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THE ECOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF ANCESTRAL
RELIGION AND RECIPROCAL EXCHANGE IN A
SACRED FOREST IN KARENDI (SUMBA, INDONESIA)

Cynthia T. Fowler

Abstract

This article tells the story of the sacred place named Mata Loko (*Rivey’s Source™)
m Karendi on the western end of the shnd of Sumba. This cthnographic case of
an eastern Indonesian society where the traditonal religion of Maapu persists sheds
ight on questons of how local belief svstems are part of environmental adapra-
tons. The use of sacred resources 1s reswicted by the belief that wmarapu, the ances-
tors. are guardians of the forest and s enforced by supernatural sanctions. The
ccological and religious processes that are described in dus artcle illustrate that
interactions between indigenous and world religions impact local culural ceologies.
In experimenting with their indigenous veligion, Karendi people are simultaneously
experimenting with traditonal resource management. The Mata Loko case illus-
trates that the ritwal management of scarce resources such as water and culur-
ally/storically valuable resources such as bamboo is a form of consernvation plamning.
Together cultaral history, veeiprocal exchange, and ancestral religion provide a
framework for protecting valuable natural resources.

hevweords: Sumba, local ecology, resource management, reciprocal exchange, ances-
tral vehgion

Introduction: Indigenous religion and environmental management

The term “Karendi™ refers to a complex collection of social and
ecological entities. Karend is the name of an indigenous social group,
their language, and their homelands. The domam of Karendi is
located within the administrative village of Waiholo in the district
of Kodi, West Sumba. Waiholo encompasses the twelve hamlets of
Karendi and approximately fifty other hamiets. It 1s located approx-
imately 15 km inland from the coast of the Indian Ocean in the
Balaghar region of Kodi. The Karendi landscape is a mosaic of
forested hills and valleys mterspersed with hamlets, gardens, orchards,
grasslands. and water sources. Karendi is the most interior region
m the village of Watholo. In 1997 the population of Waiholo was
3,133 people.

In Karendi, rcligion often mediates ccological strategies. 'The rela-
tionship between religion and ccology on Sumba 1s complex because
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Map 1: The Island of Sumba. Adapted from Rudyanto. 1996. Sumba.
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there are multipic, overlapping religions and environmental para-
digms. In Karendi. Adarapu (the name of the indigenous religion and
a word that Titerallv translates as “Ancestors™), Protestantsm, Catho-
hcism, and Jehovah's Witness form dynamic syncretsms that greatly
mmpact the wavs that people mteract with their environment. This
article examines the ecological implications of rcligious experimen-
tation with a particular focus on changing conceptualisations and
manipulations of elements of nature that are sacred. Sacred resources
are distinguishable from mundanc, non-sacred ccological goods and
services by the complex set of meanings and regulations surround-
g them. Cultural history and reciprocal exchange lend value to
sacred resources m Karendi. In the discussion that follows, I describe
the ways that Karendi people talk about and handle sacred resources
m relation to the goals of conservaton biology.

The main source of data for this arucie is the behaviour of Karendi
people m thew interactions with natural resources, their descriptions
and explanations of this behaviour, and myv inferences from the basic
data. 1 gathered this data during 1997 and 1998 when 1 resided in
the wvillage of Watholo. In addition o deseribing the heliefs and
hehaviors of Karendi people. T also drave upon relevant data from
other hamiects in Waiholo and in several surrounding Kodi villages
ncluding Bukambero, Kori, and Manganipi. The cross-referencing
to other parts of Kodi and other aspects of culture allows me o sit-
uate the machmatons of the sacred within larger social and eco-
logical contexts.

A sacred joresi

NMata Loko is the most sacred place m the Karendi community. It

15 one of the many sacred places 11n kodr whose storv iy used by

oo qustify thewr right wo e whiere ey de. o culu-

arend: neo

o thetr forest. This dis-

vate thenr ficlds. and to harvest products
cussion of Naw Loko i constructea the paths that Karends
people guidea me down and the stories thev narrated to illustrate
the magnitude of the ancestors’ power. At the centre of this story
are aspects of MNata Loko that Karendi people highlight as being
refigioushy significant. Ny version of Maw Loko’s storv demonstrates
that Marapu contams senuments that encourage conservationist ethics.
In a communiy where the majority of the people adhere o an
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mdigenous religion, some especially significant natural resources are
protected from harm. Mata Loko’s story illustrates that in some cases
traditional religion supports the goals of conservation biology.

