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Personal Introduction 

 
When I was contacted by email and invited to speak at this Conference, I immediately 
replied with an email asking what language I should use in making my presentation.  In 
response, I received the following instruction: “I hope you can present in English with 
bahasa Indonesia, both.” 
 
This instruction was certainly clear enough. Instead of speaking one language or the 
other, I should mix the two.  I shall try to do this in this presentation and hope for the 
best.   
 
This instruction, however, made me think. Using two languages – in combination – may 
indeed be a valuable strategy!  It prompted me to consider the issue further and as a 
result, I have drawn on this notion to talk about diversity and chosen “A 
Complementarity of Methods: Ethnography and Comparative Analysis” as the title for 
this presentation.   
 
Certainly since I began as a graduate student in anthropology, I have been continually 
obliged to draw on a combination of two languages as the basis for my education and 
research.  
 
As a student in Oxford in 1962, as soon as the Michaelmas term had ended and we had 
six weeks of vacation before the next term, I made my way to Paris to be able to sit in 
on Claude Lévi-Strauss’ lectures at the College de France.  At the time he had just 
begun to expound on his great Mythologies series and I listened, largely in puzzlement, 
with hundreds of other students, to his first exposition of the Raw and the Cooked.   
 
The next year, I made my way to Leiden University where I began studying Dutch and 
searching the archives and other sources for information about the island of Rote. And 
there I also began the study of Indonesian, which I followed up with Summer School at 
Cornell University. A year later, in 1965, I began my field research in eastern Indonesia 
and a renewed study of Indonesian.  The locally spoken form of Indonesian was Bahasa 
Kupang – a dialect of Malay that became established on Timor in the middle of the 17th 

                                                 
1 This paper is written in English to serve as a reference point for discussion.  Since, however, I have been 
asked to use both English and Indonesian, I expect to use a combination of both languages in making my 
presentation. As I explain, I have purposely chosen my theme for this paper after contemplating the 
request that I use a combination of languages. 
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century. Once I had arrived on Rote, I used this dialect of Indonesian to study Rotenese. 
Climbing a ladder of languages – using one to learn the next – has been an essential part 
of my education. The use of one language and then another provides what might be 
conceived of as a kind of ‘stereo-like perception’ of the world. 
 
In this presentation, therefore, I want to talk about language, social change and social 
diversity. But I want to do so by focusing on a methodological issue that has 
characterized anthropology from its beginnings. 
 

Introduction  

 
Anthropology could – or at least should – be considered the discipline best suited for the 
study of social diversity. (Certainly it responds well to ‘difference’ by trying to 
understand it rather than opposing, correcting or trying to destroy it.)  In turn, Indonesia 
can be considered, without doubt, as an area of great social diversity – one of the 
world’s epicentres of such diversity. The two ought to be ideally suited to one another. 
One might therefore imagine a flourishing future for anthropology in Indonesia. 
However, I must confess to certain theoretical – as well as methodological – 
reservations about this possibility and its actualization.   
 
In my view, there exists a creative tension within the discipline of anthropology.  This is 
a tension that has existed in anthropology from its foundations and has propelled the 
discipline forward.  Ideally this is not so much a ‘tension’ as a complementarity. But it 
is one that can develop an imbalance and such an imbalance can frustrate attempts to 
create a thriving and productive anthropological discipline.  It is useful therefore to 
recognize this complementarity and consider how it is being worked out in relation to 
the anthropology of Indonesia.  Although this is too large a task to confront in one short 
paper, it is worth considering – if only in a partial fashion. 
 
Most textbooks focus on the differences between social anthropology and cultural 
anthropology, but this is not the tension to which I am alluding. Indeed in recent 
decades, the differences in emphasis that supposedly distinguish social from cultural 
anthropology have become muted and are, in practice, far less pronounced than was 
previously the case.  
 
