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Introduction

      1.1 Themes and Objective of the Present Work

      The present work discusses the Toraja ethnic group, who inhabit the Indonesian island of Sulawesi, and who, until the arrival of the first Dutch missionaries at the beginning of the 20th century, had essentially been cut off from the rest of the world. It can thus be said that until that point, the Toraja represented an isolated socio-cultural system. The present work draws on the field research of the author, which focused on the study of the most important contemporary Toraja ritual – the funeral – and furthermore on identifying and documenting the changes that have affected Toraja society as a result of their embrace of Christianity during the past century. The Toraja region, which is at present populated by the adherents of various Christian denominations, Islam, and the autochthonous religion Aluk Todolo (lit. the religion of the ancestors), offered an exceptionally rich and varied source material for study. The result of this field research is the present work, which aims to analyse the material gathered and to present a description of the formal and principal shifts expressed in the traditional rituals, which reflect seminal changes in terms of the role of religion. The book points out how Christianity, which has been adopted relatively recently, is incorporated into the indigenous religion and the customary law adat, which is derived from it. The present work ventures to explain why in less than a hundred years, almost 90 % of the population converted from Aluk Todolo, mainly to Christianity, also describing the process of conversion, and the extent to which (and in which localities) the new religion most visibly affected the form

of modern-day rituals. The opinions of both Christians and minority adherents of Aluk Todolo are noted, especially with regard to the current situation, where funeral rites in particular represent a curious syncretic phenomenon, reflecting the societal changes that have taken place.

      The body of textual, oral and audio-visual documentation collected by the author is unique, chiefly in that it includes interviews with one of the last living experts on the traditional Toraja religion. The present work offers the first processing of the material thus gathered, which is now ready for further expert review. It can be used for instance for linguistic analysis, or as a study from the perspective of the ethnography of communication, or in comparison with other ethnicities undergoing similar changes.

      1.2 Structure of the Present Work

      The present work is divided into two parts, logically interconnected, and sub-divided into chapters. The results of the research are summarized in the Conclusion.

      The first part, The Foundations of Toraja Culture, is subdivided into three chapters surveying various aspects of Toraja culture. Chapter One, entitled Tana Toraja and Its Inhabitants, outlines the origin of the Toraja, as well as the etymology of the term Toraja itself. Given the cultural differences as well as the geographical remoteness of the country, it also presents brief essential information on the geography, climate and economic situation of the region. This is followed by an introduction into the Toraja language and available literature on the Toraja language and cultural traditions; the chapter closes by citing the historical milestones of the Toraja ethnic group. Chapter Two, Autochthonous Religion Aluk Todolo and Adoption of Christianity, presents the two main theories regarding the status of God, Puang Matua, in the indigenous religion. Another section is dedicated to the arrival of Protestant missionaries to the territory of present-day Toraja region, the foundation of the first schools, the arrival of Catholics in the area and the disputes of the two denominations which were sparked by their efforts to gain as many converts as possible. The final chapter of this part, Important Aspects of Toraja Culture, discusses the social stratification which – though officially abolished – is still evident in practice, and which even today to some extent determines the form of rituals. This is followed by a general classification of Toraja rituals and the classification of funeral rites based on the social status of the deceased. The chapter closes with the description of traditional Toraja houses, which play a crucial role during the rituals, and also of the burial chambers which form an integral pairing with

the house, as well as the role of buffaloes, an essential fixture in most Toraja funerals.

      The core of the work is presented in the second part of the book, entitled Forms of Funeral Rituals in the Past and Today, which is based almost exclusively on my own field research. The first chapter General Information on Funeral Rites outlines what happens to the soul of the deceased according to the indigenous Toraja belief, the ways in which the family of the deceased administers to the body, and the extent to which the social status and financial situation of the family influence the form and duration of this most important Toraja ritual in the present day. Next is a general outline of the funeral site and the accompanying rituals. The following chapter The Actual Catholic Funeral and the Shift in Meaning in Some Rites Practised by Christians describes the funeral of Yohana Maria Sumbung. The second part of this chapter is dedicated to the differences between funerals held in keeping with the rules of the indigenous religion, Aluk Todolo, and the contemporary Toraja rituals of Catholics and Protestants. The last two chapters, Toraja Pentecostalists and Their Funerals and Toraja Muslims, present interviews with adherents of both Pentecostalism and Islam, discussing the manner in which other religions have come to terms with Toraja traditions.

      The Conclusion presents all the facts gleaned, particularly those gathered on the basis of field research. Appendices include the transcription of the interviews in the original Indonesian language, a list of the most important informants with brief biographical data, a timetable of the funeral of Yohana Maria Sumbung, the genealogy of the Gods nos. 1-3, an index and a glossary of Toraja and Indonesian terms used in the work, and a selection of photographs.