This case study does not prove in quantitative terms that religious
mstitutions in Kodi have the effect of biodiversity conservation.
Instead, it is a presentation of qualitative data to describe the mean-
ing and implications of the notion of “sacred” in Kodi as it relates
to natural resources. I do not claim that Kodi people are indige-
nous conservationists; that is not the argument that I am making.
Rather, the basic question that I address is: What rules govern behav-
ior towards sacred resources? I do not attempt to answer the ques-
tions: To what degree do Karendi follow the rules? Or, How does
the designation “sacred” affect the biological and ecological charac-
teristics of particular resources? These are valuable questions that I
would like answer by conductung further research. But, this article
does not attempt to argue that “sacred” natural resources are pre-
served to a greater degree than non-sacred ones.

It 1s clear from the information presented below that Marapu, the
traditonal religion of Kodi, contains conservation ethics and that
these ethics relate to cultural history and socioeconomic institutions.
After introducing the reader to Mata Loko, 1 discuss the significance
of cultural history in relation to the value of sacred objects and
processes. Following the section on history, I describe the significance
of reciprocal exchange in relation to social and ecological relation-
ships. The purpose of these discussions is to demonstrate that together
cultural history, reciprocal exchange, and ancestral religion provide
a framework for protecting valuable natural resources.

The fusion of Marapu and Christianity

In Kodi, innovative beliefs and practices have emerged from the
fusion of world religions and Marapu. In the early 1980s, 80% of
the population of Kodi was sull registered as a member of Marapu,
the indigenous ancestral religion (Hoskins 1993). Kodi people face
a variety of social, cultural, pohucal, and economic pressures to con-
vert to a world religton. Most have chosen to convert either to
Protestantism or Catholicism. Many of those who have converted to
Protestanuism or Catholicism have publicly disavowed customary laws
regulating sacred resources. They claim that they no longer believe




IMPLICATIONS OF RELIGION IN A FOREST IN KARENDI 307

n the ancestors who mhabit the forests and govern sacred resources.
People who have converted learn that the Kodi ancestors are not
only mrelevant but malevolent. They learn 10 refer o the ancestors
as “Devils” (Setan) rather than by the traditonal titles “Dead People”
(Toyo Mati | and “Ancestors” (AMaapu). They learn that the ancestors
cannot ¢nforce customary law, so the converts need no longer adhere,
for example, to customary taboos that regulate natural resource man-
agement. Christian converts declare that they are exempt from tra-
ditional religious and behavioural regulations which include seasonal
prohibitions on harvesting trees, digging tubers, hunting wild game,
and collecing medicines from sacred forests.

Tensions and contradictions between Christanity and Marapu lead
both to defiance of and anxiety about customary emvironmental codes.
In the context of the transitions to Christianity—or back and forth
between Marapu and Christianity—the violation of indigenous poli-
cies 1s materially significant. A new set of environmental rules may
be forming in which the same mcentives to follow the rules—the
threat of natural disasters brought forth by the ancestors—are no
longer effecuve because Christanity teaches that God, not the ances-
tors, controls the local ecology.

In the daily hves of Kodi people-—whether or not they have
declared themr conversion to a world religiton—-Christanity and Marapu
overlap. For example, many people who proclaim themsclves to be
Catholic sull participate i Marapu rituals and stll openly honour
their ancestors. Sceveral men m Watholo are simultancously leaders
m thew Protestant or Catholie house of worship as well as officiants
of Marapu rituals. Protestant-Marapu and Catholic-Marapu svn-
cretisms 1 Kodi are consequential to contemporary interpreta-
tions of the idea of “sacred™ and 1ts implications for environmental
management.

