accompany them to field or forest; 

they say the product from weaving only sustains the household for one month, 

whereas vegetable produce lasts all year. 

Another obvious result of the project is the increased income for the household 

available through sale of cloth. This money has largely gone towards supplementing 

essential household requirements, particularly food. At the time of my fieldwork in 

Matabesi, there was a bad harvest due to drought and therefore food was in short 

supply. One indication of this was that the villagers were processing sago, which is 

food that is not usually eaten in good years. Because of this situation, Thu Ande for 

the first time decided to loan women money in advance of completion of cloth. 

One question that may be considered in light of women potentially earning more than 

their husbands is whether men resent this situation. As I was largely associating with 

women involved in the project, I am not able to answer this question confidently. 

However, if resentment was present, it was not evident to me. The response of the 

men I was able to discern was rather one of shame that they were not contributing to 

their share of household income. This was probably one of the motivations behind 

men's request for an income generating project in which they could participate. 

As has been underlined throughout this thesis, a central ontological principal of 

Matabesi culture is the complementarity of the sexes. Therefore, in the long term, it 

would not be appropriate to focus on one sex to the exclusion of the other. The 

executive of Tafean Pah has recognised this and has attempted other projects inclusive 

of village men. The fact that they have not been as successful as the weaving project 

is not a reflection on the capability of Tafean Pah. Rather, one explanation is that the 
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weaving project has particular advantages over other possibilities at present. One 

advantage is the specific attributes of textiles and their marketing value. 

Marketing of cloth is an extremely complex subject that will be addressed in Chapter 

Six. Tafean Pah has been successful in marketing cloth, and therefore weavers have 

been encouraged to increase production. However, the contingency of this production 

is illustrated by comparison with other textile-producing eastern Indonesian islands, 

where production has declined, and by comparison among individuals in Matabesi. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

MARKETING 

In this chapter I will begin with a discussion of some of the theory of exchange and 

marketing relevant to Matabesi and outline the actual situation now present. The 

specific marketing of weaving will then be described and better understood with 

knowledge of its context in the more general background. Matabesi, relative to other 

Biboki villages, has more limited options for cash earnings because of its isolation and 

lack of water resources. Therefore, the weaving project provides an important 

marketing outlet for villagers. Individual Matabesi weavers decide to participate in 

commodity-based exchange to a greater or lesser extent depending on the range of 

options available to their particular household. It will be shown that, where the 

weaving project provides a reliable and significant cash return relative to other options, 

women increase their production accordingly. This situation is contrasted with other 

areas in eastern Indonesia where weaving has died out when cash returns are negligible 

or better options are available. 

A perspective influenced by theories of dependent development, when viewing the 

growth of Western trade with other societies, assumes an inevitable replacement of 

pre-capitalist market formations by capitalist structures, for example, monetary-based 

exchange. However, in numerous cases this does not occur as expected. Rather, 

indigenous cultures have been able to accept, reject or modify many capitalist 

formations to fit their own structures and ontology. As mentioned in Chapter One, the 

interaction of indigenous with capitalist structures is an extremely complex process that 
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is effected by various factors such as the "fit" of pre-capitalist with capitalist 

formations, the length and history of contact and the power relationship between the 

two cultures. Viewing marketing in Matabesi more from the villagers' own 

perspective, it will be shown that where there are not exploitative relationships, the 

villagers are active participants in a variety of marketing options that include both gift-

exchange and commodity-based exchange. 

In Timor, although there has been foreign trade for centuries, the transformation of 

indigenous culture has been comparatively slow in contrast to other areas in Indonesia. 

An important contributory factor in this difference is that Timor can be seen as a 

peripheral area relative to the political and economic centre of Java. Some of the most 

coercive measures that had immediate impact on Java or nearer islands did not occur in 

eastern Indonesia. Barnes and Barnes mention the Englishman's Thomas Raffles' 

land-rent system, the Dutch Culture System and the policies of the Liberal Period as 

commercialising and transforming Java and Sumatra in the nineteenth century and early 

twentieth century, all of which eastern Indonesia escaped (Barnes and Barnes, 1989: 

401). For this reason comparison of Timor is most appropriate with other peripheral 

areas, such as other eastern Indonesian islands, southern Mesoamerica or Papua New 

Guinea, rather than Java and central Indonesian islands. For instance, Healey, in the 

introduction to a number of articles on culture and development in Papua New Guinea, 

notes that Papua New Guinea has had a "relatively gentle development experience". 

He explains this is due to number of factors: it was colonised more recently, was never 

used for large-scale settler capitalism, nor were the indigenous crops marketable 

(Healey, 1989: 8,9). Therefore, any transformations in Papua New Guinea due to 

capitalist incursion have been more gradual. 

One of the classic studies on transformation in Papua New Guinea is Salisbury's study 

on the Vunamami (1970). He challenged the view of that time, which was that 

indigenous societies are inherently unchanging and economically stagnant, so change 
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must be imposed from outside, by showing that one of the essential factors in change 

among the Vunamami involves internal social factors. Salisbury showed the 

relationship between introduced content and traditional concepts. Where successfully 

adopted into the indigenous system, outside stimuli must have inside acceptance and 

adaptation. One example detailed in Salisbury's text is the introduction of cocoa 

growing and processing, which was incorporated into the Vunamami economy using 

traditional land ownership, loan patterns and labour recruitment, and processing 

previously developed for copra. Cocoa's introduction was further encouraged by 

respected indigenous leaders, judging it as likely to be economically profitable because 

it was similar to copra in production and marketing (Salisbury, 1970: 335). 

Similarly, where foreign goods and concepts have come into contact with the Biboki 

people, they have been rejected, transformed or incorporated according to Biboki 

needs and constraints. One example of transformation of what is an important part of 

the capitalist economy is the use of money in commodity exchange. In YTU and ITS 

Forge notes that although "coinage, and jewellery made from it, have long been 

present as a store of value, ... money as a medium of exchange is a comparatively new 

phenomenon" (Forge, 1989: 6). As described in Chapter Three, Dutch gold and silver 

coins are an important part of Biboki bridewealth, put in a separate category to 

Indonesian rupiah. Although it is possible to convert the Dutch coins into rupiah, 

villagers will only do so in times of crisis. These coins are valued in a separate sphere 

as a unit of gift exchange in bridewealth, or used as decoration on ceremonial dress, 

where coins are sewn onto cloth, or melted down to be made into jewellery such as 

bracelets, earrings or ceremonial headdresses. Whether Dutch coins are used in 

commodity or gift exchange is determined by the villagers. Gregory best explains this 

distinction in the use of money with respect to Papuans: 

• .when money functions as an instrument of gift exchange it may function 
as a qualitative measure, whereas when it functions as an instrument of 
commodity exchange it functions as a quantitative measure. When 
Melanesians place paper money in the top sphere, silver coins in the 
middle sphere, and copper coins in a bottom sphere, they are using money 
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as a qualitative measure. ... Such a use of money in no way precludes its 
use as a quantitative measure when buying rice at the trade store where 
notes and coins are interchangeable. On the other hand there is no a priori 
reason why money should function as a gift at all. It only enters the gift 
exchange sphere if the transactors decide that it should (Gregory, 1980: 
649). 

Even if money is only used in commodity exchange, its use may be limited and other 

forms of exchange more prevalent. Barnes and Barnes, in research in Lamalera, a 

village on the island of Lembata in NTT province, record a variety of exchange types 

coexisting, including ceremonial exchange, non-monetary trade of necessities and 

purchase of commercially provided goods with currency. They believe that 

"increasing monetisation has not in itself yet fundamentally changed the nature of the 

local systems" (Barnes and Barnes, 1989: 414). This variety of forms of exchange 

also exists in Matabesi. Commercial exchange in Matabesi and other comparable areas 

should then be seen as part of a whole system embedded within the economic and 

social context. 

There has been considerable anthropological dialogue about the nature of exchange, the 

seminal text being Mauss' The Gft (1954). Mauss explained gift exchange in terms of 

a system of "total prestation' where one group forms contracts and obligations with 

another group by giving gifts that oblige a repayment. The gifts exchanged are not 

only gifts of property, but can also be in such form as rituals, military assistance, 

feasts, and, most importantly, women. Gifts can be seen as inalienable from the giver, 

embodying a spiritual essence that must be returned by the receiver (Mauss, 1954: 

1-12). 

An example of one anthropologist who extends Mauss ideas of gifts as a means to 

link two groups is Howell. Her research is among the Lio of central Flores 'in NTT. 

She mentions Fox's description of marriage alliances as continuing the "flow of life" 

through generations (Fox (ed), 1980). Howell extends this analogy, where the Lio's 

prestations of food to their ancestors elicits the return gift from the ancestors in the 
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form of providing fertility to the land. The ancestors can then be seen as partners in 

exchange contributing to the flow of life (Howell, 1989: 429-434). 

However, the linkage of people through exchange is not just found in ceremonial gift-

giving. In both non-monetary trade and monetary transactions, the social dimension is 

important. Barnes and Barnes argue that there is no empirical case of "pure barter" 

defined as a 'direct exchange of objects between two actors playing equivalent roles as 

simultaneously buyers and sellers' with a purely economic basis and no social context 

(Barnes and Barnes, 1989: 399). In any society, empirical barter must be seen in its 

social context, having intrinsic connections to other forms of exchange. Using 

Lembata as a model, Barnes and Barnes describe the long-standing trade between 

highland and coast, common in Indonesia, including Timor, where salt, fish and other 

sea products from the coast are traded for agricultural and forest products from the 

interior. This trade occurs between familiar trading partners who have the expectation 

of continuing exchange with each other throughout their lifetimes. Transactions 

between these partners are part of a repeating pattern uniting their two communities 

which are validated in legend and ritual. Another characteristic of this inland-coastal 

trade is that delayed exchange or credit is common, and there is a reluctance to use 

cash. Barnes and Barnes explain that in Lembata, exchange of subsistence goods 

is far from being socially and psychologically neutral. In an area where 
there is an annual season of dearth and where crop failure and lack of 
success in fishing are not uncommon, it is important to both sides to 
establish some degree of mutual dependence. ... Circumstance may 
favour one person now, but the relationship will certainly be reversed 
sometime in the future (Barnes and Barnes, 1989: 412). 

In commodity-based exchange, one factor that enters the theoretical perspective is the 

relative levels of power between the transactors. Certainly there are differing levels of 

power in other exchanges, for example in the tribute given to the raja in Biboki by his 

subjects. However, other factors enter into this exchange, particularly the religious 

function of raja who acts as intermediary between god and man for the whole Biboki 
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people. According to Alexander and Alexander (1991), social system market theorists 

have generally ignored the significance of power. Using commodity-based Javanese 

markets as example, they state that market relationships there range from freely-entered 

partnerships between persons of similar status to bonded relationships in which 

exploitation occurs. Where there is an unequal relationship, the weaker party may 

have little choice but to continue, seeking to establish a social relationship to ameliorate 

the economic disparity. Beals describes situations of exploitation arising when "one 

party is able to coerce the other, when there are no alternative buyers or sellers, or 

when intermediaries serve no useful social or economic function" (Beals, 1975: 267). 

An anthropological theory on inequality of power is proposed by Geertz (1979) and 

Alexander (1987), who view commodity exchange markets as systems of information. 

In this perspective, traders are linked not only by transactions and social relationship, 

but also by "shared information about prices, the quality of commodities and 

conditions of supply, and the reputations of other traders". This is important for 

Javanese traders, where asymmetries in the distribution of information about prices 

allows a well-connected trader to buy at the bottom of the price range and to sell at a 

higher price to customers with less accurate information (Alexander and Alexander, 

1991: 496, 506). 

With these theories in mind, I will now discuss the marketing and exchange networks 

in Matabesi. It will be shown that many factors contribute to Matabesi's low-level 

involvement in commodity-based exchange, including the presence and preference for 

other methods of exchange, structural factors inhibiting participation, and unequal 

power relationships between external and indigenous traders. One form of exchange 

which I will not elaborate here is ritual exchange, as it has been discussed in earlier 

chapters. However, it is important to remember a significant amount of village goods 

and services flow through ceremonial exchange. 



In Matabesi both the non-monetary and commercial marketing system can be broadly 

divided into two. Large scale, major export items such as sandalwood and cattle are 

generally owned by an elite, and these products have an externally focussed, 

distribution area. Small scale local exchange has an indigenous distribution focus, 

where village produce such as small livestock and vegetables are exchanged for 

equivalent goods in the village or sold in the local market to buy other village products 

and low unit cost imported items, such as school books and kerosene. I will describe 

these two systems below and then go on to explain the complex nature of the weaving 

market within this context and how the weaving project has approached it. 