      1.3 Research Thus Far

      Given the fact that up until the beginning of the 20th century the Toraja ethnic group lacked a written tradition, researchers struggle with the absence of literature on Toraja history before this period. Therefore it is necessary to glean information about Toraja life only from myths, a far cry from modern-day historiography, or from the chronicles of the neighbouring ethnic group of the Bugis, most of which have been published and studied only in part. The first European to mention the modern Toraja was the Jesuit Father Gervaise, at the end of the 17th century.1 The information he offers, however, does not originate

in personal experience, as it is merely drawn from his conversations with two Makassar princes who were students at the Jesuit College in Paris.2

      From the 1920s onwards, various myths, folk tales, genealogies, songs, rhymes and proverbs were recorded and published, and there also emerged numerous works on linguistics. The first authors in the latter field were the Dutch, and in later years their place was taken by Toraja researchers. Available literature on Toraja history is relatively limited. The more ancient history is presented in a book by the Toraja author L. T. Tangdilintin Toraja dan Kebudayaannya [The Toraja and Their Culture]. Modern history dealing with events from 1860 until almost the end of the 20th century is laid out brilliantly in Terance Bigalke’s (US) work Tana Toraja: A Social History of an Indonesian People.3 The Dutch scholar Hetty Nooy-Palm in her two books The Sa’dan-Toraja: A Study of Their Social Life and Religion I. Organization, Symbols and Beliefs (1979) and The Sa’dan-Toraja: A Study of Their Social Life and Religion II: Rituals of the East and West (1986) provides a detailed description of traditional Toraja culture and its rituals in their original form, before the arrival of Christianity. Another influential book on Toraja culture and, in particular, funerals is Feasts of Honor: Ritual and Change in the Toraja Highlands (1985) by Toby Alice Volkman. Apart from the above-cited works, there are a number of other publications concerned chiefly with the traditional form of Toraja rituals. A book dealing with the changes that Toraja society underwent in the last decades – Paths and Rivers: Sa’dan Toraja Society in Transformation – was published in 2009 by Roxana Waterson, who has studied the Toraja since 1978. The present work, however, does not draw on Waterson’s findings, as my dissertation in Czech, on which the present English translation is based, had been defended one year previously, in 2008. Although the present work is based above all on my field research, the information cited in the part The Foundations of Toraja Culture is drawn from the above-mentioned specialized literature.

      1.4 Field Research and Methods of Work

      The material on which the present work draws is the result of two field research expeditions I undertook in the Toraja region, on the island of Sulawesi. The first of those took place between mid-February and mid-March of 2002,4 and its chief

benefit was becoming acquainted with the socio-cultural environment of the region. The second six-month-long field research undertaken in 2005–2006 was more systematic in nature, underpinned both by deeper personal knowledge and significantly better technical support.

      Like many others, I struggled with a variety of problems during my field research. In spite of my fairly good knowledge of the environment, it was far from easy to constantly keep in mind all the rules and codes of social life which determine the everyday affairs of the Toraja in a fundamental way. Another delicate task was making the video recordings of the rituals – often, this constituted balancing on the verge between public space and the intimate sphere of the people involved. My primary aim was to gather as much material, video recordings and information as possible without committing a faux pas which would block my access to the community I was observing. On the other hand, my sojourn in the Toraja region was facilitated by the fact that Indonesians in general are highly friendly to foreigners. Most felt honoured by the presence of a European woman at their rituals, and as a result, I generally met with a positive reception.5 Working with people who have recently lost someone dear to them, however, was rather demanding psychologically, presenting frequent dilemmas regarding how to articulate my queries as sensitively as possible so as not to hurt or offend the bereaved, and at the same time, to gather the necessary information.

      Throughout my field research, I lived at the invitation of my informant, Priest Lucas Paliling, whom I had met already during my first sojourn there, in the city of Rantepao at a building belonging to the STIKPAR school,6 which he had founded and where he served as director.7 From Rantepao I made regular excursions to the nearby surroundings, where I participated in funerals. Among the field research methods I applied were participant observation and interview. Wherever possible, I would prepare at least a general field of questions, which I would then utilise freely. I deliberately avoided structured question and answer sessions, since given the nature of the environment, they would be very artificial and the replies of my respondents would lose their immediacy.

      After the conclusion of the rites at which I was present, I would review the recordings I took as well as the photo-documentation, preparing questions to then put to a selected informant from the family hosting the given ritual.

Several days after the ceremony itself, I would meet the person I had selected as my informant and record the ensuing interview, which as a rule would be semi-structured. I would then analyse these materials after my return from my field research. The present work offers an intersection of ethnological and psychological perspectives. It describes the impact of the conversion to new religions on Toraja people.

      1.5 Informants

      I list all of my major informants and their basic data in an appendix entitled Main Informants. Here I shall mention two of my key sources in more detail.