The ancestors and ihe sacred

While T was conductng cthmographic research on cultural ccology.
Kodi people constantly reminded me that the ancestors participate
in natural resource management. This belief in the role of the ances-
tors influences the ways that Kodi manage their gardens, orchards,
grasslands, and forests. The ancestors influence ecological processes
including mteractons between people, fauna, and flora. Theyv also
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govern hydrological processes involving rainfall, freshwater springs,
rivers, and oceans. Marapu elders continually warn their congrega-
vons that if the ancestors are unhappy, natural disasters will occur,
resources will be scarce, people will suffer famine, disease, and death.
The presence of such misfortunes signifies that the ancestors are
angry. Further misfortune will follow unless people can appease the
ancestors with the proper ritual payments. Marapu followers per-
form rituals to please the ancestors, to ask for favours, to prevent
them {rom becoming angry, or to quieten their anger. A variety of
resource management activities are associated with ritual actvities.
But, all resources are not equal; rituals are more or less elaborate,
more or less necessary depending on the particular resource. In Kodi,
the resources that are most closely associated with ritual performances
are those resources that are considered to be “sacred.”

The men, women and children of Kodi who taught me what
“sacred” means in their society and environment have inherited many
sacred resources from their ancestors. Kodi people took every oppor-
tunity to tell me about the sacred artefacts in their attics, the sacred
places 1n their homelands, and the sacred plants in their forests that
evidenced the glory of their forbears. They generously allowed me
to sleep in their homes, eat from the gardens, and work in therr
fields. They stressed their desire that I also respect their ancestors.
They emphasised that they have inhenited ownership rights to their
homes, fields, and forests. They demonstrated proof of ownership by
showing me the places where their ancestors, who originally staked
claim to the territory, lived, fought, farmed, and travelled. In their
view, the sacred places, sacred objects, and sacred plants that mark
the exploits of the ancestors are indisputable proof of their rights to
own the land and its products. Sacred landmarks in the Kodi land-
scape signify a Iink between the living generation and the ancestors.

The Justorical value of the sacred

Sacred value

Sacred processes and objects are often specified with the Kodi term
hari that 1s translated into Bahasa Indonesia, the national language,
in two ways: 1) with the Indonesian term pemali meaning sacred,
taboo or ritually prohibited and/or 2) with the Indonesian term
keramat meaning sacred or holy. Two related Kodi terms that apply
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to sanctified goods and services arc weri (taboo) and bihya (sacred).
Many of the objects and processes that are sacred have been inher-
ied and are associated with events m the life histories of the ances-
tors. Karendi pcople believe that their ancestors protect sacred
resources {rom misusc.

Onc of the most prominent characteristics of natural resources
that are sacred relates to the role of the ancestors in the environ-
ment. Ancestors have the power to control environmental processes
such as rainfall patterns and crop vields. But they are particularly
mterested m those natural resources that are sacred. The ancestors
monitor and direct the wavs that Kodi people use sacred resources.
They place hmits on wildlife harvests by, for instance, restricting pig
hunting scason. They demand pavment for crop harvests by, for
mstance, requiring rital sacrifices before cutung rice. To maintain
the ancestors” favour, people regulate their use of some resources;
for example they avoid killing the pythons that are sacred because
they are the clan totem for many people in Karendi. Throughout
Kodi, people often craft their hehaviour to address the desires and
demands of the ancestors. This mcludes environmental management
but 1s especially relevant to their use of nawral resources that are
sacred.

Tine and Value

Hoskins (1993) argues that ume is the basis of value for ancestral
objects that are such an important part of rital life in Kodi. She
found that m Kodi ancestral items ofien have a temporal value relat-
mg o an mdividual’s biography measured by the quantity of time
invested i producing the wems. The individual whose life history is
used for measuring value mav be one who is currently living or one
who is already dead and thus an “ancestor.” An item that was pro-

duced by or owied by an ancestor frequenty has greater value than
a novel item purchased m a store because it represents longer spans
ol ume.

The value of an exceptionally treasured 1tem is constituted by its
own origin, age, and historv. For example, the value of a water
buffalo or a pig is mecasured by the length of its horns or tusks which
indicates the ammal’s age and represents the investment of a great
deal of ume and energy by the livestock owner. The exchange value
of a head ol livestock 1s equivalent to the sum of the length of its
horns. in the case ol a water buffalo, or tusks, in the case of pigs.
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Livestock 1s the standard currency in exchanges among people in
marriage and funeral rites. Livestock 1s also currency in healing cer-
emonies and agricultural rites where one or more are sacrificed and
offered to the spirits as payment for a favour. Other items that are
commonly used in ritual exchange are horses, dogs, chickens, knives,
cloth, gold, household utensils, and occasionally cash. The value of
these exchange goods relate to time conceptualized as the biogra-
phy of Iiving individuals or of a single generation.