As already discussed in Chapter Two, the Biboki region has been part of the world 

market for many centuries through the sandalwood trade. This brought in foreign 

trading goods not locally avallable, such as silver coins and porcelain. The Timorese 

were active trade partners with foreign merchants as transport of sandalwood to the 

coast required co-operation and organisation for felling of trees inland. Shineberg, in a 

study of sandalwood trade in the South-West Pacific in the nineteenth century, asserts 

the active role of the Melanesians in this trade to acquire desired goods from the 

Europeans. Contrary to a common assumption that the Europeans always had 

monopoly on power, she notes that at that time as Europeans were outnumbered, on 

alien land and their guns were not very accurate, they were dependant on the goodwill 

of the Melanesians for safety and assistance (Shineberg, 1967: 164, 215). Similarly, 

Timorese traders must have been in a position to bargain for exchange objects seen as 

valuable. Indian cloth was one such object used extensively in trade throughout 

Indonesia by Asian and European traders. One estimate of the amount of cloth 

exchanged in the year 1603 was 400,000 pieces, and in 1619, 360,000 pieces were 

brought to Indonesia (van Leur, 1967: 127). 

In the past, the bulk of the direct profits from sandalwood trade went to rajas and the 

aristocracy (Ormeling, 1956: 101). However, considerable dispersion of foreign 
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trading goods occurred throughout the general population such that one of the 

exchange goods, silver coinage, was in such abundance that it is still an essential part 

of any bridewealth exchange today (refer to adat section Chapter Three). It is also 

used as a last resort for cash conversion in time of need. 

As described in Chapter Two, sandalwood declined as the main export from Timor in 

the twentieth century, with cattle replacing it in importance. In the same way that most 

of the profits from sandalwood went to the Atoin meto elite, so do most cattle now 

belong to the wealthy few. However, as outlined in Chapter Two, in Matabesi many 

villagers have part ownership in cattle or make some income through the paron system. 

Also, as Forge describes from research in TTS and TTU, the Chinese merchants 

involved in paron relationships provide loans to villagers from within long- established 

relationships, which often have some kin ties as well. He estimated that every 

Kefamenanu shopkeeper had over 1,000 head of cattle at paron in various villages in 

1989. Forge states that it is almost impossible to obtain precise information on debts 

and terms of repayment between Chinese and villagers. Although interest is likely to 

be high, he would temper an exploitative label by seeing such relationships as mutually 

beneficial and more in terms of a patron-client interaction. These Chinese are the 

preferred lenders for villagers because the loans are easily and quickly available, there 

are no forms, no fixed conditions, and there are a range of alternatives for repayment, 

including cash, labour and paron (Forge, 1989: 7, 12). 

Other Timorese exports that are Chinese-controlled include forest products, such as 

wood, beeswax and tamarind, and sea products from fishing. In Matabesi, the three 

products directed to the export market are cattle, sandalwood and tamarind. Cattle are 

not always destined for export, but almost always are when cash is involved, 

otherwise they are part of ritual exchange.' Sandalwood felling is now controlled by 

the Indonesian government, and in Matabesi once a year certain trees in the forest 

nearby are marked to be cut down, the villagers doing the work and receiving cash 
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remuneration. Tamarind is a seasonal resource. Every August the villagers collect 

large baskets of the fruit, selling it to Chinese traders. All three products are collected 

by the buyers from the village or nearby. This is an important factor in Matabesi 

marketing because one restriction on trade is the difficulty of transport. 

In Matabesi, the marketplace is a major site of inter-village exchange, especially for 

small-scale cash transactions, although there are other important distribution systems, 

such as those provided through kin links and ceremonial occasions. In Biboki the 

marketing system is similar to the Mesoamerican one, characterised by Nash as a 

"solar system" where large marketplaces are surrounded by a varying number of 

satellite villages, these marketplaces then surrounding a larger regional centre (Nash 

cited in Beals, 1975: 272).2 

The villagers of Matabesi participate in two weekly markets: on Wednesdays in the 

adjacent village of Luniup and on Saturdays at the regional town of Manufui, eight 

kilometres away (see Plate 26). The next level of distribution is the provincial centre 

of Kefamenanu, which has a daily market, which in turn is supplied by the larger port 

centres of Atambua and Kupang. The villagers of Matabesi would rarely go to the 

larger market centres, but the two local markets are attended by most villagers, 

affecting the weekly cycle of activity. As the Luniup market is small and only a 

kilometre walk from the centre of Matabesi, villagers only spend an hour or two for a 

round trip, preferring to go in the early morning before it becomes too hot. As 

Manufui is further away and a much larger market, villagers from Matabesi spend at 

least the whole morning there, making it an enjoyable expedition that can include social 

visits or meetings with relatives in town, and indulging in luxuries such as bottled soft 

drinks or alcohol. It has permanent stalls and a larger range of items not available in 

Luniup. Women do most of the household food shopping, but men and children also 

attend the market when possible. On Wednesday in Luniup the market is swelled by 

school children in their recess break from school and on Saturday some children miss 
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Plate 26: Manufui market. 
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Plate 27: Villagers returning to Matahesi from Manufui market. 
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school to accompany their parents to Manufui. Much of the villagers' supplementary 

food (that not produced by themselves) is bought on a weekly or twice-weekly basis. 

One of the practical reasons for this is the lack of refrigeration, so that fresh meat and 

vegetables must be eaten within a few days of purchase. 

The cost and limited availability of transportation is an important factor in reducing the 

villagers' options in small-scale commodity exchange. The majority of Matabesi 

villagers, around three-quarters of those attending, walk to and from the Manufui 

market on Saturday because they want to save the Rp200 fare. However, if their 

produce is excessively heavy and/or bulky, they may have no choice but to use the bus 

or truck (see Plate 27). As produce is usually sold in order to exchange for other 

goods, they may be carrying heavy items home. The transportation available is 

infrequent and unreliable, as noted in Chapter Two. During the dry season the road 

lies along the dry river bed so the buses and trucks often get bogged in sand or mud. 

In the wet season the only access is on foot. 

Forge discussed the problem of transport cost in relation to the cash return from sales 

of produce by villagers. In TTS and TTU markets the individual return averaged 

around Rp2,500. Villagers come from some distance away, and a 40km round 

walking trip to some markets is not uncommon. The highest recording Forge made 

was a 98km journey on foot. Even where transport is available, many villagers choose 

to walk to save their fare because this is a significant percentage of their total cash 

return. For example in Soe, the TTS capital, the average bemo/bus price was Rp541, 

which made transport costs 25% of sales (Forge, 1989: 22). The markets of Soe and 

Kefamenanu pull in villagers from further away than the regional markets, but as the 

Matabesi villagers' practice of walking to market attests, most people will walk to save 

transport costs. 
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Matabesi villagers sell small quantities of produce at the markets. Most do not have 

much surplus produce and sell vegetables, fruit or small livestock only in order to buy 

other goods not produced by themselves. Even if the villagers were producing a larger 

surplus, the current market environment would not accommodate them. At the local 

markets, Forge believes supply meets demand in all but a few products, the exceptions 

being chickens, eggs, coconuts, pinang and onions (Forge, 1989: 14, 17). There have 

been some attempts to increase numbers of poultry in Biboki villages, including once 

by the AIDAB project, but outbreaks of Newcastle disease periodically decimate the 

population, and people are understandably wary of investing too much in poultry for 

fear of future loss. Coconut and pinang trees need reliable water supplies, so are not 

suitable for propagation in Matabesi, although as noted in Chapter Two, they do grow 

in the old village. For TTU markets these fruits are mainly imported from the higher 

rainfall area on the south coast of TTS. Forge estimates that at least 95% of the onions 

sold in TTU are imported from Roti and Savu (Forge, 1989: 17). Tafean Pah 

encouraged onion production in the Biboki project village of Kuluan, which has some 

irrigation, but in the second year of production a large amount of the crop was 

destroyed by root infection. In Kefamenanu, where the largest demand for food 

produce comes from town inhabitants, most of the need is fulfilled by market gardens 

on the outskirts of the town, which have a good water supply (Forge, 1989: 16). 

Another factor working against farmers in the sale of their product is the occurrence of 

local gluts and shortages, because the villagers plant the same crop at the same time, 

with the result that prices fall at harvest time. Other reasons why an optimum price 

may not be reached by the producer-vendor include perishability of produce, 

constraints on selling time and cost and availability of transportation. Most villagers 

bringing vegetables or fruit to market wish to sell such perishables by the end of the 

day, as with no refrigeration the produce is likely to spoil before the next market day. 

The producers do not have the time or money to go from one market to another 

searching for the best price for their goods, as much of the work in the village needs 
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daily attendance, for example, feeding livestock. Beals, using Oaxaca, Mexico as an 

example, explains that in peasant markets there are often a large number of producer-

vendors selling the same items and the judgement of what is a fair' price is 

determined by comparison of transactions of the same commodity. This price then acts 

as an important benchmark so that even where barter or loans of goods occur they are 

exchanged within the context of the market price (Beals, 1975: 136). However, as in 

Oaxaca, a Matabesi villager's determination of when to sell goods is often conditioned 

by immediate consumption needs, so that he or she may not sell items when prices are 

most advantageous. 

If they have not sold perishable items in the market by the time they must leave to get 

home before dark, villagers approach papalele (Timorese wholesalers) or shopkeepers 

to sell their unsold goods at a reduced price. At the local markets papalele buy small 

quantities of goods from villagers in the late afternoons, reselling at larger markets the 

next morning where prices are better. Forge notes that the scale of their operations is 

very small, as only around 10% use a capital base of more than Rp10,000 (Forge, 

1989: 23). Commenting on a similar practice in Mexico, Beals points out that the 

wholesaler or shopkeeper serves an important function, as although they purchase at 

lower prices, their activities stabilise the market and minimise losses by producers 

(Beals, 1975: 145). 

After selling their produce the villagers use the cash obtained to buy other products not 

produced by themselves, from other villagers or from merchants selling manufactured 

items. In Biboki, as in other regions, variations in the distribution of natural resources 

and human skills ensure the production of a wide range of products that are then 

exchanged both within and beyond the village. Villages differ from one another, one 

of the most important ecological variations being the availability of water supply. In 

some villages irrigation is possible, allowing for wet rice farming or other crops such 

as onions. As noted in Chapter Two, Matabesi has limited water resources (excepting 
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the government allocated wet rice area near Manufui), compared to other Biboki 

villages such as Kuluan. Other ecological variations which influence choice of 

horticulture and animal husbandry include temperature, rainfall, quality of soil, altitude 

and land relief. The other exchange between villages mentioned above is that between 

coastal and inland products. In Manufui market there are at least ten traders selling 

dried fish from the coast. Salt is processed on the coast as well, and sold at this 

market. In the Biboki region, some indication of different village resources was given 

in Tables 1-4, describing production in different villages. No village produces all of 

its consumption needs, although each village produces a substantial part of its food. 

Some specialisation in skills of production between villages occurs in the Biboki 

region, individual villages having developed a particular industry such as pottery. 

Other influential factors in the determination of particular specialisation include the 

relative amount of labour involved in a particular activity and the availability of 

transport. For example, some villages along the main roads sell bundles of firewood 

or gewang, but more isolated villages such as Matabesi are not able to do this. In 

Luniup and the smaller marketplaces, the majority of participants are villagers selling 

their own produce and buying their weekly supplies in exchange. The larger the 

centre, the greater proportion of commercial traders and storekeepers present. On 

Luniup marketday there are only two or three large-scale commercial traders who bring 

in their goods by truck in the early morning to unload, display, and sell, packing up by 

the end of the day. However, their goods tend to be manufactured items or processed 

food, goods not in competition with the village produce. In Manufui there are a larger 

number of itinerant large scale commercial traders participating in the Saturday market, 

combining with the few storekeepers who continue to trade through the week. The 

regional town capitals such as Kefamenanu and Soe are dominated by permanent 

stores, but still have marketplaces of importance where villagers participate in 

exchange of goods. 
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Forge identifies the need for two levels of cash flow for villagers in central Timor. 

Firstly, there is a small and regular need for cash to buy essential items at the market, 

particularly polished rice (beras - essential for any feast), kerosene (used as lighting as 

most villages, including Matabesi, do not have electricity), betel nut and salt. Mono 

sodium glutamate (MSG), tobacco and school exercise books are also commonly 

purchased. In his study of TTS and TTU markets these items constituted 90% of the 

intended purchases by villagers and were regular expenses throughout the year. These 

items were the main purchases in Matabesi as well, with the exception of tobacco, 

which is not smoked or chewed by men as universally in the village as it is in town. 

The cash for these items is adequately obtained through small sales of village produce. 