The complementarity that I want to discuss is one that takes on various forms.  As a 
short-hand, let me describe it as the complementarity between the ‘ethnographer’ and 
the ‘comparativist’.  Interestingly, this is roughly the distinction that the Professor at 
Oxford, Sir Evans Evans-Pritchard, would talk about when I was a graduate student. He 
insisted that anthropologists were either ‘cats’ or ‘dogs’.  ‘Dogs’ were gifted at doing 
ethnography; they were able to involve themselves in a culture, understand it and would 
work assiduously at describing it. ‘Cats’, on the other hand, read widely, searched for 
patterns and theorized about the world. 
 
Rather than using the metaphor of ‘cats and dogs’, I would prefer to talk about the 
contrast between ethnographers and comparativists. And rather than drawing a sharp 
dichotomy, which is always a dangerous thing to do, I would prefer to see these 
differences as a tendency within most anthropologists. 
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Evans-Prichard would describe doing ethnography metaphorically like the work of a 
craftsman who seeks out and highlights ‘the grain of the wood’.  Each tree has its own 
distinctive grain – mahogany is different from ebony, teak is different from rosewood. 
So, too, each culture – each social formation – has its own distinctive configuration. It is 
this ‘pattern’ that has to be recognized, distinguished and even enhanced for others to 
appreciate.2  That is the task of a good ethnographer.    
 
To describe one culture after another in the same way, by the same format, may not  be 
good ethnography but it could well make comparative sense.  To carry out any form of 
comparison, one needs some standard measure – some kind of set, and therefore 
selective, framework.  Comparison thus works on a different focused modality. 
 
Drawing on the distinction between phonemics and phonetics in linguistics, a similar 
contrast has been made in American anthropology. ‘Emic’ descriptions attempt to 
capture culturally-recognized distinctions whereas ‘etic’ descriptions encode cultural 
information according to set forms.   
 
In my view, these two approaches – ‘emic’ versus ‘etic’ or ‘grain of the wood’ versus 
comparativist description – are complementary and necessary.  No ethnographer writes 
an ethnography de novo without reference to other ethnographies or to some 
comparative ideas. Often these comparative reference points are implicit, and possibly 
even unrecognized, but they invariably exist.   Often good ethnographers gain more 
from reading other ethnographies than they do from formal comparative disquisitions.  
A good ethnography can readily spawn other attempts to do similar work. 
 
The problem is that not all ethnography is good ethnography; much of it is shallow, ill-
focused and inaccurate.  Here I also follow Evans-Pritchard.  Good ethnography is clear, 
well-formulated and by capturing ‘the grain of the wood’, it presents a view that is 
framed in terms of the conceptions and categories of the community that is being 
studied. Equally important, however, it offers sufficient local information – ideally a 
wealth of locally relevant information – about the community that is being studied to be 
able to formulate alternate interpretations and to use what is presented to gain further 
insights that perhaps the original ethnographer may not have highlighted or even 
recognized.  By this standard, a good ethnography is available for the future and others 
can read it and reinterpret it.3 
 
Good ethnography can and should also prompt the continuous revision of comparative 
analysis.  A well-presented ethnography can offer the ‘contrary case’ to over-
generalized assertions but it can also suggest refinements to comparative formulations. 

                                                 
2 Another way of speaking about ethnography would be to adopt the metaphor from Clifford Geertz and 
refer to the ethnographic task as ‘thick description’.  The problem I see with this metaphor is that ‘thick 
description’ could possibly degenerate in the accumulation of information without any sense or 
sensitivity. 
3 I might add to this description of what constitutes good ethnography my view that where possible, a 
good ethnography should provide an historical context for its analysis. In my view, history and 
ethnography complement each other. 
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But by the same token, much of anthropology’s comparative efforts have been equally 
problematic, naively programmatic and, at times, simply wrong.   
 