Temporal value is indicated, not only by an individual life history
or a single generation, but also across multiple generations. Mulu-
generational tme 1s embodied in the sacred objects, places, and
processes that are associated with the ancestors. Items that are attached
to the activities of the ancestors represent greater mvestments of time
(multiple generauons rather than a single life span) and therefore
greater value. These include heirloom objects that are stored in the
lofts of houses m ancestral villages such as gold ornaments, ceramic
pots, and weapons. They symbolise the lives and relationships of the
people who once owned them. The most sacred manmade objects
are stored 1 attics and only brought down for ceremomnial purposes
(Hoskins 1993; Keane 1997). Natural resources that are sacred, such
as particular specimens of living lianas, are sheltered m situ and are
used for ceremonial purposes. “Old” items, which are often ntually
exchanged, embody current and historical social relationships.

As previously mentioned, certain aspects of the physical land-
scape embody local history. Scattered throughout the Kodi land-
scape are memorials to legendary figures, events, and places. Histories
of migrations, land allocations, battles, and other significant events
are bound to particular locations. Ancestral spirits and ghosts are
still present in the Jocations of historical events. The places where
the ancestors reside—including particular forest patches, hills, water
holes, caves, trees, and rocks—are natural shrines. Thus, whereas
multi-generational time constitutes value mm “old” exchange items, it
also connotes value in nature.

A fastory of Karendi

Throughout Sumba local people recount great migration epics (Onvlee
1977) describing the movements and activities of their ancestors. Ka-
rendi oral histories are grounded in the landscape. They memorialize

—- - e
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particular places where sigmficant events occurred and that repre-
sent the “footprints™ of their ancestors. Oral historics record the
movements and exploits of these founding ancestors. The locations
that are named in migration tales arc very often sacred places for
the people who live in Karendi today. Often, sacred places are sites
of significant historical events recalling marriage relations, land trans-
lers, battles, deaths, as well as encounters between people, animals,
plants, and spirits. Sacred places are locations in the landscape that
symbolise the historical depth of the presence of Karendi people
within Kodi, legitimising their claims to property rights and politi-
cal power which, throughout Indonesia, are contentious issues.

The ancestors of the people who live in Karendi today migrated
to the region many generations ago [rom domains to the east and
north of Kodi and began inter-marrying with the “Fish People” who
already inhabited the area as well as with other clans living in Kodi.
Many of the current inhabitants of Karendi and the hamlets that
border it came from other parts of Kodi and the neighboring domains
of Bukambero, Wejewa, and Laratama to marry the daughters of
Karendi. Men who marry into Karendi families are usually allotted
property by the landowners of Karendi where they can cultivate gar-
dens and build houses. The transler of property from a man to his
son-in-law mvolves a ritual feast in which the son-in-law’s family pre-
sents a dog and a machete to his wife’s {amily. In return the father-
in-law plants an Indian silk cotton wee (Cerba pentandra) or a hau tree
(Hibiscus tiliaceus) which functions as the land deed. The “promise”
of land is “tied” by placing a stone upright at the base of the tree.
The Indian silk cotton or hau wree that is planted in land transfers
is called Lord of the Land (Adorz Cana). The stone at the tree’s base
symbolhises the ancestors (thereby giving it supcrnatural authority) and
becomes the sacrificial altar for all important hamlet ritals. The
Lord of the Land is a sacred tree and the arca immediately around
it 1s a religious shrine.

The forests of Karend:

Forests and forest products are critically important in the Sumbanese
cconomy. The most important forest products on Sumba include
various types of umber trees especially teak (Teclona grandis) and

mahogany (Swietenia mahogani j; candlenut (Alewnites molluccana); tamarind
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(Tamarindus indica); forest betel (Piper betle); cinnamon (Cinnamomum zey-
lamcum); rattan (Calamus spp.); tarmeric (Curcuma domestica); sugar palm
(Arenga pinnata); and walet birds (Collocalia sp.). Some portion of the
non-timber forest products is consumed on Sumba while another
portion is exported. In Karendi, people harvest many products for
household subsistence plus they sell a diverse array of forest prod-
ucts 1 local markets.