      My main informant was Tato’ Dena’, from the village of Mandetek in the Tallulembangna region,8 and an adherent of the autochthonous religion Aluk Todolo who performs the priestly roles of tominaa and tomenani.9 Tato’ Dena’ only enrolled in school at the age of thirteen, and until then – according to Toraja tradition – he had tended buffaloes. His formal education lasted eight years (six years of grammar school and two years of junior secondary school). Already at a young age (and despite being the youngest of all his siblings) his father, who likewise performed these sacred functions, chose him to be his successor, and over time, he passed on to him the great store of his knowledge.

      My interviews with this wise man, which amounted to a unique eighteen-hour long recording, exerted a seminal influence on the form of the present work. At the moment, there exists no other person who knows more about traditional Toraja culture and indigenous religion in the Tallulembangna region than my main informant.10 In one interview he himself expressly cited: “When I am gone from Tallulembang, from Mandetek (when I die), there will certainly no longer remain another who knows the rules.”11 It is obvious from his testimony that

he regards himself as the last living person versed in the traditions, at least in the region where he lives. In our interviews he exuded composure and spiritual serenity resulting from his faith in God and his belief that throughout his life he has acted righteously, observing the rules set by the ancestors and mediating communication with Divinity for his people. With an admirable equanimity, he accepted life in all its forms, speaking with understanding and tolerance about individuals whom others would consider rivals or even enemies. At times he illustrated his deliberate and systematic discourse by means of bamboo sticks.12 He categorically refused to discuss matters where he was – in his opinion – insufficiently informed (e.g. life after death, the distribution of meat at funerals, or polygyny). His opinions and behaviour manifested the great importance he attached to living in harmony with God, nature, family and the rest of humanity. Given the fact that Aluk Todolo is a religion on the verge of real extinction, to the uninitiated, Tato’ Dena’s attitude towards passing his extraordinary knowledge on to the next generations may appear surprisingly passive. This attitude, however, is based on the belief that his successor will be designated by God. As that has not happened so far, he largely keeps his knowledge to himself, and, as can be seen from the above quote, he is reconciled even to the eventuality that he might not have a successor.

      A diametrically opposite view on Toraja culture was offered to me by another major informant, the Catholic Priest Lucas Paliling. He is a university-educated man, whose two-year long studies in Rome and several other trips to Europe made him rather well acquainted with European traditions and their general way of life. His great contribution lay in his ability to look at Toraja culture simultaneously from the perspective of a member of this ethnicity and from the vantage point of a scholar used to living in a different environment. Apart from being an invaluable source of vital information, I am also indebted to him for providing me with a material basis and emotional support.

      1.6 Gathered Material and Methods of Analysis

      In the course of my research I gathered over forty-five hours of audio and twenty-two hours of video recordings and hundreds of photographs. After returning from my field research, I listened to all the recordings, noting the most important information. In some cases, my analysis concluded that their value as testimony was so exceptional that I decided to transcribe, translate, and furnish

them with explanatory comments. I believe that the literal transcription of my interviews provides a more vivid picture of Toraja culture from the perspective of the Toraja themselves. The manner in which these informants speak, as well as the fact that at times they duplicate the presented information, while at other times avoiding the description of certain phenomena, their choice of terms or turns of phrase, similes or metaphor, are all highly telling. For this reason, I incorporated in this work a number of literal transcriptions of interviews translated into English (as well as citing them in the original Indonesian), so they may be used for further review.

      In analysing some interviews I encountered a number of linguistic problems, resulting mainly from the fact that Indonesian is not the mother tongue of the Toraja.13 Understanding was often rather difficult, due to the mistaken use of some words and unorthodox word order. I analysed problematic passages with the help of a native speaker of Indonesian.

      In most cases, the interviews were translated more loosely for the sake of better understanding; however, where the informant used a curious turn of phrase, I cite these expressions in literal translation, with a loose translation following in italics in brackets in English. In some cases, the text features an English word (in italics and in brackets) which the informant did not actually use, but which nonetheless clarifies the utterance. Where Toraja terms are left in the text, they are followed by an explanation in brackets (without italics), and where these are translated; literal translations are indicated by the abbreviation “lit.”. For the sake of clarity, the interviews are often commented on directly in the text. All interviews transcribed verbatim are cited in the appendix in Indonesian.

      The appendix Photographs features images representing Toraja culture – starting with houses and burial chambers and then moving on to pictures of funeral rites, closing with portraits of individuals.

      Bibliographical Note

      This work is based on the first half of my Ph.D. thesis, which I successfully defended in the year 2008. Some parts of the work have previously appeared in published articles (see Bibliography).

      
      The Indonesian Alphabet and Sounds

      Throughout the present work, I have used the orthography codified and in effect in Indonesia and Malaysia as of 1972. It is essentially a phonetic orthography.