Franz Boas regarded Morgan’s social evolutionary theorizing as misguided. Malinowski 
railed against River’s ‘kinship algebra’. Murdock’s Human Relations Area Files 
approach to comparison still continues to be cited but most anthropologists are 
suspicious of the accuracy of its data and, more importantly, are wary of the categories 
in which this data is encoded.  Closer to home, F.A.E van Wouden’s comparative 
theorizing about eastern Indonesia has been shown, repeatedly, to be ethnographically 
inaccurate and inappropriate.  In fact, in my view, most of the elements of the 
anthropologist’s toolkit – 
the kind of categories of analysis one finds in 1st year textbooks – are flawed and 
outdated and definitely in need of ‘retooling’. 
 
So where does this leave us? And how does this relate to Indonesia? And, even more 
appropriately for this presentation, how does this relate to the study of social diversity? 
 

The State of Ethnography in Indonesia 
 
Let me make my view clear from the outset and then elaborate upon it. Simply stated, I 
consider that over the past fifty years, there has been an extraordinary flowering of good 
Indonesian ethnography. Few areas of the world have seen such a diverse outpouring of 
high quality ethnographic writing.  Clifford Geertz’s The Religion of Java, published in 
1960, can perhaps be said to mark the beginning of this phase in ethnographic writing 
on Indonesia that has continued, without let-up, to the present.4  
 
Every region of Indonesia, certainly every large island – and numerous small islands – 
has been the subject of considerable ethnographic attention. More than this, there have 
been a host of excellent ethnographic studies of specific social formations – millenarian 
sects, aliran groups, performance troupes, religious schools, temple complexes, 
maritime villages, farming communities and urban neighbourhoods.  The list could be 
expanded and each year grows longer. 
 
Areas of Indonesia that during the colonial period had relatively little ethnographic 
coverage have now been blessed with an impressive array of excellent studies. Excellent 
ethnographic research has also been done on Sulawesi, Kalimantan, Sumatra and above 
all, Java and Bali.  Clifford Geertz, once remarked that when he was beginning his study 
of Indonesia, eastern Indonesia was an anthropological “blackhole”.   Today there are 
many high quality ethnographies on this large region. The social diversity of Sumba, 
Flores, Timor and many of the islands of northern Maluku has emerged from this 
“blackhole” but there are still areas of eastern Indonesia that are need to be studied for 
the first time. 
 

                                                 
4 I cite Geertz’s The Religion of Java as a good ethnography not because I agree with its organizing 
premises, which I don’t, nor with its almost total lack of an historical understanding of social formations 
in  East Java, nor with its simplistic view of Islam but in spite of all this, I find its rich description of the 
Kediri region in the 1950s both revealing and reinterpretable. It was (and is) of invaluable use in my 
research in neighbouring Jombang. 
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Indonesia’s social diversity and its openness to social enquiry have produced this 
result.5 It is also a product of a late 20th century academic arrangement, namely, that to 
obtain an advanced degree in anthropology, it is essential to write a dissertation and that 
dissertation most often takes the form of an ethnography.  Universities through the 
world, including the leading universities in Indonesia, have been primarily responsible 
for this push to do ethnography.  Generally, but not always, when one has written an 
ethnography, the compulsion is to publish. 
 
Recognizing this situation is also to recognize its implications. A great deal of the best 
ethnography is difficult to access – both in Indonesia and outside – and for different 
reasons. In Indonesia, there exists a plethora of skripsi – not all of them brilliantly 
conceived, but nevertheless many of great value.  Thus, for example, I personally have a 
high regard for a 551 page Sarjana thesis submitted to the Fakultas Sastra, Udayana 
University, entitled Masyarakat Rote dan Pohon Lontar.  This ethnography was written 
by someone I have never met, I Made Arsana Yasa, who did his fieldwork in the 
village, Lai Lete, Boni in the domain of Dengka, on Rote. As an ethnographer, he chose 
his field site well because Lai Lete is considered to be the Rotenese community that has 
most assiduously maintained its traditional rituals.  Had not Professor I Gusti Ngurah 
Bagus alerted me to this thesis, I would never have known of its existence.6 
 
There are other problems of access to the ethnographies of Indonesia. Some fine 
ethnographies are little known and difficult to find in most libraries. Take, for example, 
Kenneth Sillander’s Acting Authoritatively: How Authority is Expressed through Social 
Action among the Bentian of Indonesian Borneo. A limited number of copies of this 
doctoral dissertation was published by the Swedish School of Social Sciences of the 
University of Helsinki in 2004, so that this work is hardly known at all.  
 