There are several major forest types in West Sumba including
evergreen monsoon vine forests, semi-evergreen vine forests, ever-
green forests, thorn scrub forests, and mangrove forests (Banilodu
and Saka 1993). According to 1997 records from the Indonesian
Ministry of Forestry, West Sumbanese forests include Limited
Production Forest (32.331.41 ha), Continuous Production Forest
(16.847.27 ha), and Protected Forest (39.563.32 ha). 1992 LAND-
SAT images of the whole island of Sumba show that 16% of the
land is forested (11% closed canopy) and 78% is unforested. Of the
unforested area, the LANDSAT images show that 13% is cultivated
land and 67% 1s grassland.

Using the national language Bahasa Indonesia, Kodi people place
forests into two major categories: hulan and belukar. Belukar corre-
sponds to the Kodi term kalimbo kandagu meaning a small, secondary
forest patch where there arc not many trees or big plants. Hutan
corresponds to the Kodi term fandagu bokolo meaning an expansive
forest containing many large trees. Some specific patches of forests
within these two categories are marked as sacred forests (kandagu hari).
There are sets of beliefs about the nature of sacred forests and accom-
panying behavioural codes. Some basic prohibitions for people while
they are m sacred forests—and sacred places in general—are talk-
mg loudly, eliminating waste. loitering, and uttering its ritual name
or discussing its history m a non-ritual context. People avoid enter-
mg lorests alone or at night due to the fear that forest spirits will
cause phvsical or psychological harm: particularly sacred forests where
spirits are especially abundant.

Land tenwre . Sumbanese foresis

There 1s a complex system of land tenure in Karendi forests and
the surrounding fields and villages. Private and communal owner-
ship co-occur within the local community. Concurrently, local own-
ership intersects with ownership by the federal government. While




IMPLICATIONS OF RELIGION IN A FOREST IN KARENDI ]

a portion of Karendi land is locally owned, another portion is owned
by the Indonesian natonal government. Land tenure in Karendi is
not only overlapping and complex, it is also contested.

Since the Indonesian government was founded in 1950, it has
been expropriating many of the traditionally owned forests and grass-
lands in Kodi. The government labels much of the expropriated ter-
ritory as “Protected Forests,” a category that disallows many indigenous
resource management practices including swidden cultivation and the
inheritance of ownership rights. However, the national land tenure
system does grant temporary usufruct rights for land where the for-
est canopy is not yet closed.

Many houscholds in Karendi have at least two or three gardens
where they grow a wide of variety of plants including corn, rice,
millet, taro, vams, squash, beans, peppers, and papaya. A 1997-98
survey of 50 Karendi houscholds revealed that 34 households culti-
valed gardens on government land. A tabulation of tenure in the
gardens culuvated by residents of these 50 households shows that
19% of gardens were on federal land, 64% on family-owned land,
and 5% on land borrowed [rom other local people. In exchange for
temporary usulruct rights, these houscholds are required to plant
cash crops such as candlenut (dlewrites moluccana), cashew (Anacardium
occidentale), coflee (Coffea canephora var. robusta), jack{ruit (Artocarpus inte-
gra), mahogany (Sweitenia mahogant), and teak { Teclona grandis). The cul-
tvators are allowed to utilize any of the trees’ products for green
manure, forage, food. or for sale i the market except for the timber.

Sacred yesources in Mata Loko

Withimn Mata Loko there are clusters and types of sacred resources
whose use iy regulated by customary law. In addivon o heing the
name of a geographical arca within Karendi, Mata Loko is the name
ol a cave, the river that flows out of the cave. and the lowland
forests and grasslands flanking the riverbanks within that arca. Several
of these components of the Mara Loko are sacred 10 Karendi. Mata
Loko Forest is a sacred riverine forest ecosystem surrounding the
headwaters of the Mata Loko River. The Mata Loko River. which
descends southwest out of the wetter hills of Karendi down onto the
dryver coastal plains of Kodi, 1s sacred. Another sacred component
is Mata Loko Cave where, as the local people sav, “the water
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emerges,” or where the river surfaces from the karstic subsurface.
The Rat Stone, at the entrance to Mata Loko Cave, consists of sev-
eral rocks piled up to form an altar and 1s the epicentre of the sacred
site. of Mata Loko. The Rat Stone represents the original ancestor
of Mbuku Mangi, a powerful clan in Karendi whose totem is the
rat. Mata Loko Cave 1s “a gathering place for all spirits” including
the malevolent ones who have “poisonous breath.” Mata Loko Forest,
surrounding the cave and covering the riverbanks is sacred as well.
In addition, several freshwater springs, types of plants, and plant
clusters within Mata Loko Forest are sacred.