Secondly, there is a need for large sums which are regular and predictable, such as 

school fees or government taxes, or irregular and less predictable such as those costs 

associated with family ritual, particularly deaths and marriages (Forge, 1989: 6). 

Refer to Tables 6-8, which shows estimates of annual household expenditure produced 

at the same Oxfam workshop described in Chapter Two. These figures can only be 

seen as a rough guide and there are some obvious distortions in the Tables, for 

instance Table 7 shows Rp950,000 for bridewealth, but on average one household 

member would not marry every year so this amount should be smaller. However, it is 

apparent that education and ceremonial expenses are a significant part of the total. 

In Matabesi, big amounts of cash are most commonly met by sales of cattle or other 

large livestock, heirlooms including jewellery and silver coins, or by borrowing. In 

times of cash crisis sales of these major items are forced and prices obtained relatively 

low. Livestock are unlikely to be at their full weight at an unpredictable time of crisis 

when negotiation for a good price for them is difficult, especially if the buyer is aware 

of the urgency of the sale. Cloth is also used as an emergency source of cash. In 

Matabesi, many villagers are aware that storekeepers will wait until the time school 

fees and taxes are due to buy their main stock of cloth for the year. The cloth sells at 

these times for meagre amounts, from Rp7,500 to Rp10,000, which can be less than 
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Table 6 

HOUSEHOLD EXPENDITURE FOR MATABESI AND LUNIUP 
FOR ONE YEAR 

Total Expenditure % of Total 
(Rp) 

 Clothing 500,000 22.5 

 Food 750,000 33.7 

 Household 150,000 6.7 

 Health 25,000 1.1 

 Education 500,000 22.5 

 Traditional ceremonies 300,000 13.5 

TOTAL 2,225,000 100.0 

Table 7 

HOUSEHOLD EXPENDITURE FOR MAKUN, MANUMEAN AND 
BORO FOR ONE YEAR 

Expenditure Total % of Total 
(Rp) Expenditure 

(Rp) 

 Clothing 100,000 4.2 

 Food 112,500 4.7 

 Household 23.8 
Housing 70,000 
Daily expenses 500,000 570,000 

 Agriculture 50,000 2.1 

 Health Doctor, Dukun, Medicine 200,000 8.4 

 Education 200,000 8.4 

 Traditional ceremonies 48.4 
Bridewealth (including 2 cattle) 950,000 
Funeral 60,000 
Ritual feasts 50,000 
Adathouse 50,000 1,160,000 

TOTAL 2,392,500 100.0 
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100,000 
100,000 
42,700 

100,000 

185,000 
50,000 

230,000 
34,500 
54,750 
10,000 

50,000 
35,000 
10,000 

342,700 23.7 

235,000 16.2 

329,250 22.7 

95,000 6.7 

20,000 
25,000 

45,000 3.1 

40,000 
14,000 
25,000 
22,000 

101,000 6.9 

50,000 3.4 

250,000 17.3 

Table 8 

HOUSEHOLD EXPENDITURE FOR KULUAN FOR ONE YEAR 

Expenditure Total % of 
(Rp) Expenditure Total 

(Rp) 
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1. Clothing 
Christmas 5 
Easter 5 
Footwear 10 
Jewellery 5 

 Food 
Rice 300 kg 
Other (vegetables, etc) 

 Household 
Furniture 
Eating implements 
Kerosene 
Other 

 Agriculture 
Tools 
Fertilizer 
Disease control 

 Health 
Soap (52 cakes) 
Medicine 

Education 
School uniform (4 sets) 
School shoes (2 pairs) 
Materials 
Other 

Church 

Traditional 
ceremonies 

TOTAL 1,447,950 100.0 



the price of materials and certainly represents little or no return for two or three months 

labour and can be seen as exploitative. Only silver coinage has a fixed price, but silver 

bracelets can be sold for as little as half the value of their silver content. Forge notes 

that with the current situation, the central Timorese village economy is "underwritten 

by the surplus accumulated in the past", when the sale of sandalwood allowed 

considerable accumulation of silver coinage. Apart from cloth, silver and cattle, 

"income from other sources is trivial or illusory" (Forge, 1989: 1). 

If forced sale is not necessary, the village producer has greater choice in marketing 

options with non-perishable items. Although some factors are outside the village 

control, the villager does make his/her own response to varying circumstance. Cook 

has shown how handicraft producers in Oaxaca making metates (grinding stones for 

corn meal) increase or decrease production in accordance with demand (Cook, 1982). 

It will be shown below that similarly, the weavers in Matabesi increase their 

production when the market is more equitable and not exploitative, as has previously 

been the case. The weaving project has resulted in positive relationships of exchange, 

not only providing reasonable monetary returns for weavers and good quality textiles 

for buyers, but also an interactive, two-way exchange of information between the 

participants. 

Marketing of Textiles 

When examining weaving as part of the interaction between capitalist and indigenous 

forms of exchange, a determinative perspective views weaving as a dying vestige of 

culture where villagers sell off their old cloth and then may be forced into contract 

production for subsequent supply. I argue that the two parties to exchange should be 

interlinked in dynamic dialogue in order to gain long-term commercial success for both 

sides. As the Matabesi case shows, where indigenous people have some control in 

production and exchange they will successfully produce on their own terms. Where 

II:iIl 



external traders keep control, weaving production either dies out, or, with no other 

options for cash exchange, exploitation occurs. 

The spheres of exchange for weaving are diverse in both the indigenous and in the 

Western context. In both environments, the social context of production and exchange 

largely determines the value of cloth in spiritual and commercial terms. Marketing 

factors discussed above in relation to other goods also apply to weaving. For 

example, Matabesi villagers can control their degree of entry into commodity 

exchange, but there are some limiting factors in terms of market structures and unequal 

power relationships over which they have little influence. I will discuss the interaction 

of indigenous and Western market structures and concepts, using this background to 

examine how the weaving project fits in with this environment. 

Although a weaving is a valued ritual object, an item of gift exchange to cement and 

maintain social relationships, and an important mark of identification in Biboki culture, 

it is also increasingly becoming a commodity. At present these different spheres of 

exchange for cloth coexist, but they are not independent of each other. As will be 

described below, the use of cloth in traditional exchange adds monetary value to cloth 

in commodity exchange, but if payment to producers is insufficient to make 

replacement cloth, both ritual and commercial supply may be strangled. Graburn 

describes two different types of artistic production by the same people as a common 

outcome of the interaction between an indigenous society and an economically and 

politically dominating system. He distinguishes the two as "inwardly directed arts", 

made, used and appreciated by such peoples, and arts made for the external, dominant 

world, sometimes called "tourist arts" (Graburn, 1976: 5). 

The internal system of cloth exchange directed through the Biboki lineage network, is 

largely non-monetary, geared to production for use or as gifts. Although in some 

Western perspectives, indigenous art such as weaving is viewed as static in form, this 
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has never been the case in inwardly directed art. Weaving production is subject to 

change through two types of influences; material and technical, and cultural. Different 

societies coming into contact exchange materials and ideas. Change occurs when old 

techniques of production are improved or new ones invented, but it is most rapid as a 

result of trade exchange. Foreign materials are substituted for rare or difficult-to-

obtain objects, for example, beads for porcupine quills in North America, and foreign 

techniques are incorporated, such as the sotis weaving technique in Timor (refer to 

weaving description Chapter Four) which was reputedly brought from Bali. Some 

indigenous arts may be replaced entirely by imported objects, especially if they are 

primarily functional objects such as containers and easily replaced by cheap foreign 

imports. However, change in ritual objects is less likely to be dramatic as ideological 

representations would tend to conserve essential symbolic elements. Graburn lists 

factors contributing to the "survival" of traditional arts as depending on: 

continued demand for the items, 
availability of the traditional raw materials, 
time to work and lack of competing attractions, 
knowledge of the skills and the aesthetics of the arts, 
rewards and prestige from peer-group members, 
the role of the items in supporting the belief systems and ritual or gift 

exchange systems (Graburn, 1976: 13). 

Examining these factors in turn with respect to weaving in Matabesi, Graburn's 

evaluation reiterates in brief the description underpinning previous chapters in this 

thesis arguing that weaving is still strongly embedded in the cultural system. 

Although there is some replacement of locally produced cloth by cheap 

manufactured cloth for daily wear, Matabesi-woven cloth is still used as an essential 

item in ritual exchange and is always worn on formal occasions. 

Traditional raw materials are still available for thread and dyes, but in fewer 

quantities. However, this is one factor where indigenous materials have been 

substantially replaced by imported machine-spun cotton and chemical dyes because of 

the considerable time expended in producing and using the traditional raw materials. 
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As noted previously in the thesis, women's labour is a much needed resource in the 

village. Weaving, as one task among many others, has the advantage of being flexible 

enough to be interspersed with other tasks. At present there is sufficient time for 

women to produce enough cloth for household needs and one or two extra cloths per 

year, but any increase in production affects time allocated to other tasks. 

In Matabesi, knowledge of weaving is held by all adult women in the village. This 

knowledge is being passed on to daughters, although increasing participation at school 

means that the age young girls learn weaving skills is some years later than before. 

There is prestige in being recognised as a good weaver. Also, once a girl has 

mastered the art of weaving, it is one mark of her transition to adulthood. 

As stated in Chapter Four, cloth is both a symbolic expression of the Biboki belief 

system and an intrinsic part of their ritual and gift exchange system. 

All these factors contribute to the continuation of weaving within Matabesi's system of 

internal exchange. 

By contrast, the external network of commodity-based exchange is tied into the cash 

economy. In entering the wider network of national and international markets, the 

structure and characteristics they exhibit can affect both the quantity and quality of 

village weaving production. For example, if there is an accessible and non-exploitative 

market for weaving, this is likely to encourage an increase in production. Tourist arts 

are subject to outside economic forces and consumer expectations, but remain 

indigenous-determined projections of their own culture. For instance, there may be 

some modification of the Matabesi indigenous textile when produced for a commercial 

market, but motif and production remains recognisably Biboki. As they are not going 

to be used within the indigenous context, such products are less tied to specifications 

of form, as compared with, for instance, a ritual object. Graburn states that the 

external market leads to; "changes in size, simplification, standardisation, naturalism, 

grotesquery, novelty and archaism" (Graburn, 1976: 15). I will discuss three of these 

changes below which are evident in the commodity-based production of weaving. 
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Change in size is one modification that may occur in commodity-based exchange 

because, as production becomes economically focussed and competition develops 

among producers, low-unit cost is important. This may lead to miniaturisation, which 

has advantages such as economy of materials, or greater portability. In other cases, 

increase in size of the original article may be more economical in production as a 

larger, more expensive object can be less time consuming than a greater number of 

smaller articles. Some of these factors are evident in the weaving project. For 

example, in Luniup, a few women weave narrow strips of buna weaving (refer to 

description in Chapter Four) rather than using this technique in the more traditional 

border decoration for a woman's cloth. The strips can be sold as belts or ties in a 

Western market, and the weavers benefit as they will get a higher rate of payment per 

metre of cloth for this intricate work if sold by itself, rather than as a small part of a 

larger cloth. In Matabesi, many of the women weave larger cloth than usual for local 

use, as, if sold on a commercial basis, there is usually a preference for a large single 

cloth rather than a number of cloth sewn together, as in an indigenous men's or 

women's textile. Again, this is advantageous to the weaver as there is considerable 

time involved setting up each individual cloth for tying or weaving; so one large cloth 

would save much time in comparison with two separately woven cloths that make the 

same size. 

Simplification of form and decoration is also an economic choice for producers. The 

fewer steps or less time involved in production, the lower the unit cost. When 

producing for a mass market, the buyer is not likely to be aware of omitted detail. 

Such simplification is not obvious in Biboki weaving. However, there is some 

indication that this has occurred where weaving has been produced for the commercial 

market by another NTT ethnic group. Samples of this group's weaving were shown 

to Biboki women and condemned by them as the product of lazy weavers. This was 

because the designs on the sample textiles were ragged rather than smooth, good 
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alignment being a meticulous and time-consuming task of keeping warp thread in line 

during weaving.3  

The tendency to archaism in commercially-oriented goods comes from the Western 

conceptions of indigenous or "primitive" art as pure and uncontaminated, unchanging 

throughout centuries until Western capitalist contact, so now seen as rare and 

"authentic" objects. This results in a Western commercial preference for stasis in form 

through preservation, revival or reproduction of pre-capitalist arts. This tendency is an 

illuminating example of the objectification of indigenous people by a Western ideology 

where the premise is of "fragility" or inevitable "loss" of an indigenous art form under 

Western influence, rather than the possibility of creative transformation of a traditional 

form (Taylor, 1994: 6). 