Generally ethnographic monographs are only published in print-runs of 300 to 500 
volumes and often such monographs are either sold out within a few years of 
publication or remaindered.  As a result, there are many excellent studies that are now 
out-of-print and unlikely to be reprinted.  Raharjo Suwandi’s remarkable study of a 
millenarian movement in Blitar, A Quest for Justice, published by KITLV, is out-of-
print – just when it is particularly needed to accompany the two films made about this 
movement: In the Play of Life and Consulting Mbah Wali.7  The same is true of Douglas 
Lewis’ ethnography of Tana Ai, People of the Source that is particularly useful as 
background to his film, The Celebration of Origins. 
 
Many of these problems will, I hope, be problems of the past because of rapid changes 
in digitalization and electronic communication. I believe that the future of publication is 

                                                 
5 If I were to credit one person who contributed enormously to this result, I would invoke the name of 
Professor Koentjaraningrat who taught and encouraged hundreds of students – not just in Indonesia but 
from around the world – persons like myself who called upon him for support and looked to him to 
uphold the value of anthropological research in official circles. 
6 What is needed is a digitalization project that would copy the best quality ethnographic skripsi in 
Indonesian universities and make them internationally available on the internet. 
7 Libraries generally buy a single copy when a book is published but if this is lost or damaged, 
generations of students suffer as a consequence. For example, the library copy of Raharjo Suwandi’s book 
is missing from the Menzies Library at the ANU and Amri Widodo, who uses Raharjo’s films in his 
courses, has frequently to borrow my copy of Raharjo’s work for reference. 
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E-publication. Quite a number of Academic presses are switching to digital production 
of books. This includes the ANU that has established its own E-Press.8  One volume 
published just over two years ago provides a good example of the potential popularity of 
good ethnographic monographs on Indonesia.  This is Muhaimin’s The Islamic 
Traditions of Ceribon, which since its publication has been either the 2nd or 3rd most 
downloaded volume produced by the ANU E-Press.9  Last year, it had just under 20,000 
complete downloads and over 20,000 partial downloads. Thus at present, it is receiving 
more attention through cyberspace than Geertz’s The Religion of Java. 
 
Accept for the moment my argument that ethnographic writing on Indonesia has 
flourished for the past fifty years and continues to flourish and that somehow in the 
future the present problems of access to the full range of this ethnographic 
documentation will be overcome, what then?  I have earlier argued that the complement 
to the ethnography is comparative analysis. Where then is there any comparative 
analysis?  Does diversity of Indonesia’s ethnography with its varying underlying 
directions and inspiration militate against comparative efforts – rather than, as might be 
imagined, supporting it? 
 

The Comparative Perspective: Some Examples 

 
Perhaps the last, and possibly the only, comparative framework to attempt to embrace 
the whole of the Indonesian archipelago was the adat-recht school that divided 
Indonesia into different adat circles.  This form of comparison was more practical – for 
colonial administration – than it was theoretical; it was based on a number of dubious 
assumptions about social life; and, all but disappeared as a way of considering 
Indonesia’s social diversity. 
 
