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profound knowledge, who from childhood could have trained as a to minaa 
(or priest of the traditional religion), since the position ran in his family, but 
instead became a Catholic and a school teacher. There are many others who 
deserve my thanks, but these are the names that will recur most often in the 
pages ahead, wherever I have referred specifically to what I learned from 
them about myth, history and culture.

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

Part Two, ‘A House Society’, focuses on concepts of kinship, structured 
around houses as sites of origin. I argue that Toraja society provides an excel-
lent opportunity to explore the potentials of Lévi-Strauss’s (1983) concept 
of ‘House Societies’ as a means toward a better understanding of the work-
ings of kinship systems in Indonesia. This is a theme that has been a major 
preoccupation in my research and which subsequently led me to a wider 
comparative study of indigenous architectures in Southeast Asia generally 
(Waterson 1986, 1990, 1995a, 1995b, 2003). Because I have written at such 
length on this theme in previous work, I do not rehearse here all of the com-
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parative theoretical arguments about ‘House Societies’, but the material in 
this section is intended to provide a sufficiently detailed account of the Toraja 
kinship system to show how structurally central is the place of houses within 
it. Part Three, ‘Village life’, reflects my own experience of living in Buttang, 
focusing on gender relations, marriage, and the ties to the land which provide 
the basis for the subsistence economy which still sustains most Toraja today. 
Part Four, ‘Smoke of the rising and the setting sun’, concerns the indigenous 
religion, Aluk to Dolo or ‘Way of the Ancestors’. In it, I seek to record how a 
local religion was harmoniously adapted to a particular landscape and way of 
life, and trace the progress of its increasingly rapid decline. In my final chap-
ter, I attempt to explain what for outsiders presents itself as the greatest puz-
zle of Toraja life – the continuing escalation of the ceremonial economy bound 
up with the celebration of mortuary rites, which appears to have defied the 
drastic changes in world view brought about by conversion to Christianity, 
as well as integration into a monetized global economy over the course of 
the twentieth century, and which has survived even the strain of Indonesia’s 
monetary crisis of 1997. This chapter attempts a synthetic approach to ritual 
life and economy, showing the embedding of the ceremonial economy within 
systems of kinship, social and political relations, which it serves dynamically 
to express and reproduce, even if in changing forms. 

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