Moss outlines the history of international art collecting in the West that began with the 

increasing exploration and trade with the non-European world in the seventeenth 

century. Material culture from distant lands was sampled by Europeans, first out of 

curiosity. Then a more methodical collection was taken to compile a world systematic 

taxonomy. By the end of the nineteenth century the Theory of Evolution governed 

scientific thought and indigenous artefacts were classified in the "primitive" stage of 

human development (Moss, 1994: 91). In the latter half of the twentieth century 

evolutionary thought pertaining to cultures is not so explicit, but there are still vestiges 

of implicit evolutionary classification in the assumption of inevitable death of 

indigenous art. 

The Western classification of "primitive" art as pristine means there is an increasingly 

limited supply of art objects not influenced by the West, which ensures that their 

commercial value will continue to increase through the forces of supply and demand. 

As age is an indicator of "authenticity", but is often difficult to judge, research and 

publications give legitimacy to particular objects. The market value for such objects is 
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concomitantly raised with greater proof of origin, for instance, in situ photographs or 

an early documented collection history. Graburn illustrates the relativity of the art 

market's obsession with a historically recorded "real" artefact, in that such a model 

changes with time. Objects that once were deemed too innovative are later seen as 

valuable; for example, "classic period" Navajo blankets were once judged as "trade 

stuff' junk by art collectors, but now they are very expensive items (Graburn, 1976: 

14). MacClancy describes this process where "the market engenders a written history 

of primitive art that reflexively stimulates the market itself' (MacClancy, 1988: 172). 

One example of this emphasis on the Western-defined "authentic" art object was 

apparent when a German art dealer came to Kefamenanu to examine the weaving for 

sale from the project. He was not interested in the quality of the cloth available or who 

produced it, but was only looking for a specifically identified textile described in an art 

journal. 

An exponential rise in interest in collecting NTT textiles from the 1970s coincided with 

increased research and documentation of the area. Also, by that time, much of the 

"primitive" material culture of North America, Africa and Oceania had been depleted, 

so international art traders were searching for other sources. In this market, 

relationships of extreme inequality between buyer and producer can lead to exploitation 

and dispossession. One theory that explains the differential interactions between 

capitalist and indigenous societies that is apposite here is the relationship between 

centre and periphery described in Chapter One. As eastern Indonesia is on the 

periphery of the economic centre of Java, it is less directly influenced by Western 

influences; however, areas closer to the centre are more directly affected. In Indonesia 

a case where a once isolated place has become the intense focus of commercial 

exploitation is in Tana Toraja. There art dealers targeted the ancestral statuary (tau 

tau), which are images of the dead that symbolise the individual and collective power 

of village ancestors. They are displayed at the ritual centre of each village and Crystal 

writes that in 1968, eighty-three villages maintained thousands of statues. The 
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Indonesian government promoted tourism in the 1970s, and constructed roads to the 

area which was previously difficult of access. Thus, Tana Toraja became less 

peripheral with improved transportation. The first recorded theft of a statue was in 

1971 and within ten years there was widespread looting and destruction of all burial 

sites. By the 1980s there were 40,000 tourists a year and by the end of the decade 

practically all the statues were gone, except some which the villagers had hidden 

(Crystal, 1994: 30-35). In this case the spiritual embodiment in the images associated 

with particular ancestors made replacement impossible and significant ramifications to 

these people's spiritual expression are inevitable. The Tana Toraja example is an 

extreme case of tourists or traders with the economic power of the West exploiting the 

poverty of an indigenous society. Cole, reflecting on the history of artefact collection 

on the American North West coast, concluded that there was a basic exchange which 

had economic value for both indigenous producer and external buyer. However, the 

indigenous sellers were in a disadvantaged situation because their products were scarce 

or irreplaceable items from a predominantly subsistence economy with little or no 

surplus, whereas capitalist buyers used their more easily replaced cash surplus in 

exchange (Cole cited in Moss, 1994: 105). 

In light of the Tana Toraja example, it is fortunate that NTT as a whole has experienced 

a more gradual focus by art dealers because of its peripheral relationship to the centre 

of the Indonesian art trade in Bali. In the 1970s Bali became the predominant artefact 

marketplace because of the increasing number of tourists, its central geographical 

location within Indonesia and the residence of foreign dealers there. Foreign art 

dealers continue to go to Bali, and to a lesser extent Jakarta, to buy Indonesian art, as 

they do not have the time to travel throughout the archipelago themselves and are 

unlikely to have the range of local contacts of the Chinese and Bugis traders who 

supply Bali merchants. Moss estimates NTF weaving sales to foreigners from local 

collection centres such as Kupang on Timor, or Maumere on Flores, are only ten 

percent of total sales. He notes a steady depletion of art objects in villages from the 

187 



1970s beginning in islands most accessible to Bali. In similar patterning there are local 

collection centres which obtain indigenous artefacts from other points further on the 

periphery, for example, when most of the Rotinese indigenous cloth available for sale 

had been depleted, further cloth came from N'dao, a poorer island to the West (Moss, 

1986: 16, 25). The area of central and East Timor has seen a later incursion by art 

dealers than other areas of NTT because entry by foreigners and non-Timorese 

Indonesians was restricted until the mid-1980s because of the war in East Timor. 

However, the percentage of foreign market trade on the periphery of Indonesia may 

rise somewhat in the 1990s, as there are increasing numbers of tourists going to 

Indonesia from Darwin to Kupang. 

From a Western evolutionary perspective, the declining availability of art objects has 

led to an increasing production of "fakes". There are some cases of misrepresentation 

by unscrupulous traders of artefacts being older than they actually are; but in other 

situations the contemporary production of an "archaic" form may be encouraged by 

individuals or institutions to conserve the knowledge and traditions of indigenous 

people. This was one of the stated aims of the Northern Territory Museum of Arts and 

Sciences when it became involved in the weaving project. In the non-specialised 

foreign market, there is less emphasis on age and "authenticity" of artefacts, so 

indigenous contemporary production of cloth for this market is possible. However, in 

many cases, the line between fake and authentic is blurred and depends from which 

viewpoint one is looking. From an indigenous perspective, new cloth of whatever 

form made by Biboki weavers exhibits distinctively Biboki characteristics just as much 

as older weavings. A particular cloth may have more value than another because it has 

been used in ritual or gift exchange and is particularly beautiful, but that is not 

necessarily always an attribute of older cloth. For Biboki people, newly made cloth 

may have important ritual association, such as the Biboeksa cloth made by permission 

from the raja (refer to Chapter Four) and old cloth may be considered almost worthless 

if it has been used for mundane purposes. 
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In the externally-oriented weaving market which is centred in Bali, there is substantial 

demand for all types of cloths. Moss classifies the different types of textiles sold on 

this commercial market into four categories; 

Antique textiles of at least fifty years old, 

High quality new textiles made in a traditional manner, replicating old designs, 

using hand spun thread and natural dyes, 

Moderate quality new textiles woven traditionally, but perhaps using imported 

materials or exhibiting simplification of form, 

Low quality new textiles that are inexpensive Javanese imitations, produced on an 

upright loom rather than the traditional backstrap loom.4  

As would be expected, prices increase in relation to restricted availability of supply and 

better quality weaving. As there is a decreasing supply of antique textiles, specialised 

foreign art dealers supplement that shortfall by buying high quality new textiles. 

However, by 1988 the supply of these textiles had also decreased, due to market 

structures that will be discussed below. The biggest market share falls in the range of 

moderate quality textiles which are exported overseas or are bought in Bali by tourists. 

Low quality textiles made in Java have a small and declining share of the market, as 

foreign buyers become more discerning and are able to distinguish products from 

different type looms and using different materials. Indonesian buyers form the bulk of 

the consumers for inexpensive Javanese imitations, but their share of the total market is 

small (Moss, 1986: 26-28, Moss, 1994: 109). 

By the 1980s demand for NTT weaving had far outdistanced supply, especially for old 

or newly made high quality cloth. In 1983 Moss estimated the potential annual sales to 

foreign buyers for the most popular Lesser Sunda Islands cloth; 

Timor (Atom meto) 15,000-20,000 pieces 

Sumba 15,000-20,000 pieces 

Savu 16,000-20,000 pieces 

Roti 12,000-15,000 pieces 
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(Moss, 1986: 29). These figures are likely to have increased by the 1990s because of 

growing foreign tourism to Indonesia and greater dissemination of knowledge about 

Indonesian textiles abroad. 

However, despite consumer demand for more weaving, especially the better quality 

weaving, there is not an effective system that provides feedback to producers about 

buyer preference. Biboki villagers are too poor to investigate the distant market centre 

of Bali and the prices offered by local dealers bear little relationship to the range of 

prices at the end sale point. Local prices are erratic, having little correlation between 

quality and price and as described above; villagers often sell cloth in time of crisis so 

they are not in a position to bargain. Weavers may be placed in a position of 

entrapment by being in debt to traders who then demand repayment in the form of cloth 

villagers would otherwise keep or wait to gain a better price for. In this environment, 

Tafean Pah can act as an agent for the weavers, gaining information about the market 

and access to better prices. 

Moss writes that "the traditional linkage between market and weavers now seems to 

work against both and is actually strangling weaving activity" (Moss, 1986: 29). He 

explains that the dealers who trade from villagers in NTT for the Bali market are 

usually not weaving specialists, but general merchants who also buy other commercial 

products from villagers for example, tamarind in Matabesi. The same traders are 

suppliers in the reverse direction of externally produced commodities for sale, such as 

kerosene or MSG at the local markets. For these dealers, indigenous textiles are 

merely one of many commodities to be moved back and forth for profit along a chain 

of traders, who are typically linked by extended family relationships. 

When these local merchants first entered into the weaving trade in the 1970s, there was 

a relative abundance of older textiles in the villages and they would have been able to 

draw on the accumulation of textiles in storage. Many villagers at that time were 
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willing to part with a few textiles, especially if they held a large heirloom collection of 

perhaps twenty different objects. Prices paid to villagers were low at that time, but so 

were the selling prices. The textile market selling prices spiralled in the next few 

years. In Bali prices for the better quality NTT textiles doubled every six months 

between 1978 and 1981. Nevertheless, the prices paid to villagers did not 

correspondingly increase and generally did not even cover contemporary replacement 

costs. Consequently, some weavers stopped weaving altogether and others began 

making poorer quality cloth to reduce costs of production by spending less time per 

unit and using machine-spun thread and cheap dyes (Moss, 1986: 12, 26). Although 

traders have undoubtedly made considerable short-term gains, in the longer term, if the 

relationship between merchant and producer is more equitable and interactive, a 

mutually beneficial and sustainable system is encouraged. 

There are certainly some internal factors that have led to the decline in weaving in many 

villages, for example, women's involvement in other activities, such as schooling or 

cattle tending, which leave less time for weaving. However, these are minor factors 

compared to the extremely low remuneration paid by most traders to weavers. The 

evidence from the Biboki weaving project, supported by others such as Moss, shows 

that weavers are willing and enthusiastic participants in the commercial market 

provided they get a reasonable return for their labour (Moss, 1986: 31). 

The weaving project provides the means for an interactive relationship between buyers 

and producers. In comparison to the usual partners described above in commercial 

trading of textiles, the exchange is not only more equitable in monetary terms but also 

allows and encourages better information exchange between the two parties. Through 

Yayasan Tafean Pah, the Biboki weavers involved in the project have established 

partnerships with two types of foreign traders; a museum, the Museum and Art 

Galleries of the Northern Territory5  and three alternative trading organisations (ATO) 

sponsored by non-government organisations: Oxfam Trading, CAA Trading and 
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Trading Partners. These two types of organisations have slightly different aims but 

both attempt as far as possible to give Biboki people a voice in an interactive process of 

exchange. 

Museums and art galleries are concerned with research, display and education, so the 

focus in exhibiting and selling Biboki textiles in the Darwin Museum is geared towards 

these ends.6  From one perspective, a museums traditional part in the research, 

classification and display of artefacts from foreign cultures objectifies them. Clifford 

(1988) argues that there is a continuing exaggeration of the Other in museums, with 

racist and imperialist overtones. However, attitudes have substantially altered from the 

past in that many museums are now not only collecting pre-capitalist "authentic" 

objects from indigenous cultures, but also consciously collecting Western-influenced 

and new replicas of traditional objects. Moss believes the "increasing ambiguity of 

defining all cultures through time as art may weaken bigotry of belief of non-Western 

as the earlier stage of evolutionary progress" (Moss, 1994: 99). The Biboki project is 

one example of this new focus on the continuity of indigenous traditions rather than on 

their fragility, as the textiles exhibited in the Darwin Museum are such a mixture of old 

and new. 