Generations of Karend: people have lived and worked on the land
where Mata Loko is located. The spirits and ghosts of past genera-
tions still use Mata Loko as a gathering place and a ritual site.
Karendi people say that the “Ancestors” (Marapu), or “Dead People™
(Toyo Mat), sull inhabit this world. One of the duties of the ances-
tors is to enforce customary laws governing sacred places like Mata
Loko and sacred stories like the histories of Karendi. They move
around the landscape monitoring the activities of their descendants
in both sacred and non-sacred places. The ancestors especially like
to be in sacred places. In other words, sacred places are those areas
where populations of ancestors are especially dense. The ancestors
monitor human activities in sacred places where they enforce behav-
ioural codes governing interactions with sensitive resources and spe-
cial spots. The sanctity of Mata Loko is not unique in Kodi since
numerous places throughout the district are sacred. The ways that
Karendi people manage Mata Loko i1s comparable to the ways that
local people manage other sacred forests mn Kodi.

Stories about Mata Loko are cultural histories that record the
escapades, movements, and lives of previous generations. The sto-
ries about Mata Loko are themselves sacred and can only be recited
n ritual setungs by Marapu elders who “own” the legends. Oral his-
tories of the migratory journey to Karendi provide clan genealogies,
locations of ancient villages, descriptions of the land, and the poetic
names of sacred sites. Oral histories are composed of long strands
of couplets and their narration is formalised. These ritual stories are
narrated at night by a Rato Marapu (“Marapu Elder” or “Marapu
Priest”) and are accompanied by sacrificial rituals during which a
chicken, betel vine leaves, areca nut, rice, and various other sacra-
ments are offered to the ancestors. These sacrificial offerings are
known as wulla mata, literally translated as “eyebrows” or “eyelashes”.
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An eflect of presenting wulla mata is that the ancestors come to the
location of the ceremony to monitor the honesty of the narrator and
to channel the tale through the narrator. In the case of ritual recita-
uons, wulla mata serve as payment for the privilege of recounting cul-
tural histories and the continuing patronage of the ancestors.

‘The management of natural resources within Mata Loko is guided
by a set of prohibitions that apply to all sacred sites in Kodi plus a
set of proscriptions that apply specifically to Mata Loko. Many of
the taboos that regulate the use of natural resources in Mata Loko
are related to Karendi cultural history. Certain plants that are sub-
jects of taboo are mentioned in Karendi oral history as natural
resources that were included in the land granted to the first settlers
of Karendi. For example, the first setders were given bamboo that
they planted on the riverbank just outside of Mata Loko cave. There
15 now a taboo on harvesting from this particular sacred cluster of
bamboo. There are also prohibitions in Mata Loko Forest against
cutung stalks from particular clusters of rattan, digging from certain
patches of wild yams, and collecting mud to use in manufacturing
ceramics from certain wet areas. These resources are sacred because
they were part of the original contract in which the “Fish People”
granted land to Umbu Bobo (Grandfather Python) the first Karendi
settler. Another taboo that applies specifically to Mata Loko is a pro-
hibition against any member of the Mbuku Mangi clan who has
cver eaten rat to enter Mata Loko Cave. The regulations governing
use of sacred resources within Mata Loko are only a subset of a
broader resource management regime in Karendi. Other rules and
customs apply to the management of places and resources that are
not sacred.

The vole of reciprocal exchange i social relations and natural resource
managemen!