Other recent approaches at comparison have focused on economic change and/or 
environmental change – on rice agriculture in the course of the green revolution or on 
the transformation in cropping systems in a market economy, or on the changes for 
forest or maritime communities in different parts of Indonesia. Similarly there has been 
some good comparative research on changing beliefs – developments within Islam, 
Christianity and in Hinduism in Bali and parts of East Java.  Zamakhsyari Dhofier’s 
book, Tradisi Pesantren, first published in 1982 and repeatedly republished, has created 
a lively subfield of studies that has looked at a great variety of pesantren.10 Although 
valuable, such studies have, by their very nature, focused strategically on clearly 

                                                 
8 Several years ago I was involved in establishing the ANU E-Press and continue to serve as the Chair of 
the Board of the Press. I am also on the Editorial Board of the both the Comparative Austronesian and the 
Islam in Southeast Asia series for the Press. The Press produces approximately 50 books a year and 
makes these volumes available free for download, but the Press also provides print-on-demand copies of 
its publications at a reasonable cost for those who would prefer to have hard-copies.  Last year, the total 
output of books produced by the ANU E-Press had over 2.25 million ‘complete-downloads’. For the 
website, go to  http://epress.anu.edu.au/ 
9 This monograph also exists in Indonesian translation as Islam dalam bingkai Budaya Lokal:Portret dari 
Ceribon. P.T. Logos Wacana Ilmu, 2001.  It is based on Muhaimin’s ANU PhD thesis in Anthropology 
which was submitted in 1995. 
10 Zamakhsyari Dhofier’s book is based on his ANU PhD thesis in Anthropology, The 
Pesantren Tradition: A Study of the Role of the Kyai in the Maintenance of the Traditional 
Ideology of Islam in Java, submitted in 1980. 
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delimited comparative problems. This may well be the more sensible and sophisticated 
way of approaching complex social diversity. 
 
By contrast, several years ago, I attempted to focus on a comparative framework that 
went well beyond Indonesia and in fact considered Indonesia as just part of a wider field 
of comparison. In the 1980s, at the ANU, we launched the Comparative Austronesian 
Project to consider the whole of the Austronesian-speaking world from Madagascar to 
Hawaii and from Taiwan to Timor. 
 
That comparative effort with its inherent linguistic focus was intended to overcome 
some of the barriers to comparison that have divided the Austronesian-speaking world 
in the course of its colonial history. Endeavoring to bring, for example, the Sakalava of 
Madagascar into view alongside the Cham of Vietnam, or the Paiwan of Taiwan, 
together with a majority of the populations of the Philippines, Indonesia and most of the 
Pacific made the project an ambitious undertaking. Yet this scope was an essential 
requirement of this theoretical framework. At a lesser scale, the project attempted to 
overcome the separation of research interests that tends to divide specialists on 
Kalimantan from those working on Java or eastern Indonesia.  
 
The project has so far produced six volumes in the Comparative Austronesian series – 
all available for download from the ANU E-Press – plus a number of other related 
volumes and its work is continuing. The project is going into what might be called its 
second phase, which calls for a revision of what we thought we knew when the project 
began.  The comparative linguistic model of the Austronesian language family– and the 
archaeological models that drew upon this linguistic model for sequential spread of 
early Austronesian populations – now appear too simplified and too straightforward. 
Although it is impossible to see precisely where this new research is tending, it is 
evident that the picture, particularly of Indonesia, is far more complex than one that can 
be explained simply by a progressive Austronesian expansion. The evidence would 
suggest 1) more than one founder migration from southern Taiwan, 2) multiple 
contributions from different sources to what were previously regarded as the 
fundamental elements of an Austronesian subsistence base,  3) wide-spread deep 
borrowing from other language-families – Austro-Asiatic (as is evident from the Cham 
through to the Acehnese) and from various Papuan language phyla (as is evident in 
much of eastern Indonesia) – 4) more complex migration patterns and 5) more profound 
and influential interaction among Austronesian-speaking populations, merging and 
separating from one another.  While the impetus for this comparative Austronesian 
research remains, the evidence – linguistic, archaeological and ethnographic – has 
prompted a significant revision of previous understandings.  In turn, the revision to this 
comparative understanding calls for new evidence – more fine-grained investigations 
than were previously considered necessary – in future ethnographic research.   
 