Other aspects of the Biboki exhibitions held in the Darwin Museum attempt to portray 

Biboki people as more subject than object, for example, a general description of the 

history and background to the weavers is given. This serves as an important 

identification of Biboki culture as distinct from other Indonesian groups, which the 

weavers are proud to assert. As discussed in Chapter Three, this is important for the 

Biboki people in the face of government pressures to conform to an amorphous 

Indonesian identity. 

Also, as far as possible, individuals are named as the weavers of particular cloth. 

Within the indigenous conmiunity, objects are readily identified as produced by a 
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particular individual through non-literate signs. A Western misconception unaware of 

this assumes indigenous artists are anonymous. The museum is part of a larger trend 

by Western buyers to emphasise individualism. Graburn believes this trend comes 

from several factors: the involvement of middlemen, the recognition of individual 

styles, the importance of emphasising lack of standardisation in high priced objects and 

the similarity to Western attitudes to 'art produced by named "artists" (Graburn, 

1976: 14). Although this change is often encouraged by commercial interests it has an 

additional effect of 'humanising" unknown producers of commodities to Western 

consumers. Both the museum and the NGO marketing agents have encouraged the 

identification of a particular cloth with individual producers largely for this humanising 

factor. 

However, information flow is not unidirectional in the relationship between Timor and 

Darwin. Knowledge about Biboki weavers is given to the museum staff and general 

public, but exchange of information about marketing in the West is also returned. 

Specifically, the museum curator in charge of the Biboki exhibition has visited Timor 

and spoken to both the weaving co-ordinator and village weavers about the form of 

textiles most likely to succeed in a foreign market. She has encouraged them to 

concentrate on the upper end of the commercial market, particularly high quality 

replicas of antique textiles using hand spun cotton and natural dyes. The curator 

reasons that in the specialised art market the weavers will get a much higher rate of 

return for their labour than in other spheres. This is reinforced by the museum's own 

practice of pricing such cloth in the highest bracket. Just as importantly, Biboki 

weavers' pride in their own traditions and high quality weaving will be maintained. 

Visits by the weaving co-ordinator to Darwin have been sponsored by the museum 

when exhibitions are held and this has helped her in understanding the operation of the 

foreign market. (See Plate 28). In 1992, during the second exhibition, the museum 

arranged a meeting between the arts adviser of an Aboriginal art co-operative on 
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Plate 28: 
Pak and thu Ande Meta at the opening of the 1992 selling exhibition 

at the Northern Territory Museum of Arts and Sciences, Darwin. 
The Curator, Southeast Asian art and material culture, 

Fiona Leibrick, is on their immediate right. 
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Melville Island, to the north of Darwin, with Ibu Ande. Ibu Ande found this was a 

very useful meeting which reinforced some of her own experiences and brought 

forward other ideas. For instance, the Aboriginal arts adviser spoke of the necessity 

for minimum quality control to ensure buyer confidence, the importance of packaging 

and identification of particular art as distinctive of one area and its being hand made. 

One later result of this meeting was that Ibu Ande organised a Biboki label to be 

attached to many of the weavings and weaving accessories sold by Tafean Pah. 

Alternative trading organisations (ATO) began in the late 1960s, when there was 

considerable criticism of traditional forms of aid to developing countries because they 

had not been effective in reducing poverty. Part of the stimulus for these new groups 

arose from the 1964 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development that called 

for "trade not aid" (Bodnar and Ogle, 1994: 78). The ATOs aim to offer alternatives to 

the existing international market structures which work against Third World small-

scale producers. Sen describes some of these trading obstacles as including; 

competition from government-favoured large-scale producers, protectionism and trade 

blocs in the developed countries, and the numerous regulations and laws applying to 

international trade (Sen, 1994: 11). 

Alternative trading aims for a "mutually beneficial partnership where trade is based on 

justice and solidarity rather than profit" (Bodnar and Ogle, 1994: 78). ATOs try to aid 

recipient producer groups not only by providing a Western outlet for their goods, but 

also may supply training in production and marketing. The ATOs act in a way that 

would be considered uncompetitive in a "normal" Western market. For example, they 

may pay above the general commercial market prices where producers are usually 

exploited, or pay part of the agreed price in advance so producers do not have to go 

into debt to buy raw materials. These practices, that could inhibit ATOs' commercial 

viability in the West, are offset by cutting costs at the selling point through volunteer 

labour and a smaller profit margin than is the norm. Also, another part of their 
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ideology is educating the Western public about the inequities of the international 

market, so that their buyers accept higher prices as a result (Bodnar and Ogle, 

1994: 79). 

When selecting commodities for sale, alternative trading organisations are more 

concerned with characteristics of producers than characteristics of the products. For 

instance, CAA Trading, the commercial ann of the Australian non-government 

organisation, Community Aid Abroad, has three mandatory criteria in selecting 

producer groups: 

The group should assist economically disadvantaged people from a 
developing country or community. 

Producers should be paid fairly for work done, based on local 
economic conditions. 

Groups must produce products (or commodities) that are saleable, or 
potentially saleable in Australia (CAA, 1992: 1,2). 

As will be explained below, the combination of these criteria results in a different focus 

for these organisations selling Biboki weaving to that of the Darwin Museum. Also, 

the size and structure of the particular organisation has some effect on the type of 

product sold. 

The first criterion of selection for alternative trading organisations is the need of the 

people concerned. CAA Trading states that "trading aims to assist those who are 

particularly disadvantaged by gender, caste, ethnicity, or physical handicap, or who, 

for one reason or another, are deprived of a means of making a living" (CAA, 

1992: 1). An Oxfam Trading representative explained this through an example, so 

that if there are two different groups being considered and one group was experiencing 

drought or famine, that group's products would be preferred for sale over another 

group not in similar difficulty. Oxfam Trading's five biggest suppliers are India, The 

Philippines, Thailand, Bangladesh and Peru (Oxfam, 1991: 6). In regard to Biboki 

weavers, although they are poor they are comparatively better off than other Third 
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World groups who may not have access to other means of subsistence through land 

and livestock. Therefore, Biboki weavers would fall down the list of preferred 

producers in this category. 

The second category concerns the price paid for products to be sold within the 

alternative trading network. The non-government organisations involved always work 

with an indigenous NGO partner on whom they rely to establish a reasonable level of 

payment to producers within the context of the country and organisation involved. The 

indigenous organisation may take a small proportion of the money paid by the 

alternative traders for running costs, but the main part of the money exchanged goes 

directly back to the producers. This is a basic tenet of non-government development 

organisations in that they are not run for profit. CAA Trading specifies that groups 

trading with them "should be able to show that the artisans are getting a price which 

they can live off, and that any intermediaries in the trading relation are not profiteering" 

(CAA, 1992: 2). It is difficult to state exactly what percentage Tafean Pah takes for 

running costs, as it varies, but it is in the order of ten per cent. Some of the prices 

Tafean Pah pay for weaving are indicated in Table 9. These prices are two to three 

times those a local trader offers. Therefore this ATO criterion of selection is fulfilled. 

Fortunately, saleability is one area where the Biboki weavers may have an advantage 

over other groups. Weaving itself is one of the more popular items for sale in Oxfarn 

Trading shops, decorative items and textiles making up 19% of their total sales 

(Oxfam, 1991: 6). Tafean Pah can improve their chances of sale in cloth by a number 

of strategies. Quality control of materials used and weaving production is one area that 

aid partners have emphasised. When Thu Ande first went to observe the weaving 

project in Savu and in subsequent conversations with representatives of Oxfam 

Trading, this was often stressed as vital to successful foreign trade. Quality control is 

expected by both buyer and merchant in the Western market, as the standard goods in 

this market are manufactured items. Also, the retail system usually operates on a 
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money-back guarantee so many buyer complaints become expensive to the supplier 

(AMAS, 1991: 22). However, one way to alter Western consumer expectations is to 

identify a weaving as 'hand made", which is part of the Biboki weaving information 

on the label mentioned above. 

Some of the quality controls supervised by Tafean Pah have been discussed in Chapter 

Five, so I will restate them briefly. In materials used in the Biboki weaving project, 

good quality thread is supplied and, if not using natural dyes, good quality chemical 

dyes that do not run are available and their use supervised by Tafean Pah. Ibu Ande 

also asks the weavers to weave at a constant vertical tension and with a constant 

horizontal length. Weaving is kept straight by means of periodic checks by a wooden 

yardstick. As discussed above, because the Biboki weavers have been paid a 

reasonable return for their product, their pride in maintaining the high standard of their 

work has not diminished. All the foreign NGO trading representatives have remarked 

on the consistently high quality of the Biboki weaving. 

The type of structure of the alternative trader also has an effect on which products are 

chosen from potential Third World suppliers. Oxfam Trading from the United 

Kingdom is the largest of the three organisations with which Tafean Pah has traded, 

having some hundreds of retail outlets in the UK. Its size has the advantages of 

having access to a larger market, but the disadvantages of being more bureaucratic in 

operation, particularly in terms of communication and trading. An Oxfam Trading 

representative explained the structure of his organisation to the group of Biboki 

weavers and Tafean Pah workers attending the Oxfam workshop discussed in Chapter 

Two. One of the figures he mentioned was that the purchase cost of an item from 

Tafean Pah had a mark-up of 500% by the time freight charges, advertising, shop 

costs, Indonesian and UK taxes and other charges were added. As well as competition 

from other countries as mentioned above, this means Oxfam Trading are more likely to 

buy at a lower level of quality in comparison to the museum. 



Another factor that influences choice of product is that a large part of Oxfam Tradings 

advertising is done through catalogues. This means that a product advertised in their 

catalogue must be available for sale in a very similar form to that described or pictured 

in the catalogue. The ramifications of this for Tafean Pah products is that they must be 

reasonably standardised. When Tafean Pah sold a number of drums produced by men 

in one Biboki village, this did not present a problem, as there is not much allowance 

for variation once size and materials are specified. However, as explained in the 

weaving chapter, there are a multitude of variations in colour, style, size and motif in 

Biboki textiles. 

Oxfam asked for a selection of samples of Biboki weaving from which they selected 

one particular textile, ordering 36 of the same size and style. This caused much 

concern for both weavers and Tafean Pah workers for a number of reasons. The 

particular motif chosen was only woven in one village at that time. As there was 

limited time given for delivering the order, it was not possible that the weavers in the 

motifs place of origin could complete the specified number of cloths. Tafean Pah then 

enlisted another village to help with the weaving of this order, but both the village of 

its origin and the enlisted village were not very comfortable. Members of the village of 

origin did not like the thought of others weaving their motif, and members of the 

enlisted village would have preferred weaving their own motif. The other problem that 

arose was that the finished products were not all exactly the same size. Although the 

difference between them was five centimetres at the most, Tafean Pah was worried 

because Oxfam had sent the exact specifications of the original sample and there was 

some confusion as to whether the length of the unwoven fringe was included in this 

specification or not. 

The root of the problem described above lies in the difficulty of communication 

between Oxfam Trading in London and Tafean Pah in Kefamenanu. Apart from 

technical barriers, such as an unreliable telephone system and slow postal service to 
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Kefamenanu, there are also language and cultural difficulties in this communication. 

The English Oxfam Trading representative does not speak Indonesian, and no staff 

member of Tafean Pah speaks English fluently. There is an Indonesian Oxfam 

Trading representative in Jakarta, but in some ways this only complicates the 

communication process further by adding a third party. However, the greater barrier 

appears to be the lack of awareness on Oxfam Trading's side that such an order could 

present these problems and the reluctance on Tafean Pah's side to complain of their 

difficulties. CAA Trading recognises the potential conflict in cultural matters, when it 

notes that "in insisting on saleable products we must be careful in ensuring that such 

demands do not undermine or devalue local culture" (CAA, 1992: 2). 

In comparison to Oxfam Trading, CAA Trading and Trading Partners, both based in 

Australia, are considerably smaller. Both organisations accepted a variety of Tafean 

Pah textiles for sale in 1994 as a trial sample. Although they are not able to sell the 

quantity of goods that Oxfam Trading can, they do have some advantages in being 

smaller organisations. One is that they are willing to accept a variety of product and 

the other is that their mark-up is considerably less. For example, CAA trading has a 

mark-up of approximately 100% once freight charges etc. are taken into account.7  

Also, Australia's closeness to West Timor makes communication and freight easier. 