Reciprocity, Sacred Resources, and Environmental Management

On Sumba, reciprocity is a social institution that structures political,
economic, and cultural relationships. In an analysis of value in the
Sumbanese district of Anakalang, Keane (1997) suggests that recip-
rocal exchange is responsible for transforming mundane objects such
as metal coins, cloth and pigs into ritually significant items. 1 tend,



316 CYNTHIA T. FOWLER

rather, to agree with the order of causality provided by Keane’s
Anakalangese informants: the conceptual conversion of an object’s
status is prior to its use in reciprocal exchange. There is a major
difference between Keane’s research and mine that might account
for our different views on the flow of causality between mundane
and sacred: Keane’s research revolves around manufactured and
domestic commodities and my research focuses on natural resources.
Moreover, 1 focus on the exchange of sacred natural resources between
the living community and the ancestors while Keane’s research
includes the trade of both sacred and non-sacred objects among
patrilineal groups in the living population.

In Kodi and in Karendi, the exchange of agricultural products
and prestige objects is central to geographically extensive socio-eco-
nomic connections within and between social domains. An implica-
tion of reciprocal exchanges in Kodi is that the present generation
reifies their obligations as caretakers of the natural resources left to
them by their forbears. Reciprocal exchanges link Karendi people
to their ancestors and to sacred parts of their landscape. In relation
to sacred natural resources, reciprocity in Karendi serves as a type
of social and environmental management.

Ritual exchange and harvest regulations

The rules of Marapu state that, prior to entering a scared place or
harvesting a sacred resource, a ritual must be performed. For exam-
ple, in order to harvest trees within the sacred place of Mata Loko,
a person must sponsor a ritual. During this ritual, a Rate Marapu
offers prayers and presents sacrificial animals to the ancestors who
govern the sacred place. The Rato Marapu uses the sacrificial ani-
mal’s internal organs for divination to determine whether or not the
ancestors concur with the community’s harvest plans. If the ritual
performance is successful, the ancestors who inhabit Mata Loko pro-
vide counter gifts in the form of temporary injunctions on the pro-
hibitions governing the use of sacred resources.

According to customary codes, if someone harvests resources from
a sacred place without first obtaining permission from the ancestors,
then they must sponsor a supplicatory ritual. During the supplica-
tory ritual, the offender must hire a Rato Marapu to perform a ritual

>

during which he presents the ancestors with prayers and animal
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sacrifices and begs them 1o forgive the oflender’s infractions. Iff
sacrificial rituals are not performed prior to or following the use of
sacred resources, then the ancestors will cause natural disasters or
will cause the oflender, his family, and/or his entre community (o
become sick. This system of ritual exchange is not emploved in rela-
tion to non-sacred places or the exploitation of non-sacred products
within Mata Loko.

Penalities for mis-managemen!

In the Marapu faith, the ancestors punish people for committing sins
such as failing to fulfil reciprocal obligations, stealing, adultery, vio-
lating taboos, breaking promises, presenting inadequate sacrifices, or
[ailing to perlorm scheduled rituals. When a family in the hamlet of
Bondo Ngivo., Bukambero (another region in Kodij converted (o
Christianity, one of the ways they proclaimed their adoption of
Christanity was by cutting down the Lord of the Land in the cen-
we of thew hamlet -2 symbol of their old faith. Following the destruc-
tion of this sacred site, a seres ol tragedies, mcluding serious ilness.
death, and crop failure plagued the family. The family consulted a
Rato Marapy who. through divinaton, determined that the ancestors
would forgive the transgression of the famihv who cut down the Lord
of the Land if they performed an cexpensive. multi-dayv sacrificial
healing ceremony  yaigho). (See Hosking 1988 {or details about raigho.:
To atone lor their sins. the familv staged the healing ceremonty.
begged forgiveness for thew infracuons, and planted a new wee 10
restore the Lord of the Land. The ancestors. however. were not
appeased and the familv continued to be plagued by mislortune indi-
caung that further pavments had o be offered 1o the ancestors. So
the famuly staged nwe more yahe during which they sacrificed sev-
cral more chickens and pigs. In this case. the penalty {for defacing
a shrine of the nauve Marapu religion was expensive. The muiual
respect that usually exists between the ancestors, in tis case repre-
sented by the Lord of the Land, and their hving descendants was
damaged. This resulted in a sort of negative reciprocine in which the
ancestors punished the family for mistreaung the Lord of the Land.