The Changing Nature of Social Diversity 

 
If, as I have argued, the push toward the ethnographic documentation of Indonesia 
began some fifty years ago, then certainly some of the early ethnographies can be said 
to have documented what has already changed in Indonesia– and possibly changed quite 
considerably. The situation in East Java, particularly in Pare, has changed dramatically 
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from that of the 1950s that Geertz describes in The Religion of Java. Similarly the 
situation as of the mid-1960s that I describe for Rote and Savu in Harvest of the Palm 
has also changed but perhaps not so dramatically. The difference between these two 
accounts is that my study offers an historical account of changes that have been 
occurring in the Timor area since the 17th century; hence it is an account predicated on 
the continuing possibilities of change. 
 
An ethnography has both a timeless dimension in documenting human diversity and a 
time-bound dimension in that it describes specific forms of diversity that continue to 
change.  This historical dimension is critical to the assessment of an ethnography. Few 
anthropologists today rely on the early conventions of a supposed “ethnographic 
present”. 
 
If modern ethnography is necessarily attuned to historic change, we must ask just how 
this has affected and continues to affect the writing of  the ethnography of Indonesia 
where a great deal of social change has occurred. 
 
Certainly some fifty years ago, Indonesia was represented as consisting of a great 
collection of distinct ethnic groups. There were Balinese and Batak, Dayak and Bugis, 
Javanese and Sundanese, Madurese and Minangkabau. There were also Rotenese, 
Timorese, Sumbanese and so on. This might be called the “Taman-Mini View of 
Indonesia”. For the more discriminating, Batak might be distinguished as Toba or 
Mandailing. Differences between east and central Java may have been noted as indeed 
differences among Dayak groups and among the various populations of Sumba (Kodi, 
Ana Kalang, or Kamberaas) or Flores (Manggarai, Ngadha, Sikka or Larantuka).   
 
For several decades, there were two tendencies among anthropologists, particularly 
foreign anthropologists, in choosing areas for field research. The first was a tendency to 
gather in the court centres of Java – Solo and Yogyakarta – or Bali (Karangasem, 
Gianyar and Badung). The other tendency was to gravitate to an area that had not yet 
been well-studied.  A host of particular peoples on Sumba and Flores, Kalimantan and 
Sulawesi became the focus of an array of excellent studies.  This was for the time a 
sensible strategy. So little was known about so many areas of Indonesia that this 
strategy produced a veritable revelation.  But it was also a flawed strategy.  
 
This whole process was aligned to social formations that were, to a greater or lesser 
extent, the creation of a colonial past – policies of political and social demarcation – that 
limited mobility and attempted to create discrete ethnic (and supposedly homogenous) 
entities.  In the latter phase of the colonial era, a majority of the population of the 
Netherlands Indies lived within a narrow radius of where they were born. Many 
individual rarely left their village of birth.  The impression that was perpetrated was that 
most ethno-linguistic groupings, with a few exceptions, were the product of a long, 
unchanging past.  
 
Evidence to the contrary has emerged repeatedly and clearly in almost all ethnographic 
research.  To begin with, virtually everywhere in Indonesia, the languages identified as 
particular units consist of a variety of dialects – often a chain of dialects whose 
extremes may not be intelligible to one another. The island of Rote where I did my first 
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research is such a case. Although a small island, it consists of a dialect chain stretching 
from east to west where a further bifurcation of dialects occurs.  Rotenese at distant 
points in this chain find understanding each other difficult; and at its two ends, mutual 
intelligibility ends.11  Although Rote has more than one language, it is a judgment call 
to decide how to divide up this complex situation: whether there are two or more 
‘Rotenese’ languages. 
 