In the Oxfam workshop, Oxfam Trading explained they saw themselves as a 

temporary outlet for Tafean Pah handicraft marketing. Their aim is to give initial 

practical help through providing: a marketing outlet for goods, contacts with other 

Indonesian NGOs, information in specific areas, such as the process of exporting and 

improving possibilities of sales. However, Oxfam's ultimate goal is to put Tafean Pah 

in a position of independence. CAA Trading reiterates this, believing "the ultimate 

success is when artisan groups are strong enough to trade independently on the 

international market and no longer need ATOs" (CAA, 1992: 2). Oxfam recommended 

two general strategies for Tafean Pah to become successful independent traders. The 
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first is to have a diversity of selling strategies and partnerships to reduce the risk of 

relying on one outlet and to cover different types of trade. Tafean Pah is already 

gradually increasing the number of its foreign trading relationships, as indicated above. 

The second strategy is to concentrate on local marketing first, and then expand in 

further widening circles. Tafean Pah is also working towards this, as will be 

described below, although it is ironic that this advice comes from the marketing outlet 

that is furthest away. 

Tafean Pah sold its first textiles on the foreign market (refer Chapter Five); but as it 

expanded, it began to sell cloth locally as well. Initially, Tafean Pah sold some cloth at 

one of the Kefamenanu hotels, on commission and through an exhibition for a 

delegation of Japanese tourists. However, in 1992 they also successfully applied for 

money from Oxfam and AIDAB to establish a small shop in Kefamenanu to sell Tafean 

Pah artefacts. 

This local trade has been increasingly successful for many reasons. The local 

commercial market for Biboki villagers has been described above. Until Tafean Pah 

began as the intermediary trader for the museum and ATOs, weaving was beginning to 

decline in quantity and quality in Biboki villages, similarly to other areas of NTT. The 

commercial weaving obtained by local traders paying low prices is often of poor 

quality compared to that being produced for Tafean Pah. Tourists are hearing of 

Tafean Pah and are coming to buy cloth, but Kefamenanu residents are also buying in 

the new shop. The local interest comes not just from the guarantee of quality that 

Tafean Pah provides, but also from a renewed pride in the indigenous product. This 

has been sparked by the kudos from international attention and appreciation the Darwin 

exhibitions have created. Government reinforcement of this regional pride has come 

through the local Bupati, who suggested civil servants wear suits made from 

indigenous cloth once a week, and the Indonesian President who gave thu Ande an 

award in 1993 for her work in encouraging local development. This award is annually 

201 



presented to people throughout Indonesia, and thu Ande was one of three for the year 

from the whole province of NTT. 

There are many advantages for Tafean Pah in having a successful local outlet. One is 

the degree of control that they have: they are not dependent on others and monetary 

returns are immediate. For foreign sale there is usually a wait of at least some months 

before full payment is made because of delays in processing in both the foreign system 

of the buyer and the Indonesian banking system transferring the money. Another is 

that it is unnecessary to explain the cultural context of the weaving, as it is sold in the 

same area as its production. So far, Tafean Pah has been able to sell all of the textiles 

produced by the weavers through the combination of local and foreign outlets. 

Contingency of textile production 

As noted in Chapter Two, Matabesi relies on a range of resources. These allow village 

households to be largely self-sufficient in basic needs such as food and housing. 

However, through a variety of forces, particularly government and environmental 

factors, there is increasing need for supplementary cash. When large amounts of 

money are needed, particularly for unexpected expenses such as funeral ceremonies, 

options include selling large livestock, heirlooms (silver coins), cloth or borrowing 

money. Of these options, selling weaving through Tafean Pah has a number of 

advantages. If urgent sale is required, livestock may not be in optimum condition and 

the villager will probably not be in a good position to bargain. Villagers sell heirlooms 

reluctantly and, as most objects are Dutch coinage of the past, or made from the silver 

obtained from them, this resource cannot be replaced once lost. The potentially 

exploitative nature of borrowing is tempered by social relationships, but there is a limit 

to the extent villagers can borrow. Weaving, however, is a sustainable resource. As 

noted by Moss (1986), demand now outstrips supply. Weaving has a number of other 

advantages as a commodity, particularly non-perishability (textiles can be stored until 

needed), and portability (individuals may easily transport textiles to different markets). 
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However, the major determining factors in producing cloth for commodity exchange 

are a reasonable rate of return and the lack of better options. As discussed above, 

particularly in relation to Moss' (1986) data, the cash remuneration may be so small as 

to discourage production, that is, where cash return is close to the cost of materials. 

Also, as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, women may have other 

alternatives to participation in the cash economy that provide greater returns and require 

less work. 

A relevant example of change from weaving production to other activities induced by 

economic factors is given by Volkman (1994). She explains the contingency of 

decision that Mandar women from the southwest coast of Sulawesi make about 

weaving. Volkman describes the circumstances of Majene, where women who had 

traditionally woven silk sarongs, began to abandon their looms in favour of alternate 

work as fish traders. 

Volkman (1994: 565) emphasises the "fluidity and flexibility of Mandar society" in her 

account. She explains that a number of technological and commercial changes led to 

the circumstances that made fish trading a more attractive option for cash return than 

weaving. The Mandar economy depends on activities associated with fishing and 

trading. As a Mandar woman describes it, "our garden is the sea". In the past, 

Mandar merchants participated in trading in a network that extended from Sulawesi to 

Singapore. Their cargo included spices, sea cucumber, pearls and Mandar sarongs. 

Today fishing is the dominant economic resource for Mandar people. Men work as 

fishermen and women work in processing and trading. 

Until the late 1970s tuna was the main fish caught and Mandar men did the processing 

and trading. Tuna fish are said to be too large for women to cut up and trade. 

However, in the 1970s the availability of loans from the Bank Rakyat Indonesia and 

village co-operatives gave fishermen the opportunity to purchase outboard motors. 
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This brought a move away from fishing that involved crews of 25 to 35 men rowing 

boats to roppo (platforms of lashed and layered bamboo anchored several kilometres 

from the coast), where they spent their time catching fish from the platform using nets. 

Increased motorisation allowed for smaller crews and less seasonal dependency 

(rowing boats are restricted to calmer waters during April to August). This change has 

resulted in an increase in the catch of scad and other smaller fish. Mandar women have 

taken the opportunity to process and trade these smaller fish, aided by the introduction 

of ice and improved transport which allow for flexibility in processing and trading. 

Previously, women spent long hours smoking the fish. 

Concurrent with increased opportunities for women in fish trading, has been a decline 

in markets and cash returns for textiles. In the 1980s the price for imported silk thread 

increased, and the Indonesian government pressured weavers to buy locally produced 

silk. Although less expensive, this silk is far coarser and its use increases the time 

spent in processing it into thread suitable for the delicacy of traditional Mandar 

sarongs. Volkman (1994) estimates that in 1989, the profit earned on a single sarong, 

made through labour during a month or more, was about Rp3,000. This compares 

unfavourably with fish trading, which can provide the same amount of profit from a 

single days labour. Added to low profits, from the mid-1980s, there has been market 

competition from imported synthetic silk cloth, which sells at one-tenth of the price of 

a good quality Mandar sarong. Also, Mandar people, particularly the young, prefer to 

wear ready-made clothing of manufactured cloth, only wearing Mandar sarongs at 

weddings. However, sarongs are still important in ritual exchange. Apart from the 

declining indigenous market, there is a small market in Jakarta and overseas (Volkman, 

1994: 578). 

The disparity in cash return from weaving compared with fish trading indicates why 

women prefer the latter. However, another encouragement in this change is that 

women are happy to abandon the hard work of weaving which results in aching bodies 
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and deteriorating eyesight. Fish trading is seen as more enjoyable by Mandar women, 

as one trader explained: "when you weave you just sit in the house. When you are a 

pappalele (trader) you are happy. You are with people and friends, and you have lots 

of experience" (Volkman, 1994: 580). 

However, Volkman (1994: 578) underlines the contingency of Mandar women's 

change in economic activity. She notes that "Mandar silk sarong production is no 

more eternal than fish trading, and this is not the first time in recent history that a 

decline has occurred". For example, during the Japanese occupation of World War II 

there was no silk available. Volkman suggests that such changes have occurred 

throughout history. A seventeenth century account attests to another decline in 

weaving production when "rapid expansion of pepper growing in East Sumatra 

required sustained labour and deprived most peasant women of the time to weave" 

(Andaya cited in Volkman, 1994: 578). 

Volkman states that the proliferation of women involved with fish trading in 1989 may 

represent "only a moment in the history of women's work". In 1991 the Indonesian 

government was discouraging the informal markets on the coast and had installed a 

government-administrated auction house for fish where fish traders were required to 

pay tax. Volkman believes it is probable that only the wealthier traders will be willing 

and able to pay the tax. This would exclude hundreds of small scale women traders 

with little or no capital. Part of the government's rationale for these regulations in the 

interests of "development" is to encourage women to return to their home environment. 

This fits in with the Indonesian government's belief that a model mother belongs at 

home "as loyal backstop and supporter of her husband, as caretaker of the household, 

as producer of future generations, as the family's prime socialiser, as Indonesian 

citizen" (Sullivan cited in Volkman, 1994: 581). Volkman wonders whether Mandar 

women will resist such "development" and state-directed gender ideologies. She 

concludes; 
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perhaps some women will even return to their looms, which were never 
discarded, merely rolled up neatly and stored in the house, insurance against 
the contingencies of eking out a living in a precarious world of fishing and 
the precarious world of nation-states" (Volkman, 1994: 581). 

While there is always the possibility of Matabesi weavers turning from weaving to 

other economic pursuits, present circumstances do not seem to offer any similar 

alternative to that presented to Mandar women. For most Matabesi women, weaving 

seems to be the most attractive option for cash generation, at least for the present. 

Production of textiles in response to project 

It can be seen that Matabesi weavers have participated in the project in varying degrees, 

as indicated by Table 9. This table shows production by group and individual weaver. 

As mentioned in Chapter Five, there are a number of reasons why particular women 

cannot participate in weaving, such as caring for young children or poor eyesight. In 

the first case this is a temporary exclusion from weaving production, but in the second 

case these women will not be included in the weaving groups at all. 

When examining individual examples of variation in participation in the project, it 

becomes apparent that, where other alternatives are available, weaving production is 

less. For instance, the wife of the village headman, Robertha Belak, is a member of 

Group 3, but in 1991 she did not produce any cloth for sale through Tafean Pah. 

There were no constraining factors to her weaving, as she does not have young 

children and is in her thirties so is not likely to have deteriorating eyesight yet. I 

believe part of the explanation lies in the lack of necessity for her to produce cloth for 

sale, as her household has available alternative income. Her husband as headman 

receives a salary and is a relatively rich man within the village, owning some cattle. 

In contrast, some of the women producing large amounts of cloth have few alternate 

resources. Two examples are Marta Me (Group 3) and Maria Abuk (Group 1). Marta 

is mentioned in Chapter Five as the weaving co-ordinator for the whole village and as a 
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Table 9 

WEAVING PRODUCTION BY GROUP AND INDIVIDUALS 1991 

Name Size (cm) Price Month Sold Total 
(Rp) (Rp) 

GROUP 1 

Maria Abuk 90 x 250 30,000 January 
70x 300 42,000 March 
80 x 275 42,500 September 
unknown 37,500 September 
unknown 42,500 November 
80 x 238 40,000 December 234,500 

Ana Bano unknown 40,000 October 40,000 

Halena Balok 90 x 250 30,000 January 
50x250 25,000 March 
85x246 42,500 November 97,500 

Barbara Eno 72 x 200 34,000 September 34,000 

Yosefina Mutik unknown 45,000 November 45,000 

Rosina Bano unknown 30,000 April 
hand spun 50,000 April 
92x 112 45,000 December 125,000 

Paulina Sni 83 x 300 40,000 October 40,000 

Theresia Balok hand spun 60,000 October 60,000 

Robertha Kumau unknown 45,000 November 45,000 

Katharina Bete 68 x 200 32,500 September 
77 x 244 30,000 November 62,500 

Maria Bete unknown 33,000 November 33,000 

Serefma Sali 50 x 250 25,000 April 25,000 

Maria Sako 56 x 182 38,000 November 
90 x 250 35,000 December 73,000 

Romana Bete hand spun 60,000 April 60,000 

continued 
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Table 9 (continued) 

WEAVING PRODUCTION BY GROUP AND INDIVIDUALS 1991 

Name Size (cm) Price Month Sold Total 
(Rp) (Rp) 

GROUP 3 

Lusia Eno 90 x 250 30,000 January 30,000 

Sikundina Beli unknown 35,000 September 
table mat 15,000 November 50,000 

Petronela Tuna 70 x 200 40,000 November 40,000 

Petronela Bano hand spun: 
ilOx 250 70,000 January 
unknown 35,000 September 
table mat 15,000 November 120,000 

Veronika Lotu 50 x 250 27,500 June 
68x200 25,000 September 
50x 200 25,000 September 77,500 

Marta Ane 80 x 275 45,000 September 
shawl 7,500 September 
94 x 300 50,000 November 102,500 

GROUP 4 

Yulita Balok unknown 32,500 September 32,500 

Emirensiana Abuk 63 x 225 25,000 September 
54x 188 32,500 November 57,500 

Maria Tefa 64 x 250 35,000 September 35,000 

Rosalinda Hati 57 x 200 20,000 September 20,000 

Belandina Bano 90 x 260 40,000 November 40,000 

Serafin Tafin 
(died in childbirth in December 1991) 

90 x 250 30,000 January 
90 x 250 30,000 January 
unknown 50,000 October 
hand spun 55,000 October 
81x212 30,000 November 195,000 



skilful weaver. The fact that she is a good weaver means that she can produce textiles 

more easily than others, but this is not sufficient to explain her greater production. I 

suggest that the reason is tied to her situation as a widow which means that she has 

fewer resources to call on, as her household is incomplete, not having the contribution 

of a male, and so weaving becomes more important to her as means of supplementing 

the household income. 