This storv of the malircaument of Bondo Ngivo’s Lord of the Land
highlights several mteresting points about contemporary Kodi hife.
One point is that religious conversion is not wrreversible since peopie
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can interpret unfavourable events as proof that the ancestors are still
active and the indigenous religion is still valid. Perhaps the more
relevant point that the above scenario illustrates is that there 1s a
link between values and behaviours relating to sacred places. The
destruction of the Lord of the Land was perceived negatively by
some members of the Bukambero community because they inter-
preted misfortunate events experienced by the family in Bondo Ngiyo
as indicative of the ancestors’ anger. The belief that the ancestors
disapproved led to the resurrection of the Lord of the Land and the
restoration of the sacred tree. Since the Lord of the Land is a tree,
this scenario illustrates that the unjustified destruction of natural
resources that are sacred 1s negatively valued in Kodi culture. The
Lord of the Land is actually much more than a biophysical entity,
though; it is a symbol of the strength, vitality, and heritage of Kodi
society.

Rectprocity in human relationships and human-environment relationships

LExchanging for rain

The Sumbanese perceive and manage critical natural resources in

ways that are comparable to other highly respected assets; such as

women (Onvlee 1977), rice, and water. The following description of
a rainmaking ceremony in Karendi provides a means for illustrat-

ing the dynamics of the reciprocal exchange of ecological products.

Mata Loko is said to be “the source of rain” for all of Kodi and
the neighboring district of Weyewa. In fact, the rainy season begins

earlier in Kodi because of the directions of the monsoon winds. In

addition to being the wettest’ part of Kodi, Karendi also has the

most forest cover and the highest elevation in the district.

Rain making rituals are performed in years when the monsoons
arrive late and the drv season (wulla maratana) 1s long. The “nghts
to rain” are controlled by one or a few Rato Marapu who have inher-
ited the privilege from their forefathers. Doka Tora i1s the man who
currently possesses the rights to the rains that fall in the sacred site
of Mata Loko. The following passage is a quote from Doka Tora
in which he describes the rain shaking rituals that he performs:

On the night of the rain shaking ritual I go into Mata Loko Forest
with two or three other elders. We listen while the forest spirits play
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music with their drums and gongs, sing, talk, and laugh. People can
hear the spirits and see their hearths burning, but the spirits them-
selves are invisible. My companions and I remain silent so that we do
not disturb the spirits. We sacrifice a chicken, and sprinkle its blood
on the Rat Stone. Then we roast the chicken over a fire so that it
will rain. Meanwhile, we chant couplets invoking our ancestors and
requesting that the ancestors provide rain to irrigate the crops and fill
the bathing places with water.

Rain shaking ceremonies represent the commitment of Kodi people
to their relationships with the ancestors. Recall, inter-generational
ties are bound by reciprocal exchanges in which a gift of a sacrifice
must be given in order to receive a counter gift of a sacred natural
resource. The ancestors prefer the sacrifice of a chicken as partial
payment for their service in rain shaking rituals; but they have pref-
erences for other animals in other types of rituals. In the rain shak-
ing ceremonies, the ancestors reciprocate the prayers and sacrifices
from the human world with a counter payment of rain. The ances-
tors answer prayers and sacrifices offered in planting rites performed
at the beginning of the Bitter Season in October, November, or
December through delayed reciprocity. The counter payment for the
offerings of the planting rites is the rice that is reaped from December
through May. The purpose of these rituals is to ensure that the
ancestors look favourably upon the living generation. As long as the
ancestors and the living generation are allies, Kodi people will benefit
from ecological goods and services.

In rain shaking rituals the natural, human, and supernatural realms
together engage in reciprocal relationships. Rain would not fall, crops
would not grow, and people would starve if the social bonds were
not maintained via reciprocity. Reciprocal exchanges are the basis
of social relationships. Likewise, reciprocity is the basis of relation-
ships between Kodi people and their ancestors, between the earthly
and spiritual worlds. In Karendi, as in other indigenous communi-
ties in Southeast Asia, the management techniques of current inhab-
nants of the land are shaped by the belief that they are responsible
for taking care of inherited goods and items that were valuable to
their ancestors (Colchester 1993).

Social relations and water management

The connections between society, ecology, and reciprocity are depicted
m the traditional dynamics of dam building in the East Sumba




