Closer to home, one might point to the variety of dialects of Malay from Malaysia to 
eastern Indonesia. Jakarté is quite different from any of the dialects of Malayu spoken in 
Malaysia, but equally so from the dialect of Malay, known as Bahasa Kupang, that has 
been established there since 1650. 
 
Similarly, frequently over the past decades, as anthropologists have set out to study a 
particular area, they have discovered that what had previously been represented as a 
single group consisted in fact of a variety of distinct communities.  The anthropological 
map of Flores or Kalimantan has changed considerably from that conceived of by the 
Dutch at the end of the colonial period – or is certainly quite different from that 
portrayed in Taman Mini. 
 
One of the findings of the Comparative Austronesian Project was that it was impossible 
to understand the history of the Austronesians if one relied exclusively on a tree-
structure model (deriving languages B and C from A, then D and E from B and F and G 
from C). The effects of the enfolding and mingling of dialects one upon the another, the 
influence of differing neighbouring languages on each other and the complex migration 
of separate speech communities among islands – large and small -- are still evident in 
Indonesian languages.  This process may have temporarily slowed as a result of 
Company and Colonial control of trade and the movement of populations but it could 
never be entirely stopped.   
 
From time to time, during the Company and Colonial periods, populations were either 
forcibly moved or removed from one island to another. The island of Banda, where the 
native population was expelled in the 17th century and new settlers were introduced is a 
classic case that created a Malay-speaking enclave in the middle of the Arafura Sea.12 
Similarly, in the 19th century, Rotenese were moved to the area surrounding Kupang to 
form a bulwark against hostile Timorese. And during the late colonial period, 
transmigration (mainly of Javanese and Sundanese) to Sumatra re-instituted a mobility 
that could be considered one of the defining features of Austronesian-speaking 
populations whose open pathways have been primarily by way of the sea. 

                                                 
11 Interestingly the first paper by a Rotenese written in 1884 on the Rotenese language and published in 
the Bijdragen in 1891 emphasizes not the unity of Rotenese language and culture but its diversity. See M. 
D. Manafe. “Akan Bahasa Rotti”  in Kern ‘Proeve Eener Beknopte Spraakkunst van Het Rottineesch’ 
(Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde van Nederlandsch-Indië, Vol 28:633-648). The Rotenese 
began establishing a system of Malay language schools on the island in the early part of the 18th century 
and as a consequence had formed an educated elite in the Timor area by the end of the 19th century. 
Without an understanding of the history of Rote, it would be difficult to write a proper ethnography of the 
island. 
12 Banda has recently been studied by Philip Winn of the ANU. His ANU PhD thesis submitted in 2002, 
Banda: The Blessed Land: Local Identification and Morality in a Maluku Muslim Community has yet to 
be published.. 
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‘Back to the Future’ 

Indonesia has once more opened itself to inter-island mobility. This is now a prime 
ethnographic fact. Inter-island and intra-island mobility is rearranging the ethnographic 
map and creating communities of a kind that did not exist – nor were even imagined – 
some fifty years ago.  There are now more Rotenese living outside the island of Rote 
than on the island and the Rotenese beyond the island’s shore are engaged in a great 
variety of activities, few of which depend on the lontar palm. Similarly, already by the 
time of the 1995 census, the largest ‘ethnic group’ outside of Java – in the so-called 
outer islands – was in fact the ‘Javanese’, but these ‘Javanese’ of Sumatra and 
Kalimantan are no longer tied, nor even aware, of the traditions of the areas of Java 
from which they have come. They are neither homogenous nor exclusive in their 
relations.  One could write an entire series of ethnographies of Javanese outside of Java.  
In fact, given the nature of these and other communities – Minangkabau, Bugis, 
Butonese, Madurese – a single ethnographic site would be inappropriate to good 
ethnography. 
 