Maria Abuk was the most productive weaver in the whole village. Again this can be 

explained by a combination of factors. She has a lack of restraining factors on 

production, as she has no children, and is in her twenties. Also, sale of weaving is a 

significant part of the household income, as her husband does not have rights to land 

in the old village and thus is restricted to agricultural production in the new village 

(refer to Chapter Two). Without children, her household has fewer people to help in 

labour intensive tasks such as weeding. This lack of labour resource is compounded 

by the fact that her husband is a youngest child and thus bottom in the hierarchy of 

lineage structure and less able to call on others for help in agricultural tasks. 

It can be seen that the project is fulfilling its aim in providing additional income for the 

villagers. The design of the project is flexible enough to accommodate individual 

variation in participation. This has had one result that some of the women who most 

need to supplement their total household income are able to produce more textiles than 

others who have access to greater economic resources. Also, from Table 9 it can be 

seen that there is considerable variation in the time when cash return is obtained. As 

mentioned previously, often women store finished cloth until a cash crisis occurs 

which necessitates its sale. There is some evidence that textiles produced for sale 

through the project are also seen by weavers in this way. For instance, if in particular 

need of cash, some women do not wait for the weaving extension worker to come to 

the village and collect cloth, but would go to Kefamenanu with their finished textile to 

obtain money immediately from the weaving co-ordinator. As explained in Chapter 
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Five, there is a standard price for textiles bought by Tafean Pah. In such a situation 

when women need cash urgently, access to the market developed by Tafean Pah 

ensures a reasonable return for the weavers' labour, which in most circumstances has 

not previously been available. 

In this chapter I have demonstrated how the weaving project fits into the spheres of 

exchange available to Matabesi villagers. The project has been shown effective in 

providing the means for villagers to access a larger market for their cloth, giving them 

a reasonable monetary return for their labour. The contingency of this option has been 

demonstrated by comparison with weavers in other circumstances and by comparison 

among individual weavers within Matabesi. 

In the Conclusion I will reiterate how I have used the weaving project as an example of 

an aid project which is flexible and inclusive of recipients through incorporating the 

characteristics of the indigenous culture into the design and implementation of the 

project. I have argued that such projects are more likely to have positive outcomes for 

both donor and recipient; and the case study, although still in progress, has so far 

supported this judgement. 
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis has examined relevant theory and methods of practice in implementation of 

development projects. A case study of an aid project in West Timor, Indonesia is used 

to support the argument. The case study is of an aid project in progress implemented 

by a local non-government organisation, Tafean Pah. The project aims to assist a 

number of villages in generating income by gaining knowledge of and access to a local 

and international textile market, providing better monetary returns than offered by local 

merchants. My fieldwork centred on the village of Matabesi, part of the indigenous 

kingdom of Biboki. 

My main contention is that aid projects should operate through a dynamic, dialectical 

approach between donor and recipient. Bilateral (and multilateral) projects influenced 

by theories of specific stages of economic growth that all societies must pass through, 

or theories of dependent development, are likely to be planned and controlled by the 

donor because they usually involve donors from "developed' countries and recipients 

from "developing" countries. Hence, they are characteristically hierarchical and 

directive in form. This is discussed in Chapter One. This one-sided interaction is 

evident in the practice of planning and implementation of programs without input and 

feedback from the recipients.' A number of examples are given showing that, in this 

environment, foreign development advisers act on the basis of teclmical knowledge 

acquired in their home country; which may or may not be applicable to the particular 

indigenous circumstances. Also, the fragmentation of professional knowledge tends 

to isolate particular fields of expertise from their context in the cultural whole. This 

can result in worsening rather than improving the situation of the recipients. Porter, 

Allen and Thompson (1991) provide a description of this detrimental effect occurring 
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in a development project in Kenya (as was outlined in Chapter One). The alternative 

approach is interactive and dynamic, involving the participation of both donor and 

recipient. This thesis has described an example of positive outcomes from an aid 

project in the case study. I suggest that this result would occur more often when an 

interactive, integrative approach is followed. 

An outline of the foundations of the Matabesi economy is given in Chapter Two. The 

villagers are basically subsistence agriculturalists, able to survive in a harsh 

environment through "spreading of risk" by drawing on a wide range of resources. 

Although these resources are generally sufficient for daily requirements, there is 

increasing necessity for sources of cash income because of various government and 

environmental pressures. Economic production of traditional land and livestock 

resources is diminishing through a number of factors, particularly overpopulation of 

people and untethered cattle. This results in overuse of land and subsequently 

increases erosion. There is also government restriction on forest areas which 

traditionally have been used to supplement agricultural activity. Cash may then be 

needed to supplement shortfall in agricultural and livestock production. Cash is also 

required for expenses such as government taxes and children's education. Other 

economic resources come from remittances from relatives with employment in towns, 

and stored wealth from the past trade in sandalwood, and weaving. The money from 

remittances is not commonly used for daily expenses, and larger amounts are reserved 

for important ceremonies such as weddings and funerals. Stored wealth, in the form 

of Dutch coinage is not generally used for daily expenses either, and is reluctantly sold 

for cash in time of need. 

Weaving is the one resource that can be expanded. It is an appropriate and sustainable 

choice in the context of the Matabesi circumstances, as it does not further degrade the 

existing environment and is already part of the economic production. It is work that 

can be interspersed with other activities so that production of other resources is 
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maintained, although possibly at lower levels than before, because of the many 

demands on women's labour. Weaving thus supplements rather than supplants other 

income resources. 

Other programs associated with the NTTIADP project and Tafean Pah have been 

attempted with varying degrees of success. For instance, NTTIADP tried increasing 

poultry production, but there was an outbreak of Newcastle Disease that killed the 

stock. Tafean Pah has planted citrus trees which so far are growing well, but it will be 

some years before they fruit. To date, the weaving project has provided the greatest 

economic return to the villagers. 

Chapter Three discusses the socio-cultural background to the case study. Matabesi's 

indigenous cultural identity is resilient, despite pressures from Dutch colonial and 

Indonesian governments. Other external influences include centuries of foreign trade 

and the more recent introduction of Christianity. The indigenous political system is 

centred on the raja and his executive counterpart. Although the raja has lost some of 

his power to the Indonesian state, he remains an important ritual focus and symbolic 

integrative mechanism for people within the Biboki kingdom. Traditional law (adat) 

and belief also remain strong, determining ritual in rites of passage, particularly 

marriage and death. Lineage affiliation underlies social organisation, and relationships 

between lineages established through marriage are maintained through gift-exchanges 

associated with rites of passage. Rituals of the Catholic Church have supplemented 

traditional religion. The Catholics generally condone traditional religion in TTU rather 

than seeking to destroy it. The Protestants, on the other hand, in areas of TTS tend to 

be condemnatory of indigenous religion. Likewise, the Indonesian government is 

more active in condemning adat, viewing it as an obstacle to national development. In 

Matabesi, the government adviser actively campaigned against adat, but it was 

apparent the villagers ignored him on this issue. 
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Because adat in Matabesi is distinctive to the Biboki kingdom, it can be viewed as an 

expression of the cultural identity of the people. An expressed aim of the Indonesian 

government is to unite disparate ethnic groups into the nation state. This would be 

easier to achieve if they could destroy or at least "emasculate" adat (See Acciaioli, 

1985). Although the government in theory respects ethnic diversity, in practice the 

Javanese dominate politically, economically and demographically. A structural 

expression of this is evident in the centralisation of political power in Jakarta, and its 

replication at provincial and local government levels in a classic example of the 

centre-periphery model. I argue that the cultural assertion of minority groups is 

important to counterbalance this domination. 

The weaving project is significant in the assertion of the Biboki identity. It is confined 

to Biboki villages and implemented by a non-government organisation that is staffed 

by Biboki workers, and identifies itself by its name in the indigenous language (Tafean 

Pah). As described in Chapter Four, textiles are a means of identification of ethnicity, 

status, gender, lineage and individual. However, when marketed in Indonesia and 

overseas, the most prominent identification is regional. The textiles are sold as Biboki 

weaving and the 1992 selling exhibition at the Darwin Museum was promoted as 

"Motif Motif Biboki". 

Chapter Four also discusses the symbolic significance of textiles. Weaving is largely a 

gender-specific activity associated with women. The quality of cloth itself supports its 

female attribution, particularly its "softness" as opposed to "hard" objects (such as 

those made from metal or wood) associated with men. Ritual and religious belief 

further underline the femaleness of cloth. For example, in gift exchange associated 

with marriage, the bride's lineage gift includes the "female" object of cloth as opposed 

to the groom's lineage counter-exchange of "male" objects. In cosmological 

understanding, women are the contributors of fertility, continuing the "flow of life" 

(Fox, ed., 1980). This symbolism is extended through the process of weaving itself, 
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which uses a continuous thread, and when completed is in the form of a tube. Cutting 

the unwoven part of the cloth is considered a dangerous activity, and often this stage is 

left to men, who then twist the unwoven threads to 'seal" the cloth. 

The weaving project then is primarily associated with women. However, as in the 

indigenous conception of their world, symbolic and practical matters are characterised 

by a system of complementary oppositions, such as male/female and older/younger 

pairs and through separate contributions to the total economic activity of a household 

as outlined in Chapter Two. In the weaving production itself, men are included in 

specific tasks such as making the wooden components of the backstrap loom. 

Similarly, as described in Chapter Five, in this project men are included in the 

administration of the NGO and its extension workers. However, women indicated 

concern that men were largely excluded from development project experience. They 

did not expect men to be included in this particular weaving project, but suggested that 

a separate, equivalently successful project be initiated for men. Men also wanted this. 

This provides further support for my assertion that project advisers should understand 

the whole of the cultural context of the recipients. Although I acknowledge women 

have often been ignored by development projects, an exclusive focus on women as 

argued by some organisations creates problems of its own. A particular example from 

this project illustrates this. Tafean Pah specifically requested Oxfam UK to initiate a 

project for men. However, Oxfam ignored their request, admitting they preferred 

working with women, being ideologically committed to improving their status. Apart 

from the problem of denying the indigenous people's needs, I suggest that this is also 

likely to have an overall negative impact. Because one negative effect of the project 

has been to increase the work load of the women, a complementary project for men 

would increase the total household resources and ease the pressure of production on 

women. However, even this may have further impact on women who may be 

required to take on yet more duties if men devote more of their time to their own 

projects at the expense of customary tasks. 
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Chapter Six focuses on marketing. It shows Matabesi weavers participating in the 

project as deliberative agents who actively respond to a variety of options. The 

weaving project has offered an economic resource at the disposal of weavers additional 

to the already existent ones, and individuals have chosen to participate (or not at all) in 

varying degree, some producing many textiles for the project, others just one for the 

year. 

Marketing for the project is considered in the context of existing options. The 

experiences of Matabesi villagers in commodity exchange is largely of low-unit cost 

items such as vegetables and small livestock, taken to one of two local markets. 

Participation in this form of marketing is dominated by women. High unit cost items, 

such as cattle and sandalwood, are usually destined for export, and non-indigenous 

merchants largely control timing, transport and price of sales. Vifiage men do the 

negotiations for this form of commodity exchange. 

There are a number of factors that inhibit villagers from Matabesi entering into greater 

participation in commodity exchange. These include the substantial participation in gift 

exchange through lineage networks, structural factors such as isolation from larger 

markets and lack of access to refrigeration, and unequal power relationships between 

foreign and indigenous traders. This last factor includes differing access to monetary 

resources, lack of knowledge by the villagers about external markets and their 

indebtedness to non-indigenous merchants. 