      The Alphabet14

      First I give the letter, and then an approximation of the pronunciation of its name.

       

      a – ah, but short. It has the sound of “a” in English “Ha!”.

      b – bé

      c – ché. Has the sound of English “ch”.

      d – dé

      e – é. There are two quite distinct sounds written with this letter.

      (a) The first is a “mute” or unstressed “e” sound (called schwa), as in English “delight”, where we could insert an apostrophe: “ragg’d”.

      (b) The second is less common, and like the familiar “e” of English “met”. In normal Indonesian writing, the two kinds of “e” are not distinguished, but luckily, the dictionaries help us by marking this second “e” with an acute accent (é).

      f – ef

      g – gé. Has the sound of “g” in English “get”.

      h – ha

      i – ee, but short. Has the sound of “i” in English “in”.

      j – jé

      k – kah, but short. Like in English, except that in final position it is “unreleased” (glottal stop).

      l – el

      m – em

      n – en

      o – oh. Has the sound of “o” in English “hot”.

      p – pé

      q – kee, but short.

      r – air. This letter is always sounded, no matter where it occurs. It is the lightly rolled “r”, not the American “r” or the guttural “r” of French or German, in any position.

      s – ess

      t – té

      
      u – oo. Has the sound of “u” in English “put”.

      v – fé

      w – wé

      x – iks

      y – yé

      z – zet

      Other Consonants:

      kh – has the sound of “ch” of Scottish “loch”

      sy – has the sound of English “sh”

      Genuine Diphthongs:

      au – has the sound of “ow” in English “down”

      ia – has the sound of “i” in English “like”

      oi – has the sound of “oy” in English “boy”

      The Toraja Alphabet and Sounds

      The pronunciation of the Toraja language is the same as Indonesian. However, some of the graphemes do not exist in the Toraja language (c, f, v, x, z). On the other hand it is very common in Toraja that, unlike in Indonesian, letters are doubled (e.g. r, k, l,). The Toraja language also distinguishes itself with its utilization of the glottal stop, which is indicated in the text by an apostrophe (e.g. Sa’dan).

      Abbreviations:

      Ind. = Indonesian

      Gk. = Greek

      lit. = literally

      Sa. = Sanskrit

      Tor. = Toraja

      

      1 Nicolas Gervaise (1662–1729) was active in Siam (today Thailand) in the years 1681–1685. He was a Jesuit priest, a missionary, and eventually a bishop.

      2Nooy-Palm 1979, pp. 8–9.

      3 This book was only published in 2005, nonetheless it is Bigalke’s hitherto unpublished 1982 dissertation entitled A Social History of “Tana Toraja” 1870–1965.

      4 After receiving an Indonesian Government scholarship, I spent the academic year 2001–2002 at the prestigious Universitas Gajah Mada in Java, in the city of Yogyakarta. During the second semester I went to Sulawesi in order to gather the necessary study material for my diploma work.

      5 Throughout my sojourn, I tried not to stand out too much. I thus strove to dress, eat and communicate as the Toraja do.

      6 STIKPAR (Sekolah Tinggi Kateketik dan Pastoral) – Rantepao Catechetic and Pastoral Institute.

      7 Before his tenure in Rantepao, he held the office of the rector of the Universitas Atma Jaya in Makassar.

      8 Southern part of the Toraja region.

      9 See chapt. 1.2.2.

      10 I know from Tato’ Dena’s account that he formerly provided information to several anthropologists researching the indigenous customs and religion of the Toraja. In 2007 Roxana Waterson (Associate Professor in the Department of Sociology at the National University of Singapore) made a documentary film about Tato’ Dena’ entitled When the Sun Rises: A Toraja Priest of the Ancestral Way. In the year 2009 she published the book Paths and Rivers: Sa’dan Toraja Society in Transformation where she presents much of the information provided to her by Tato’ Dena’. There were also Eric Crystal (retired at present, with over thirty years of close study of Southeast Asia, including lecturing at the University of California, Berkley and at the San Francisco Art Institute) and Dimitri Tsintjilonis (lecturer in social anthropology at the University of Edinburgh, focusing chiefly on the phenomenon of death, religion and ritual in Indonesia and Southeast Asia). He also gave interviews to the ethnomusicologist Dana Rappoport, who wrote a dissertation on Toraja music.

      11 Mandetek is a village in the region of Tallulembang.

      12 These are about 15 cm long and 0.5 cm thick bamboo stalks used by the Toraja as illustrative tools when providing explanations.

      13 The native tongue of almost all Indonesians is the language spoken in a given locality, in this case Toraja. Indonesian (a standardized dialect of Malay, used as a lingua franca in the region for several centuries) was declared the official language of Indonesia in 1945. However, Indonesian is the mother tongue of only a very small percentage of Indonesians. Most of the population only learn it at school.

      14Robson 2010, pp. xiii–xvii.
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