In addition to the recognition of previous existing diversity, the varieties of new 
communities in Indonesia call for a new forms of ethnography.  Creating this new 
ethnography is the task of the current generation whose work has begun. Here I would 
point to a number of ethnographic studies that do not fit previous conventional modes. 
Yunita Winarto’s Seeds of Knowledge is a path-breaking study of a number of field 
schools (sekolah lapangan) established in West Java to teach farmers the basics of 
integrated pest management. The study examines in detail what was learned in these 
schools, how this learning was transmitted and how new ideas interacted with and 
deeply influenced local knowledge. Another study I would note is the exceptional 
ethnography by I Gde Pitana, In Search of Difference: Origin Groups, Status and 
Identity in Contemporary Bali that looks emergence of key warga groups among the 
majority Pasek community on the island and their religious efforts and aspirations.  This 
is a study that goes beyond the popular stereotypes of communal Bali to examine 
sources of radical change and potential conflict. Yet another study I would single out for 
attention is Arif Zamhari’s Rituals of Islamic Spirituality: A Study of Majlis Dhikr 
Groups in East Java. This ethnography investigates several prominent religious 
associative groups organized by charismatic kyai in East Java that are growing in 
popularity and importance.  Although their practices are based on Sufi teachings, these 
groups can not be considered as tarekat, yet they offer an Islamic spiritually that 
resembles that of formal tarekat. The very fact that it is difficult to classify these groups 
in terms of existing terminology is indicative of significance of this ethnography’s focus 
on a significant religious development in contemporary Indonesia. 
 
Even some seemingly conventional ethnographies may not follow conventional formats.  
Recently Lintje Pellu has completed a study of the domain of Landu on Rote. This 
would seem an invaluable comparison given most of my research has concentrated on 
another domain, that of Termanu in central Rote. Landu’s history, however, precludes 
simple direct comparison because in 1756 the population of Landu, like that of Banda a 
century earlier, was expelled from their domain by the Dutch East India Company and 
hundreds were sold into slavery.  Thus Pellu’s ethnography, A Domain United, A 
Domain Divided, is the study of the re-creation of a socio-political community, the 
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cultural accommodations that this has required and the divisions that persist to the 
present. 
 
One could argue from this evidence that a new generation of ethnographers are 
responding in their writings to the social change that is occurring in Indonesia. Yet it is 
also the case that various areas of Indonesia still remain relatively understudied, as for 
example, the many small islands in the southern reaches of Maluku and the numerous 
different social groups in Irian/West Papua. There is also a need to study more of 
Indonesia’s new hybrid communities as well as its new religious formations.  In short, 
there is much good ethnography waiting to be done. 
 
Let me end by making a few simple observations. There are many more facilities for 
documentation available to an ethnographer than were the case when I did my first 
fieldwork.  I managed to take into the field a bulky Uher spool to spool tape recorder to 
Rote. When I arrived on the island, no one had ever seen a machine of this sort and 
called it a penangkap suara, a ‘voice-catcher’.  But I only had a limited number of tapes 
and good quality batteries were difficult to obtain in 1965. Hence I was forced to use 
my voice-catcher sparingly for important ritual recitations. During later fieldwork, I was 
able to use a handy cassette tape-recorder. Now, however, there are even smaller and 
more versatile digital voice recorders, plus hand-held digital video recorders, all of 
which allow rapid transfer of data to the computer.  Recording and filming can now be 
done on a daily basis and analysis can begin as soon as materials are transferred to the 
computer through a whole range of useful field-oriented software programs. 
 
However, all of these facilities for documentation and analysis can be a distraction, if 
intensive fieldwork is not done, as in the past, to achieve empathetic understanding of a 
particular community, if its history is not probed, and if its demography and modes of 
livelihood are not examined carefully. 
  
Intensive engagement still lies at the heart of what an ethnographer does. Good 
ethnography requires close and extended engagement and in the present-day, this can be 
an engagement that continues over years, decades and indeed a life-time. To be an 
ethnographer calls for a life-time’s commitment to keep abreast of the changing social 
landscape of Indonesia. 
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