It must be acknowledged that the weaving project is not without difficulties and 

disadvantages as perceived by village people. One example was mentioned in Chapter 

Five when weavers from one village were asked to weave another village's design. 

However, while this might be seen as a threat to local identity, it has raised 

consciousness of local identity as an issue. This is a contemporary village political 

issue associated with production of textiles. The uncomfortable aspects of the project 
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are still being worked out. One would anticipate these and similar problems would 

continue to be the focus of negotiations between villagers and project brokers for some 

time to come. 

Successful marketing of weaving is assisted by specialist knowledge about artefact 

markets. The same merchants who trade with villagers for other goods also buy their 

textiles. However, as Moss (1986, 1994) explains, treating textiles as just another 

exploitable commodity does not utilise their full economic potential, and has 

perpetuated an exploitative relationship between merchant and producer that ultimately 

discourages the continuation of exchange. He describes the existent under-utilised 

large and economically rewarding market for medium and good quality cloth. The 

upper end of this market promotes textiles as culturally significant objects of art. The 

weaving project has gained access to this more specialised market and is able to get 

greater monetary returns for weavers than is the case through the usual merchants. 

However, ultimately the decision to produce textiles for commodity exchange rests 

with individual weavers. Volkman (1994) has explained that the contingency of this 

decision rests on the weighing up of alternative options, illustrated by an example of 

womens commodity exchange production in Mandar. Similarly, in Matabesi, 

individual weavers participate in production and sale of cloth through the project in 

varying degrees, depending on the existence of more attractive alternatives and lack of 

constraints in production. This flexibility in allowing for individual variation is a 

positive and attractive aspect of the project. Other development projects sometimes 

have coercive factors, expecting full participation from all target recipients. 

The case study has therefore supported the argument that development projects are 

likely to be successful when an interactive, dynamic model is followed. The weaving 

project has so far fulfilled its aim in providing access to additional income for 

villagers. I have argued that this positive outcome has been achieved because the 

implementing agents involved with the project are responsive and aware of the cultural 
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context of the recipients. Yayasan Tafean Pah is the recipient of Oxfam aid, but also 

stands in donor relationship to villagers. Tafean Pah illustrates the dynamic model of 

development projects for donor and recipient as it is an interstitial component in the 

relationship between village women producing cloth and international marketing. The 

donors have also benefited from an interactive relationship because their aims (for 

instance, access to good quality textiles) have been met through successful 

implementation. Information exchange has increased the donor's marketing success 

by making textiles more attractive to Western purchasers through explaining their 

cultural attributes. 

The success of the weaving project that forms the focus of this thesis has ultimately 

come about because the essential distinctiveness and strength of recipients has been 

acknowledged by those individuals and development agencies beyond the village. The 

dialogue between those involved in the project is a process of negotiation. The 

distinctiveness of recipients is negotiated in relationships between village weavers, 

intermediaries and donors. In conjunction with the specific economic effects of the 

project it has also more generally been important as an assertion of local identity. 



ENDNOTES 

NOTES TO INTRODUCTION 

1 Another example can be given in the relationship between community health and 
women's education. There is a correspondence between the level of women's 
education and their participation in family planning and understanding of health issues. 
One estimate given for Third World countries is that a child's mortality declines by an 
average of seven to nine percent for each extra year the mother is educated. In Kenya 
recently, research into how to limit the spread of the AIDS epidemic there suggests 
improving women's education and economic legal rights, such as fair division of 
property on divorce, to encourage greater use of condoms. 

2 Now known as AusAlD, the Australian Agency for International Development. 

3 Schulte Nordholdt spells Beboki with an 'e', but I have used Biboki with an 'i', as 
this is how it is spelt by the people themselves today. 

41 follow McWilliams (1989: 291) argument on the use of the term Atoin meto in this 
thesis. He notes that present anthropological literature uses the word Atoni, an 
abbreviated form of the phrase used by Cunningham Atoni pah meto which translates 
as "the people of the dry land". However, McWilliam explains that Atoni is a singular 
form applying to a male person and therefore is inappropriate as a collective term. He 
suggests the term Atoin meto as having the sense of "indigenous people". 

5 This is approximately equivalent to $A1,680. I have used the conversion rate of 
$A1 = Rp1,500. 

6 Unless specifically indicated otherwise the information provided relating to Matabesi 
is the result of this fieldwork. 

7 I am conflating both multilateral, (such as the World Bank or the International 
Monetary Fund) and bilateral (ie between two governments usually sealed through a 
contract such as a Memorandum Of Understanding) projects here, as many of their 
characteristic elements are similar, such as, bureaucratic organisation, political bias and 
ultimate economic power of the donor determining choice of project. 

NOTES TO CHAPTER ONE AID PROJECTS IN PERSPECTIVE 

1 Higgott has classified Wallerstein and Arnin as circulationists, however, their 
emphasis on labour suggests both may be represented better as productionists. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO ENVIRONMENT AND SUBSISTENCE 

1 There is a hierarchy of buses in Timor; the best travel along the main paved route 
from Kupang to Atambua, the ones in average condition service the minor towns with 
paved and unpaved roads, but the ones in worst condition service the villages where 
the roads are tracks liberally littered with potholes. 

2 Ormeling's calculation is based on free-grazing cattle. With changes in livestock 
management, stocking rates could be higher. 

3 The high mortality rate is discussed in the section on health in the next chapter. 

4 Atoin meto people do not usually participate in sea-based harvest, Rotinese or 
Savunese people fill this niche. This family had Rotinese affines. 

5 Weaving is the fourth resource that will not be detailed below as it is extensively 
dealt with in Chapters Four and Five. However, it will be included in the comparison 
of resources at the end of this chapter. 

6 Schottler, 1992: pers. comm. (a NTTIADP agricultural advisor). 

7 As I was not present during harvest time in Matabesi I do not know whether this full 
sequence of rituals is still followed. However, I was informed by villagers that 
harvesting is gender-specific, and Uis Pah is still honoured in the fields. 

8 For example, once when Pak Ande's mother was unwell, she borrowed a horse 
from a relative in Luniup to go to the health centre in Fatpapan, three kilometres 
away. 

9 Found to be true in my personal experience! 

NOTES TO CHAPTER THREE SOCIO-CULTURAL BACKGROUND 

1 McWilliam, 1992: pers. comm. 

2 Refer to discussion in government section following. 

3 A 2.5 gilder coin is currently worth around Rp12,000. 

4 When presented in ceremony livestock are usually symbolised with seeds or stones, 
the animal handed over later. 

5 Pak Ande is one example of this. 

6 Pak Ande encouraged the village move from the old site in the first place, and he 
insisted on building a large tiled grave in the new village when his father died, inviting 
the Bupati to funeral celebrations there, despite the opposition of his mother and others 
who wanted his father buried in the old village with his lineage ancestors (no other 
person had been buried in Matabesi up until then). 

7 It also happens in other spheres: for example, in education, the main universities in 
Java attract students from all over the country, but there is some backflow of graduates 
to the provinces through the public service system. Also, as of May, 1995 a new 
program has been announced by the Indonesian government which trials the 
devolution of financial and management authority to selected Kapubaten. In NTT 
province the trial will be held in TTS (Deacon, 1994: pers. comm.). 
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8 There are few dismissals once in the service and pensions are provided on retirement 
in a country with no social security and a small alternative private sector. 

9 The headman is invariably male. Although there are many women in the civil service 
this has not led to many female appointments in positions of government authority. 
There is a parallel but separate structure of organisations such as the Dharma Wanita, 
an association for wives of civil servants in which a woman's position is dependent on 
that of her husband in his sphere of influence. 

10 The ten sections of activity and representation in the LKIv1D are: i.Religion, 
ii.Promotion of Pancasila, iii.Security and Order, iv.Education and Information, 
v.Environment, vi.Economic and Cooperative Development, vii.Health, Population 
and Family Planning, viii.Youth, Sport and Art, ix.Social Welfare and x.Family 
Welfare. The associated government department is then meant to work through its 
village representative. 

11 A more derogatory translation is an investigator or spy. 

12 Government adviser, 1992: pers. comm. 

13 This is using the Indonesian Government's official view which excludes animism 
as a religion. 

14 The celebration in Miomafo included some Biboki people related to the priests and 
there was also a large celebration in Kefamenanu inclusive of people associated from 
all three kingdoms of TTU. 

15 Teachers from Luniup school, 1992: pers. comm. 

16 Deacon, 1994: pers. comm. (AIDAB Australian educational project adviser). 

17 Health Department official, 1992: pers. comm. 

NOTES TO CHAPTER FOUR SYMBOLISM AND PRODUCTION OF 
TEXTILES 

1 The Geringsing cloth is made in the same form as the valuable Indian Patola cloth. 
Gillow writes that the complicated process of double ikat either evolved independently 
by Tanganan villagers or was deciphered by them from imported Patola textiles 
(Gillow, 1992: 27). Double ikat is also found in Kaili, an area of West Central 
Sulawesi (Acciaioli, 1996: pers. comm.). 

2 McWilliam and Leibrick, 1994: pers. comm. 

NOTES TO CHAPTER FIVE HISTORY AND IMPLEMENTATION 
OF THE WEAVING PROJECT 

1 This means "the good earth foundation" in the indigenous Savunese language. 

2 Radja Haba, 1992: pers. comm. 

3 Ng, 1993: pers. comm. (Refer to Notes to Chapter Three, Number 9 above, for 
explanation of Dharma Wanita). 
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4 Snowball, 1992: pers. comm. 

5 Radja Haba, 1992: pers. comm. As well as directing the NGO he established in 
Savu, he was employed by the NTTIADP project in Y1'U during the last two years of 
its implementation as a community adviser. It should be noted that income generation 
through weaving production was never a major focus of NTTIADP activities. 

6 The term yayasan means "foundation", which is a politically motivated choice of 
term that is deliberately not the English term's direct translation because that could 
have the implication of being opposed to the government. This is an important 
consideration for the status of Indonesian NGOs potentially seen as politically suspect 
(see discussion in the following paragraph). 

7 Oxfam advisers, 1992: pers. comm. 

NOTES TO CHAPTER SIX MARKETING 

1 One exception to this occurred at time of fieldwork in Matabesi when a cow became 
lame, so its owner decided to kill it, apportioning it into tenths, then selling these parts 
to relatives in the village. 

2 Timor and southern Mexico have comparable indigenous cultures that historically 
and geographically were on the periphery of the colonial and later independent 
government central administration in Jakarta and Mexico City respectively. Both areas 
have maintained an agricultural base that was largely self sufficient until recently, 
when the need for cash supplement, became necessary because of a variety of forces, 
such as population pressure, government taxes and school fees. 

3 Torrence has supported the description of these tendencies of change in size and 
simplification in artefact production under the influence of commercial market forces. 
She compares museum collections of artefacts collected from the Admiralty Islands 
over a 120 year period. In the earliest period, four of the spears collected in 1884 had 
evidence of production for indigenous use, exhibiting traces of blood in their blades. 
Gradually, change occurred from production for local use towards production 
influenced by the commercial market. This is shown in the change from early spears 
exhibiting well-finished, long obsidian blades and simple decoration on the shaft, to 
later spears with smaller, irregular blades, often made from scavenged old artefacts but 
with more elaborate decoration on the shaft. However, other forces of change 
coincided with increased European contact, especially the reduction of local hostilities 
between indigenous groups in the early twentieth century and the introduction of guns, 
which made the use of spears as weapons redundant. The trend of miniaturisation is 
illustrated in the development of a form of dagger as a cheaper alternative for trade to 
the spear, not previously made by Admiralty Islanders. The daggers tend to be more 
mass produced and standardised than the spears (Torrence, 1993: 467-48 1). 

4 There are no effective copyright laws in Indonesia that protect the style and motif 
from a particular ethnic group from being copied by anyone else. Compare this 
situation to Australia where Aboriginal artists have successfully sued companies using 
their design elements without permission. 
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5 Which I will refer to as the Darwin Museum. 

6 The Darwin Museum is rare in being able to hold a selling exhibition. Many 
museums are not able to sell within the exhibition area but can often sell products in a 
particular retail area within the building in the form of a gift shop. This has worked to 
Yaysan Tafean Pah's advantage as people are more likely to buy in the context of the 
exhibition. Biboki textiles have also been placed on display in the Darwin Museum's 
gift shop but their selling rate has been much lower than the ones on display within the 
exhibition. 

7 The Darwin Museum adds 25% on to the cost of products sold in exhibitions. This 
does not include freight or tax charges. 

NOTES TO CONCLUSION 

1 By "recipients" I mean recipient communities and individuals and not recipient 
governments. This is an important distinction as government aims and programs may 
not be in accordance with indigenous needs. (Refer discussion on government and 
adat Chapter Three). 
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